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 Prologue 
 
     
 
    I rotated the beer bottle between my thighs. My ass was half propped onto the bar stool, my back turned to the counter as I watched the star of the show. Darrik spun circles around that pole like a pro. He knew how to strip. He knew how to twist and bend. He knew all the right angles to present that body of his. He was a hot little package, but God bless him, he just wasn’t what I was looking for in a man.  
 
    Didn’t mean watching him wasn’t fun. He melted off the pole and onto the ground to finish off his set with a cock teasing floor routine. The man was flexible. But, it was that slight frame that made him so nimble. Me? I was more into the owner of the club. Josiah. Big, strong, a little dangerous, but Josiah was off the market now, and I really didn’t need to get into another relationship with a guy like that again. Last time I went after my taste of men – that hint of danger in Andrew’s eyes had turned out to actually be dangerous. 
 
    Darrick’s set finished with a roar of masculine appreciation. I swished the lukewarm remnants of my beer before upending it. I turned and placed it with two careful fingers on the bar top. Josiah was right there, ready. “Another?” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    “Coming right up, Brandon.”  
 
    The guy turned and bent down to the minifridge that housed the domestics. I’m pretty sure his boyfriend wouldn’t mind me checking him out from a distance, so I took in those tree trunk legs. God, it’d been too long since I’d been with a man. I averted my eyes to my palms when Josiah stood and popped the top for me. A flood of drink orders came in with the ending of Darrik’s routine, and Josiah set to work behind the bar. 
 
    A light touch on my shoulder made me turn. I lit up right away. Something about Darrik always made me smile. “You’re looking good tonight. Can I buy you drink?” 
 
    A bar stool opened up for him – guys were always happy to give up their seat to him. “Promise to try and take advantage of me this time?” 
 
    I signaled to Josiah and then spread my hands and gave Darrik a little shrug. “I thought you enjoyed having at least one guy here not hitting on you.” 
 
    Darrik leaned in and gave me a hug over my shoulder. “That’s why I love you, hot stuff. It’s been a while since I’ve seen you. At least a couple months.” 
 
    “It’s a long drive. More so in the winter. Roads aren’t that good between here and Sommersville this time of the year.” 
 
    “How about you stay at my place tonight? You can drink up, and we can get a cab. You can go all hell kitten on this place.” 
 
    “That actually sounds great. I could really afford to let loose a bit tonight.” I sent him a sideways grin. “But I hope you’re not trying to seduce me.” 
 
    Josiah delivered a shot glass, and Darrik seized it before giving me a saucy look. “Only if you’re up for a foursome with that handsome couple.” 
 
    I turned to see where he was pointing. Lord, The Neon Glass Club drew an eclectic crowd. The two looked corporate, and one was a woman. She was actually up my alley when it came to ladies. I’d been sticking more to the female persuasion since Andrew. I just didn’t feel comfortable with men yet. But I’d never been into hooking up with more than one at a time. Darrik, on the other hand, he was all over the charts. 
 
    “No thanks. I’m good. I’ll be on the couch.” 
 
    “Honey, you’ll be happier than a puppy in paradise if you get yourself sandwiched between a pussy and a cock.” 
 
    He knew how to make a full-grown man blush. “Really, I’m good. I like taking my genitalia one at a time.”  
 
    Darrik downed his shot and held onto the empty glass as he eyed me. “Tell me you’ve gotten laid recently, honey.” 
 
    I chocked on my beer. “God, Darrik.” 
 
    “I’m serious. You don’t look happy.” 
 
    “That has nothing to do with my sex life. I dropped my classes today.” 
 
    Darrik signaled to Josiah for another. “Sweet thing. Again?” 
 
    Lord, I couldn’t escape it even from my favorite flaming bisexual stripper. “What? I can’t sit there for hours when I’m not even a little interested. If I can’t stand going to class one more day, how am I supposed to get a job for the rest of my life doing that shit?” In need of a quick misdirects, I lifted my eyebrows. “Maybe I can come work here.” 
 
    Darrik wagged a finger at me. “Oh, hell no, sweet thing. I have seen you dance. That shit flies when you’re drunk, now when you’re putting on a show.” 
 
    “I know someone who can give me lessons.” 
 
    “No. I’m serious, honey, you need to get yourself fucked by a man with a big, fat cock. Clears all the cobwebs. Helps you figure your shit out.” 
 
    “I don’t think it works like that.” 
 
    “Of course, it does. Just fuck it out.” 
 
    “Really, Darrik, I’m not the fuck it out sort.” 
 
    He slapped me on the shoulder. “Stop. Everyone’s the fuck it out sort.” 
 
    “I haven’t been with a guy since Andrew.” 
 
    “Even better reason to get laid. That asshole can’t be your last memory of cock. Come on. You have to have at least one candidate.” 
 
    “Eh, maybe.”  
 
    Darrik seized on it. He grabbed my bicep and came closer. “See, now! Tell me. Does he have a big package?” 
 
    “God, it’s not like I’ve seen him naked.” 
 
    “Honey, you don’t need to see a man naked to know he’s got royal sized family jewels.” 
 
    “Well, he’s a big dude. Kinda like Josiah.” 
 
    “Mmmm. I already like him. More. Details. Come on, honey.” 
 
    I hadn’t actually talked to the delivery guy from work much. He usually didn’t come on my shift. I’d only seen him a handful of times, but I liked what I saw. “I guess he’s not quite as big as Josiah, but you can tell he’s muscular, and he has tattoo’s you can see coming out of his shirt at the neckline and bicep. Deep voice. Kinda cocky.” 
 
    I stopped myself, spinning my bottle on the bar top. Darrick put his hand on my thigh. “So, why haven’t jumped those bones already?” 
 
    “I’m not even sure he’s gay.” 
 
    “Sweetie, those men are the best kind.” 
 
    “Darrik.” Josiah’s commanding voice startled us both. “Stop trying to get the clientele laid and get back to work. Wayne needs his music loaded for his routine.” 
 
    “You bet your sweet ass, honey.” Darrik threw back his second shot and rose. “Keep the beers coming to Brandon, here. He’s crashing at my place tonight.” 
 
    “Right,” Josiah said. He held out a big palm. “You know the price for unlimited alcohol here.” 
 
    I fished my keys out of my pocket and handed them over. It was kinda nice to be taken care of for once. “Thanks. Keep my tab open.” 
 
    “You got it.” Josiah tossed the keys into a basket next to the register. “You gunna show off some of your moves tonight?” 
 
    I studied how much beer was left in my bottle. “I might need a couple of these, first.” 
 
    I dug my phone out and opened up the messages. Just fuck it out, he says. I could use a little bit of that right about now. Roaming from job to job and dropping classes was okay when I was first out of high school, but it’d been five years, and I was still doing the same crap. Five more years, and I’d be knocking on thirty without a thing to show for it. Fuck it out, he says.  
 
    I selected my way into the texts I’d swapped with my boss earlier today. She wanted me to cover the delivery this week.  In general, I wasn’t the overtime type, but those tattoo’s and deep voice were looking pretty good at the moment. I took a couple long swigs and studied the screen. 
 
    Carly really wants Wednesday off. Do me a solid and cover the shift? 
 
    I hadn’t replied. That was five hours ago. More beer. I downed the rest of my bottle, and my fingers hoovered over the touch pad. Just fuck it out, he says. 
 
    Fine. 
 
    Sign me up. I’ll do it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Blowing snow flickered in front of the headlights, piling up on the hood and ground below. I shut off my lights, and the side of the building went dark. The flurries appeared as little ghost flakes falling around the car. 
 
    It was going to be a long night. I glanced at the clock on the dashboard, waiting for eleven so I could start my shift. Working graveyards at a truck stop in the middle of nowhere sucked. Truckers kept driving 24/7, so we stayed open for them. The store with its four pumps was right in the middle of County Route 47’s shortcut between the freeways which intersected Nebraska. Besides a few small towns, which didn’t have gas stations for these big rigs, there was nowhere the flannel decked, potbellied guys could stop for fifty miles either way. 
 
    There were nights we’d get busy, mainly weekends when local sports teams crisscrossed the same space between freeways. But, mostly it was the truckers and a variety of travelers and drunks who wanted to stay off the main roads. But, early weekdays were the pits. Tuesday and Wednesday nights were normally dead. I had no idea why. The truckers ran the same schedule all week long – nonstop. Here I was, Tuesday night. It got worse still in late January when it was snowing and the roads were slick. The plow trucks ran over and salted the freeways at a steady pace but left County Route 47 as an afterthought.  
 
    Driving here in what was already coming down had been a chore. Sommersville’s roads had been fairly clear, but the further I drove into the woods leading to the state route, the heavier the snow got. The white snow rushing past my windshield made it look like I had gone into warp speed in the dark night. I had to slow down to thirty-five just to see far enough in front of me to be sure I wouldn’t hit anything. And, it was bound to get worse. 
 
    Eleven o’clock. I pulled my jacket tight and threw open the door. The wind threatened to seep through my sleeves, straight to the newly inked Celtic sun tattoo on my forearm. I’d been so careful with it, applying fresh lotion and a gauze strip just like the artist said.  
 
    He’d babied me a bit. It was kinda annoying, to be honest. I didn’t exactly look like your typical tattoo collector, so I had felt out of place in the parlor. I was probably a good six inches shorter and hundred pounds lighter than most of the guy’s clients. The big dude at the counter had actually checked my ID to make sure I was eighteen. Maybe it was the polo. Who knows, but once he was satisfied that I was, in fact, old enough to drink as well, he continued on to advise me that getting tattoo’s hurt. If the guy wasn’t big enough to crush my skull, I may have considered replying with sarcasm, but I don’t have a death wish. 
 
    It wasn’t easy for me to come up with a few hundred bucks to get the thing etched, but it was worth it. The lines were top notch. I was already tempted to get another. They said I’d get addicted to body art. I hadn’t believed them when I got my first, but after my second, I was starting to see how one could want more and more. It really was an art – beautiful.  
 
    The familiar chime of the front door sounded above me, and I peeled my coat off once inside. The industrial heater on the ceiling blew hot air into my face and brushed away my hair. Time for a haircut. That heater making my hair tickle the top of my ears was always my first clue. 
 
    Carly smiled from behind the counter. She looked bored. “Just in time, Brandon, like always.” She snickered. “Get your ass back here. I wanna go home.” 
 
    “Careful out there. It’s getting bad,” I said, heading to the back counter. I threw my coat over the edge of the backroom door and folded up my long sleeves. “Plows will be busy on the freeways all night. Doubt they’ll get to us until morning.” 
 
    “I figured. You’ll have to put some salt down.” She motioned to the five-gallon bucket underneath the counter full of driveway salt. “We’re also waiting on the delivery truck. He’s hitting the weather and running late.” 
 
    “They’re trying to keep up with deliveries in this blizzard?” 
 
    Carly grabbed her coat. “Don’t be dramatic. It’s not a blizzard. It’s Nebraska. Driver got hung up in Jasper, but he called and said he’d be here within the hour.” 
 
    Great. At least I would have something to do if we were dead tonight. Not that I relished unloading boxes full of mini-bags of potato chips and massive vats of mustard, but it was something to do.  
 
    The delivery truck usually never came while I was on duty. That was an event earlier in the evening that Carly or someone else handled. The company didn’t have a lousy track record or anything. They’d only been late once before about three months ago, and I remembered needing to take inventory at midnight while we got hit by a local volleyball team all bubbly after having won some memorial tournament. I like bubbly girls, just not a dozen of them at once.  
 
    And, damn, what a jerk that delivery guy was. Kind of the cocky bastard type. He wore his grin crooked and he had that confidence that said he knew he was hot. Thin but broad shouldered. Dark hair and a square chine with three days’ worth of stubble. Yeah, he knew he was a looker, and he knew I was looking. Most guys had the good grace to act like they didn’t notice they’d caught me checking out their ass. But not him. That cocky asshole and his crooked grin just smirked the entire time. 
 
    I sighed and slipped the bright red store apron over my head and around my waist then secured my name tag to my chest. “Anything else?” 
 
    “Um, no.” Carly winked. “Just don’t forget to stock the bathrooms.”  
 
    I groaned. Carly knew that was the one thing I couldn’t stand doing around this place. Take out the trash? You betcha. Mop up that coffee spill? On top of it. Clean and stock the bathrooms a few dozen large truckers have trafficked? Rain check. It generally wasn’t even that messy, neither could I call myself a germaphobe – except when it came to bathrooms. Elbow length gloves for me, thank you. 
 
    I grabbed my register drawer from the office and checked in while Carly disappeared into the office with her own drawer. I heard the keys jangle, the door to the safe creak open, and she was back, zipping up her coat and putting up her hood. 
 
     “Well, have a great night.” She waved with a smile. 
 
    “Ha ha, very funny.” 
 
    “Hey, you never know, you might get some late-nighters coming in from the cold.” 
 
    “Yeah, right. I’ll probably just clean all night.” 
 
    Carly gave a thumbs up. “Sounds good. I’m sure Sue wouldn’t mind if she came in to a clean store in the morning.” 
 
    Haha, Carly. 
 
    I returned the most pleasant smile I could – like I really wanted to clean – and gave her a quick wave goodbye as she skipped out the front door, the bells jangling behind her. 
 
    Damn, what was I going to do? Watch the snow fall outside the glass door? There was no way cleaning would take a whole night. Inventory would only take about half an hour — marking the boxes with dates, crossing them off the list, making sure we received what we’d ordered. Most of the computer work was our boss’ job. But, then I’d be able to dink around the store, looking for items to restock. I’d have to make coffee around three or four — not like anyone would drink it. Then, finally make my way to my nemesis – the bathrooms. 
 
    I maneuvered around the counter to the backroom and adjusted the in-store radio. No way was I listening to country music all night. Carly could listen to the stuff for hours on end, and Sue thought it a ‘safe’ choice for all age ranges. Besides, who would care what kind of music was playing if no one came in?  
 
    After tuning in the metal station, I strolled back to my spot at the register and leaned back against the counter. I hung there while the gruff DJ interrupted his regular show for a rather chipper newscaster with a brief weather warning.  
 
    “Winter storm watch which was issued for Delard County has been upgraded to a winter storm warning for heavy snow. The county will experience heavy snowfall overnight, accumulating to more than thirteen inches by five a.m., and possibly over eighteen inches in some areas. We are also issuing a winter storm warning for severe icing. Accumulation of ice may down trees and power lines. Electricity or telephone communications may be disrupted, and roads may be impassable for most vehicles. Our plows will be having a hard time keeping up with the snowfall. So, please, stay off the roads except for emergency purposes.” 
 
    Headlights turned into the parking lot. They grew closer, passed the gas pumps, and parked out front with the beams of light shining straight in. A woman and child hurried out of the car and into the store. She wasn’t wearing a hat, and the wind blew her hair in fits as she tucked her chin into her coat. 
 
    The woman fought to hold the door open as her little boy scuttled inside, gusts of icy wind invading the store. The invasion of cold air stung at my skin, and I backed away from the counter. She hauled the door shut behind her and shook the snow off from her coat. 
 
    She looked at me, her eyebrows pressed together, and blew out a whistle. “Jeez, it’s horrible out there.” She was young and attractive and offered an inquisitive smile. “We’re headed west into Wyoming. Know where the nearest hotel is?” 
 
    “In Jasper, about fifty miles down the road,” I answered. 
 
    She kept the smile on her face, but I could hear her cussing under her breath. If it was going to be anything like the weather guy said, I felt bad. “Listen, if you up head back to 174th, that’s the quickest way to get on westbound 94 from here. It’ll take longer, but the roads should be better.” 
 
    She cupped her son’s hand in hers, said a quick, “Thanks,” and walked him towards the bathrooms. 
 
    Couldn’t blame her for not being in the best of moods. I didn’t want to be stuck here on a dead night, but I was becoming less interested in driving back home in this weather. The toilet flushed, and muffled talking followed. Another pair of headlights turned from the highway and into the lot, stopping next to the gas pumps. Ding, ding. Nice. Maybe it’ll be a lively night, after all. 
 
    I hit the switch to turn on the microphone. “Need to prepay.” 
 
    A low pitched huff of disappointment followed. I couldn’t blame him, either. I never liked prepaying – especially when it was this cold – I’d much rather just stick the nozzle in and duck back inside my car until the trigger gave. But, it was a requirement this late at night. 
 
    The guy ducked his head between his shoulders, bundled his coat around his waist, and came inside. 
 
    “Fifty on pump five,” he groaned, throwing crumpled bills on the counter. Then, he grabbed a bag of chips from the front display. “Make it forty-five.” 
 
    I rang up the sale and clicked the button to let him fill up.  
 
    “Mommy, I want candy.” The kid tugged on his mother’s coat as they came out of the bathroom. 
 
    The guy hugged his chips against his chest and was out the door in an instant.  
 
    “Not this late. We need to go, Timothy.” I caught her eyeing the coffee, but she wrapped her hand around her sons and led him to the door. She dropped into a low squat, zipped up his coat and hid his head under the way-too-big hood. She smiled up at me. “Thanks a lot.” 
 
    “Be careful out there. Roads are getting pretty bad. They’re closed past Jasper.” 
 
    “Yeah, I heard that on the radio report. Well, thanks.” She turned, opened the door, braced herself, and left with child in tow.  
 
    She escorted him to the passenger side of the car, and my attention was drawn to the thickness of the snow coming down. Drifts already piled up on the sidewalk and the edges of the lot. Snow blew and fluttered sideways. The sign on the corner of the road flopped around. The wind howled against the windows and door. Wow, I hadn’t even noticed how awful it’d gotten in the last fifteen minutes. 
 
    Hope they make it to Jasper okay. 
 
    The beep sounded that the guy out front filled his tank to the amount he’d paid and, after a moment of fumbling with the thick pump hose, he was gone. This was how my night was going to go – just like every other night before it. 
 
    I’d known it was going to be a slow night, but I hadn’t thought the storm was supposed to get this bad. Up to eighteen inches? We were right in the belt that always seemed to get pegged with the worse of the snowfall when a winter storm warning was issued. I peered out the big, glass front and inspected in both directions. The county route was darker, lonelier — ghostly.  
 
    I could imagine how slick it was now. I had actually been a sunny day for Nebraska in winter, and there had been some moisture on the roads. That made it all the worse. That moisture was now ice under what was turning into several inches of snow cover. There was no way the delivery driver was that crazy. 
 
    If only I could just close up and go home. I had no idea what our policy was for this. I got this job in the spring and hadn’t the foggiest what we were supposed to do in weather like this. Were we like the post office? Rain, snow, and sleet? I could call Sue. I checked the clock. She’d be in bed, for sure. I could make the call on my own. Just lock up and go.  
 
    In this weather? No. My little beater of a sedan wouldn’t stand a chance. I didn’t know what was going on with it since the temperatures started hitting below freezing, but that thing had me worried. Some days, it refused to start until I popped the hood and aimlessly moved around wires and cables. Took me over fifteen minutes last time. I couldn’t trust the old girl anymore. Even if I locked the front door, I’d have to curl up on boxes in the back until the sun rose and I’d at least have stray cars coming by if I got stranded out there. 
 
    I stifled a yawn and drummed my fingers on the countertop to the song playing on the speakers. Be nice if I could crank up the music a notch or two. I put my weight on the counter and leaned over to look out at the road. Why not? Sue couldn’t be upset over heavy metal no one was around to hear to begin with. 
 
    A glance at the clock on the wall overhead read 11:45. Not only had it not even been an hour since I clocked in, but fifteen more minutes, and the truck should be here if he managed to stay on schedule. I grabbed a wet cloth and wandered away from the register to the condiments stand. Suppose I could get a little bit of cleaning done until the delivery showed up — if it did at all. 
 
    I wiped at a sticky pop stain next to the machine then at a pile of sugar near the coffee pot, bobbing my head to the beat of guitars and drums. I clicked the carafe heater off while I was at it. No use wasting electricity on something no one would drink.  
 
    A little less than a cup was left in the pot and this was going to be a long night, so I grabbed a Styrofoam cup and sniffed at the carafe. Wow, how long had that been on the burner? Good coffee I could drink straight, but this? I thumbed through the mini-packages. Sugar. Cream. Oh! Hazelnut. I stirred the liquid with a straw and took a sip. 
 
    Damn, that’s bitter. Hazelnut, my ass. 
 
    It’d probably been sitting on the burner since the beginning of Carly’s shift. Oh well. I’d needed something to keep me awake if it was going to be this dull tonight. I alternately slurped and winced at it while cleaning underneath everything, singing the tune that was playing on the speakers in my head. 
 
    Wiping off the nacho cheese machine, I cringed at the irritating blare of a horn honking not once but three times at the back of the building. The headlights must have whizzed by while I was working on that dried cheese. I threw the towel on the counter, turned the volume down, and pushed open the door into the back room.  
 
    It was always pitch black back there, no matter what time of the day, and the light switch – I could never find it right away. Most switches were directly within inches of the doorframe just a little below chest level. But the back room? Nah, too easy. And, my brain couldn’t hold the position in memory. I felt along the wall a few inches, then up, then over further. Right when I thought I was too far and high – that I must have missed it – my fingers came into contact with the damned thing, and light flooded into the little storage area. 
 
    I took a few paces to the back wall, avoiding the mop bucket. “Finally,” I said, opening the heavy delivery door. 
 
    Holy hell, why hadn’t I grabbed my coat? The wind flung a drift of snow into my face as the door open, and the deep chill immediately set into my bones. The truck motor hummed, rattling its back fender and license plate, the hot exhaust coming out in heavy waves of white fumes against the freezing air. A single flood light cast a pale shadow on the back of the truck, and the thick, floating snow made the world look like a snow globe.  
 
    I tensed my muscles to guard against the cold and grabbed my clipboard, ready to take inventory as soon as the driver was ready. Come on, what’s taking so long? I started to bounce, hoping the added motion would produce a little heat. 
 
    It took a while — was the guy even alive in there? — before the truck’s engine shut off. The driver’s door slammed. Boots crunched and left prints in the snow as the driver came around the side of the building. 
 
    “Hey, sorry I’m so late. Got stuck in Jasper. The roads are horrible,” he said. His voice was the same smooth baritone I remembered from before. 
 
    “As long as everything is here, I’ve got no problem with it.” I kept my eyes on the inventory sheet, taking note of what we ordered so I didn’t get confused. 
 
    The driver chuckled. “Yeah, well, if anything’s missing, take it up with my boss, eh?” 
 
    Same cocky attitude as always. “I’ll have my boss call your boss.” 
 
    “Ah, that’s how you roll here.” 
 
    I glanced at him as he peeled away a hoodie from over his head. He looked differently than he had just three months ago. I swore up and down he used to be thicker in the gut and cheeks. Not, like, fat. But, now he looked tighter all around – from the strong jawline to his waist, where that tight workout fabric tucked into his jeans. The black, bulky coat was hefty on the outside, but being unzipped, I could see the outline of a chiseled chest underneath that shirt. And, that ass was just as nice as ever. 
 
    He’d grown a black, trimmed goatee on his chin. It suited him. I’d almost wanted to ask what the hell happened.  
 
    He didn’t move – just returned my curious gaze. The guy shifted his weight to one leg, warming himself by rubbing a set of knuckles into the opposite palm. A grin twitched at the corner of his goatee, and his eyelids dropped a little. He was doing it again – reading my mind. 
 
    “You gonna start bringing everything in? It’s the freaking Antarctic out here.” I motioned with the pen to the truck and averted my eyes lest I say what was really on my mind. 
 
    “Yeah, man.” He cleared his throat and turned around to get to it. “Not a big order today. You must be slacking on the upsells in there. Get those truckers to buy more powdered donuts, and you could see this fine ass a little more often.” 
 
    He unhitched the back door of the truck, sliding it up until it latched. I checked out that fine ass. He knew I would. He jumped inside and out of sight, and I released a sigh. I knew he was the same guy by that visible cocky bastard attitude — that I don’t give a fuck ‘bout nothing posture of his. But how the hell does someone change that much in only a few months?  
 
    He slid a long ramp from the back until it hit the snowy ground. The ground was even there, but he still jumped out of the truck and bent over to adjusted the ramp until it was steady on the snow-covered concrete. My eyes flitted up from the clipboard again. It wasn’t just his ass. He had the kind of thighs that made his jeans stick tight around them.  
 
    He disappeared once again, and the thump of boxes followed next. I meandered to the back of the truck where I could see inside, shivering at the cold air — damn, I wish I’d remembered my coat — as he piled boxes on a dolly with ease. 
 
    I didn’t even notice the ache from my tattoo until I started to shiver. How long could one be in sub-freezing temperatures before hypothermia set it? Go get your coat, dummy… But I stayed there, eying him as he bent down, grabbed a box, and hefted it on top of the others. Those big legs flexed every time he bent. Maybe I needed to stick with this job until summer so I could volunteer on some of the earlier shifts. Might get to see him without that coat on, then. From the glimpses I was getting of his chest flexing between that overstuffed coat, the show of him in that tight t-shirt would make the beefy-legs-in-jeans show into chump change.  
 
    After the third large box, he pulled back on the dolly and began down the ramp. I proceeded him to the back door and opened it wide, using it as a temporary shelter from the blowing wind and snow. I could barely catch the labels on the boxes, because I was too busy studying him. Were those Fritos or Cheetos? Be better if I waited until everything was unloaded, anyway. Coat, dumbass, coat.  
 
    He left the pile of boxes right inside the door, and he passed by with his dolly, I caught the flash of a name embroidered onto his blue work shirt. 
 
    “James?” I said aloud. Damn. 
 
    “Yeah?” he answered back from inside the truck. 
 
     “Be right back,” I called, heading for the store. 
 
    James quirked a smile at me again, a bit of an incredulous look on his face. “But who will hold the door open for me?” 
 
    “I’ll be right back, promise.” 
 
    His shoulders shook in silent laughter. “Dude. It was a joke. Take your time. I can handle a doorknob.” 
 
    “Right.” Goddamn him. I turned away and headed up front before he could see the blush. 
 
    I tossed the inventory sheets down on the counter, snatched my coat, and headed to the front windows while I slid my arms in. I bent left and right, checking the road outside. Nothing in sight. The snow was really coming down, but the rough wind was still blowing the fluffy stuff off the road and parking lot before it could settle. It was getting caught in corners and against the building, though, and it was really adding up.  
 
    With a sharp zip of my coat, I turned back to the storeroom. The temperature difference between the store and the back room was stark. When I opened the door, James was guiding another dolly full of boxes into the room, keeping the exterior door propped open with his back. 
 
    I jumped forward and grabbed the cold, steel door. “Got it.” 
 
    “Thanks, man.” 
 
    I went for a jesting tone. “Thought you said you could handle it.” 
 
    That cocky grin had never left his lips. “Oh, I can handle it, young man.” 
 
    Young man? There was no way he was over thirty. “Well, I’ve been trained to lend a helping hand to the elderly.” 
 
    His shoulders shook in silent laugher again, and he didn’t respond, settling instead on waggling finger at me. He plopped his load flat to the ground and used the toe of his boot to keep the boxes in place while he slid the dolly free. 
 
    “So.” God, I had to think quickly. “Have any other deliveries tonight?” 
 
    “Nope. My last one.” He hustled out and mounted the ramp again, ready for another load. “But, I don’t know if I’m going to be able to make it back to the warehouse with the roads the way they are.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Desperate to look away, I focused on the inventory sheet and pretended to check things off with my pen. “You gonna go on to Sommersville, then?” 
 
    “Road’s closed in Sommersville, too. We’re the only area that’s not getting hit so bad,” he said as he settled box on top of box. 
 
    “Unbelievable, huh? So, what are you gonna do?” 
 
    He stopped and shrugged, his baggy coat rustling. “Don’t know. Stay in the truck, but there’s really nowhere to sleep in there.” 
 
    True. That wasn’t exactly a big rig he was driving.  
 
    “Why don’t you guys close up on nights like these?” he asked, clomping down the ramp, dolly in tow. 
 
    That was a very good question. 
 
    “I wish. But, the company thinks we’d benefit by staying open rain or shine. Or, snowing like hell.” 
 
    “Like the post office?” 
 
    I huffed out a breath of laughter. “Exactly.” 
 
    “Yeah. Sounds like where I work.”  
 
    He passed by with a load of chips. He left the pile on the floor, stopped a moment, and casually wiped his brow with the back of his hand. The motion opened up his unzipped coat further, and I got a good look of how that spandex material clung to his pecs. I shifted my hips. My cock enjoyed that sight a little too much. 
 
    “Have you been working for them long?” I muttered, unable to pull my attention away from him as he pulled at his coat in a fanning motion, showing off more of that ripped torso. 
 
    “About a year and a half.” He turned in curiosity. “You?” 
 
    “Since the spring.” I hid behind the clipboard, checking the list for the millionth time. 
 
    “Cool.” The dolly creaked, and the ramp thumped as he walked back into the truck. 
 
    I propped the door open and hugged myself against the cold. There was more pounding inside. The truck shook as he loaded up his dolly for the last time, and he wheeled it back down with only two boxes. “Well, that’s it.”  
 
    He scooted the last boxes aside and disappeared up the ramp. He latched the dolly to the inside of the truck with a bungee cord and then jumped to the ground, scooted the ramp back into the truck, and pulled a rope to close the door with a slam. 
 
    “You don’t mind if I hang out here for a while? At least until the road crews come by, do you?” He secured the lock on the sliding door. 
 
    “I’m not sure the road crews will be coming by any time soon.” 
 
    James brushed past me into the back room. “In that case, how’s the coffee here?” 
 
    I scrunched my nose. “Bitter.” 
 
    “Just how I like it.” 
 
    He kept moving forward, pulling open the door to the store, and I followed him. James shrugged his coat off once inside. I stood stock-still a moment, pondering his questions. If he truly intended to wait until the plows came through, he’d be here till morning, just like me. It’d be an awfully long night without any customers. But, I was sure that old, small truck couldn’t handle well on the snow. 
 
    I plopped my clipboard down on the counter. “If you don’t want to be stuck here, you should get going pretty soon. How is that box truck in the snow? I know you were already having a hard time tonight.” 
 
    James sent an appraising look over the interior of the store until he landed on the coffee machine. “There we are. Yeah. The tires are pretty bald. New ones are on order, but ya know. Delivery is delayed.” He winked at me as he headed for coffee. “Got held up in Jasper cuz I slid straight through an intersection. No one else was on the road, but I hit the curb, and the boxes shifted in back.” He waved a dismissive hand. “Had to check on the truck and make sure the load was secure.” 
 
    “Doesn’t sound good.” 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    James stood with hands outspread, and entirely overexaggerated expression of despair on his face. I couldn’t help but laugh. “Yeah. Meant to tell you. I drained the last cup before you came in.” 
 
    He turned to me with that faux incredulity plastered on. “What kind of establishment are you running, here?” 
 
    I shook my head but squatted down to the cabinets beneath. “I’ll make another pot. Looks like we’ll be needing it.” 
 
     “Great. Ring me up, Brandon.” He slapped my arm then searched for a place to lay the coat he’d being carrying around on his quest for coffee. 
 
    “What kind do you want? Plain, hazelnut, or French roast?” 
 
    He pursed his lips in actual concentration. “French roast.” 
 
    He sauntered over to the front counter and set his coat next to my clipboard. With his back turned, I had my opportunity. I watched him go. And, I was right. That tight polyester clung to every dip and valley. The man had lats. I wanted to bite them. No. What the fuck? No, I did not. I busied myself with measuring the grinds and checking the water reservoir, instead. 
 
    A flip of a switch, and I circled back around to my spot at the register and crossed my arms. He went and took my place in front of the coffee. He selected the largest cup. He bobbed in a slow sway from foot to foot as he watched the brew drip, his long legs stretched in faded blue jeans. Muscled arms went taut as he reached across the counter for a lid. 
 
    Good God, he has a nice ass. 
 
    If I wasn’t at work, and if I’d known the guy a little better, I may have jumped him by now. If we were in a club or a bar, that cocky attitude and fine body would have me itching for a taste. Yeah, I’d have that guy in some back hallway with my hands all over him.  
 
    “Where’s the pisser?” he asked as he came up to the register. 
 
    Pisser? What the hell, was he an English bloke all the sudden? “In the back,” I answered, pointed toward the corner, and rang up his oversized coffee. 
 
    He beat out a tattoo on his thighs with his palms then threw a couple dollars on the plexi-glass countertop and walked back to the bathrooms. 
 
    The faint sound of whistling came from the back, and I rolled my eyes, making his change and setting it back on the counter next to his drink. So, he whistled when he peed. Motherfucker. I adjusted my hips. The thought of him holding his cock made my own swell.  
 
    I suddenly wished I’d never agreed to let him hang out. Then again, he never actually asked. Who knew when the road crews would be around? With the county’s fiscal crunch, they might not even attempt to come this way until morning. Hell, I’d be stuck with this guy until then. I’d be stuck with him as I wondered about that cock he held. By the look of the package at the front of his jeans, he wasn’t a small boy. Goddammit. Not helping my woody. 
 
    The toilet flushed, more whistling, and he opened the door with a huge grin. “Just knocked out your urinal cake.” 
 
    I tried to hide the laugh but couldn’t. “Yeah. I need to restock the bathrooms at some point tonight.” 
 
    He must have caught the dread in my voice. “I wouldn’t want to do it, either. I’ll haul other people’s shit around, but I’m not about to clean any dude’s bathroom but my own.”  
 
    He was back at the front of the store, pocketing his change and sipping cautiously at his coffee. He glanced around at the gum and candy displays on the front of the counter, reached down to pick up a pack, read the label, and put it back. He stretched and stifled a yawn. 
 
    “You’re not gonna fall asleep on me, are you, old man?” I snickered. 
 
    “Shit, kid. What are you, five years younger than me?” he chided then added, “If I do, I’ll just crash on your shiny floor, here.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. Can’t have any customers tripping over the bum on the floor.” 
 
    “Ah, yes. The legions of customers flooding the gates.” 
 
    He turned his back to me as he looked around, and I couldn’t help but glance up and down, taking note how that tight shirt hugged his chiseled back, the tattoo on his right arm snaking out from the hem of his sleeve, and another tattoo at the base of his neck that read “Allyson.” 
 
    “Who’s that?” 
 
    He tilted his head, peering at me with intense eyes. “Who’s who?” 
 
    “Allyson? The tattoo on your neck—” 
 
    “My daughter.” He sauntered to the benches in the back of the store. Plopping down at the furthest one, he snatched and flipped open yesterday’s newspaper and hid himself. 
 
    I must’ve hit a sore spot. 
 
    “Got it done when she was born,” he said from behind the paper. “She’s with her mom, now.” 
 
    “Ah. You two…” 
 
    “Yeah. Divorced a couple years now.” 
 
    I glanced at the gauze covering my healing tattoo. I couldn’t imagine tattooing someone’s name on myself. Of course, I never had a someone to care that much about. “Sorry to hear. About the divorce, that is, not the kid.”   
 
    “Are you kidding me?” The paper crinkled, and James glared over the top of it. “We were practically kids, ourselves, when she got pregnant. I thought I was doing the noble thing by marrying her.” He shook his head and tried to find something of interest on the paper. “I had no freaking clue what love was or how to be a husband. We were a train wreck from the get go.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” I regretted my inquiry immediately. None of my business. 
 
    James set the paper in his lap and ticked the reasons off with his fingers. “Let’s see. The only thing we had in common was I had a peg that fit her slot. Strapped for cash. Fought over everything from which cabinet to put the coffee mugs in to sharing the car to get to work. After Allyson was born, she started in on drugs. Took me down that rabbit hole with her. Which left us even more cash strapped and even angrier.” 
 
    Dang. He didn’t look like an addict. “Uh. Sorry? You getting any help?” 
 
    He waved his hand, dismissing me. “Already kicked it. Only did that shit for a few months before I saw the dark tunnel at the end of that line. The ex thought I was no more fun and left. Went to live with the guy supplying her drugs. Turns out he had a peg for her slot, too.” 
 
    Indignation flared up. “You let her take the kid?” 
 
    James lifted a single eyebrow. “Naw, man. She left Allyson with me. But, we were getting evicted from our apartment, and I was broke. So, the ex’s parents offered to take Allyson in. They’re good people. But between child support and barely graduating high school, it’s been really hard to save money to get my own place again.” 
 
    “Thought you said she was with her mom.” 
 
    “Well, now, kinda. Tara’s trying to get clean and moved in with her folks.” 
 
    “Think you guys’ll…” 
 
    He wrinkled his nose. “Fuck, no. That ship has sailed. Pretty damn sure she’s spoiled me from women in general. Not interested.” 
 
    I had begun to lose heart with all this talk of female ex’s. His semi-flirting had led me to hope. “Not interested in her, or not interested in women?” 
 
    James picked the newspaper back up. “Yes.” 
 
    He unfolded the paper further, hiding completely behind it. Sipping his coffee, he went silent, and I took that to mean no more conversation for now. Alright, so he wasn’t a crash-free zone, but it sounded like he was trying to get things together. 
 
    I glanced up at the clock. 12:45. The weather report sounded over the speakers, and with a brief look out the window I confirmed what the newscaster was warning. It had gotten worse outside. The wind had stopped blowing the snow off the roads and parking lot, and it was really starting to pile up. If I could trust my depth perception, I would say it was past ankle deep out on the County Route, and probably closer to shin high by the gas pumps where it was a bit more sheltered from the wind. 
 
    Taking the quiet moment, I turned and shuffled the cigarette packs in their case, bringing them all to the front of their rows and making a mental note of how many packs I needed to replace. The incoming inventory left me one other job: full cartons of cigarettes that needed to be used for restocking. 
 
    Half way through, James began to whistle and hum something completely off tune. It sounded like he was making it up on the fly. The paper rustled again, and he suddenly went silent. I didn’t turned around to inspect the sudden quiet; I just kept stocking. 
 
    “What the hell is this shit that’s playing?” 
 
    “Music,” I answered. 
 
    “Well, it sounds like some love-sick teenager. I hate these songs. Thought this was supposed to be rock.” 
 
    “What do you want to listen to, then?” I stood and faced the benches. He stared up at me, the newspaper back on the table. 
 
    A smile spread on his lips. “This channel’s fine. I just hate when hard rockers try to go for puppy dog anthems.” 
 
    “Yeah. I wish they’d just stick to the good stuff instead of throwing the slow crap in there. DJ’s probably getting paid to play it.” 
 
    “I think that’s illegal.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and went back to stocking. “Oh, come on. Call it kickbacks, then. Rental cars, box of frozen steaks, whatever the hell it is they use to get around it.” 
 
    “You’re probably right. What do you think? Is DJ briber the minor leagues. Ya know, prove you can get a metal head to play sappy-ass love songs, and you can graduate to lobbyist in the state legislature?” 
 
    I huffed out laughter and held my hands to the side. “Not going there, man.” 
 
    Silence followed, except for the music overhead, which had thankfully resumed its agenda of gravel voices yelling into the mic. Minutes later, I heard his footsteps around the store. Looking over my shoulder, he was at the magazine rack. He picked one up and flipped open the pages. 
 
    I finished stocking the last cigarette pack, my knee bumping the bucket of ice melt as I straightened my spine. I was pretty darned sure no one was coming in, but still, I should shovel the sidewalk and put salt on. Really, I had no idea who this guy was. He would be okay alone, wouldn’t he? He didn’t have much of anywhere to shove shoplifted items, and my register was locked, as was the office door.  
 
    I grabbed my coat from the door again and slid it on, taking care not to bend the gauze on my arm, then picked up the bucket. “I’m going to go shovel the walkway out here.” 
 
    He waved over his shoulder. On my way out, I grabbed the shovel by the door and went to work. A few scoops near the entrance, and I was already tired. Damn heavy snow. I stopped to catch my breath and peered inside. James was still where I’d left him, reading over that car magazine with the half-naked woman on the cover. 
 
    Being stuck here with him was kinda a win-lose situation. I like his company. He was easy to talk to. He was also easy on the eyes. But, at the same time, he made me uncomfortable. He kept looking at me like he knew something about me I didn’t even know. He was my cup of tea, but I didn’t really like that he seemed to know it.  
 
    The wind had nearly entirely died, and now it was just a quiet, cold night. Snowflakes fell in a lazy path, but there was a lot of them. The air was thick with the stuff. I scooped and tossed shovel fulls off to the sides, taking brief time-outs to look James over. Okay, so I was making sure he wouldn’t steal anything, but part of me was also checking him out.  
 
    I should ask him if he works out or something. 
 
    What’s your secret? 
 
    That’d be lame of me, wouldn’t it? And I trusted him just a little too much, leaving him in the store like that. I had to finish shoveling and salt everything down before going back inside, though, or I knew it’d never get done. Heck, the way this stuff was coming down, I’d have to come out here a couple more times tonight. 
 
    I sped my pace, scooping snow until my arms and back screamed at me to slow down, but I’d already finished that part. Next was the bucket of salt. I splattered heaps-full onto the slick sidewalk around to the side of the building. 
 
    The salt crunched under my shoes as I headed back to the front and glanced into the windows. He was gone. Maybe the sunglass display was in the way, but when I tilted my head, looking past it, I still didn’t see him. 
 
    Quickly, I threw open the door. 
 
    Where the hell had he gone? 
 
    His boots sounded on the floor, and I spotted the top of his forehead on the opposite side of the shelves. 
 
    “Done already? How’s the weather?” he asked from behind the potato chip rack. 
 
    “It’s shitty.” I sighed and brought the snow shovel and still heavy bucket back inside. “Won’t be surprised if no one comes in tonight.” 
 
    He huffed and went back to tinkering with things on the shelves. “Sounds like it’s just you and me then, kid.” 
 
    When I went back to my spot behind the counter, I eyed him between the shelves with the magazine in his hands. Why was he standing? Maybe it helped him stay awake. I know when I first started this shift a year ago, I had to keep up with work so I didn’t fall asleep at 3 am. 
 
    I dropped the bucket off near the counter and fetched a bowl of hot water from one of the coffee machine burners to soak the pop machine nozzles. I figured I could get a lot of the stuff done I usually saved for later. Nozzles would need to soak for at least an hour while I reorganized store shelves and cleaned the nasty bathrooms. 
 
    Footsteps sounded again. He’d sauntered back near the benches, and I went to my spot behind the register as he scooted into a bench closer to the door. I couldn’t help but wonder why he kept moving around. If he wouldn’t stop going back and forth and drawing my attention, I may not ever get any work done. 
 
    He hid his face behind the car magazine, humming another tune different than what was playing overhead. He started bobbing his head to his own brand of entertainment, and it made him look years younger. Ya know, my age. 
 
    I breathed. Okay I need to get stuff done.  
 
    “My name’s not really James,” he said suddenly, stopping me mid-step. 
 
    “Huh? What is it then?” 
 
    “Jamie.” 
 
    I chuckled a little to myself. Jamie? Really? 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking, that’s a chick’s name, right?” 
 
    I shook my head — though that was my initial thought — and knew he couldn’t see it from behind the magazine. “No. Some guys have names like that. Ryan, Alex – girls use those, too.” 
 
    He closed the magazine and set it on the table, hands folded on top of it. “Yeah? I’ve never met another Jamie from around here.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’ve only met a couple other Brandon’s. Who cares, man? It’s a small town.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes and smiled. “You know, you’re okay, Brandon.” He stood up and wandered to the magazines. He browsed the rack and picked up another magazine — a tattoo one — but then slid it back in place. “Can I call you Bran?” 
 
    I laughed. “What? No. That sounds like a bran muffin. I hate those things. They’re all dry and nasty.” 
 
    He looked my way. “How many bran muffins have you tried?” 
 
    “I don’t know. A couple.” 
 
    “They don’t have to be nasty. I can make you a batch some time.” 
 
    I laughed harder. “You bake?” 
 
    He put on a faux offended look. “Just because I have tattoo’s, I can’t bake bran muffins? You are so biased.” He tsked at me. “I am more than my ink, Bran.” He made a circular swoosh with outstretched hands. “I am a complete man.” 
 
    I rubbed at my forehead, trying to choke down my laughter. “Right. I can see that. Totally metro. Question. Do you prefer Jamie or Jamima when wearing an apron?” 
 
    Jamie casually sauntered back up to the counter. Pulling out his wallet from his back pocket, he thumbed through slots and slammed his identification card on the countertop. 
 
    “Here,” he said, and I leaned over, eying the name, the date of birth, and the other essentials. 
 
    Jamie Brockman Jr.  
 
    He put on his best Clint Eastwood. “It’s Jamie, motherfucker. And I don’t use aprons. I bake in the nude.” 
 
    I stopped rubbing my forehead and covered my eyes. I could tell my smile was shit-eating big. I pictured it, though. Nude ass with oven mitts, tattoo’s, and bran muffins. That one was staying with me for a long time. 
 
    He slapped a crumpled five dollar bill next to his I.D. “Why don’t you gimme a pack of Marlboro Reds.”  
 
    I parted my fingers and gazed into his gorgeous, brown eyes – realizing he was leaning close enough I could hear his unsteady breath. Too bad. That would ruin it. I hated cigarette breath like a colonoscopy.  
 
    I straightened and reached up to pull a pack of cigarettes from the case overhead. “Can’t smoke in here,” I added, taking his cash and making change. 
 
    “No shit, Bran. I don’t even smoke.” He tapped the pack on his palm. The plastic rustled as he tore off the seal and opened the box. With a cigarette bobbing in his mouth, he said, “Quit way back when I quit the drugs. Cold turkey on all of it.” 
 
    “Then why the hell are you about to have one?” I asked, tempted to rip it from his lips, but I decided against getting anywhere close to him for fear I’d lose myself in those eyes – the ones fastened on me. 
 
    “I’m not gunna smoke it. Just buy a pack every now and then to remind myself why I quit. That it’s worth it.” 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief. “Why tempt yourself?” 
 
    He held the cigarette out in front of himself and observed it as it spun between his fingers. “Cuz you have to look at the thing. If I can put my hands on it, I can focus. You see, this thing right here, together with that crap the ex introduced me to – it’s going to keep me from getting anywhere in life. If I can hold it and tell it to fuck off – that’s better than avoiding it. Gives me the power.” 
 
    “Your girl?” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “Your daughter. Is that why you quit it all?” 
 
    He nodded. “For both of us. I was quickly becoming worthless as a father, and she’s the one good thing in my life. So, every once in a while I put one of these babies between my lips. Keeps me disciplined. I need the discipline, and I need to stay healthy if I want to have a chance at what I’m doing.” 
 
    “Making late night deliveries?” 
 
    He stopped spinning the cigarette and smiled at me. “Naw, man. Fighting. I’m pretty good at it. Fought all through high school. Fought all through most of the bars in this state. But, I joined a gym a few months ago – a mixed martial arts gym, and man, did those guys kick my ass. Thought I knew how to fight.” 
 
    He laughed and shook his head. I stared at him incredulously. “How is fighting in bars supposed to get you anywhere?” 
 
    “Well, a bunch of those bars have MMA nights now. Set up a ring and organize fights. Then there’s the stadiums. All the local coliseums have semi-pro fights once a month or so. You go pro and you can really make some good money.” 
 
    I wasn’t so sure. “Sounds like you’re getting paid so a bunch of drunks can act like they’re back in Rome.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Some of the guys call themselves gladiators, but not Don. He runs the gym. He puts the mixed in martial arts. Judo, Jiu Jitsu, Thai kickboxing, American wrestling, you name it. The guys an artist, not a gladiator. He doesn’t even fight. Just competes in exhibitions and coaches.” 
 
    “Still sounds hokey. And juvenile.” 
 
    That eyebrow of his shot up again. “I thought I was an old man. I’m a juvenile now?” 
 
    I tried to hit a teasing tone. “You’re a guy who gets into bar fights, so yeah.” 
 
    “Got into bar fights. I don’t do that anymore. Don would be pissed. I don’t drink much anymore, either. Huge source of carbs and empty calories.” 
 
    The naked ass and oven mitts picture came back to me and made me smile. I eyed his six pack, its outline visible through that clinging shirt. “We wouldn’t want empty calories, now would we.” 
 
    He gave me that look again. The one that said he knew something about me. “You should come to my next fight. Or, just for the weigh in.” He leaned in and whispered, “I usually have to strip all the way to my skivvies to get on the scale.” 
 
    God, I could feel the blush burn my cheeks. I ducked behind the counter to unlock the door holding all the extra cigarette packs. “Dude, I don’t wanna see that.” 
 
    I could hear him chuckling. I opened the door and realized I hadn’t dug into the boxes Jamie had brought in. I didn’t have any inventory in the cabinet. I rubbed at my forehead once more then closed the door and stood. 
 
    “Didn’t find what you were looking for?” 
 
    “I need to unpack for inventory.” 
 
    He leaned back on his heels, his eyes burning onto me. “You do that. I’ll work on the sidewalk again.” 
 
    I leaned over the counter. Damn. Piles of snow had already built up on the sidewalk where I’d shoveled no less than thirty minutes ago. The ice melt was covered. It was going to be a long night. 
 
      
 
    Jamie flung his coat on, turned, and snatched the shovel from beside the door. Large snowflakes fell around him; the short awning above the door and windows never prevented anyone from getting wet. Flakes landed on his hair, mingling with the dark brown like little white spots on dark paper. Just short of amazing — until I caught the trembling in his legs straight up to his taut ass. 
 
    It was freaking cold out there. The least I could do was help. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Without a word, he began to dig out the sidewalk. I was astounded at how much snow had come down since I was out there, myself. He moved quicker than I had earlier, despite the snow was already deeper and drifted up to his ankles. I threw my coat on and joined him with the bucket of melting salt. Holy hell, I’d forgotten how cold it was already. I flipped the collar of my coat up and lifted my shoulders closer to my ears. 
 
    He had a crooked smile on. “Thought you had to dig into inventory.” 
 
    “True, but I realized you don’t the optimal crystal per square inch of the ice melt. It’s a professional feat, really.” I illustrated by sprinkling shards off the scoop in an overexaggerated display of concentration and then pointed to the sidewalk. “Perfection.” 
 
    Jamie shook his head and got back to work. He worked at a pace fast enough that I could follow behind him and spread the ice melt at a pretty good clip. There was no sign of the tire tracks from earlier. Everything had already been covered by the snow, and the lot as well as the highway further out was desolate and quickly turning into a vast, whitewashed pasture. I’d have to call Sue later in the morning and see when she could get a plow out this way. I had to believe the road commission would give priority to a stranded clerk. 
 
    I followed close behind Jamie with the salt; the snow fell between us, and the wind howled – wiping the big flakes into our faces. Hopefully, I could get my car started in the morning. That old thing hated sub-freezing temperatures more than I did. With that thought, I smacked into a hard body. Jamie had stopped at the side of the building. 
 
    “Hey,” he griped. 
 
    Quickly, I stepped back, pouring the last of my scoop on the freshly shoveled path. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Eh, no prob.” He pulled the pack of cigarettes from his coat pocket and popped another unlit one into his mouth. He stood there, looking out at the dark sky smeared with white flakes and plucked the cigarette from his lips with a true smoker’s finesse. He blew out white, fluffy breath as though it was smoke. 
 
    I turned and led him back to the entrance of the store, but I stayed outside while he finished his imagined cigarette. I shoved my hands down into my pockets and bounced. “Give a buddy a puff?” 
 
    He looked at me then the cigarette balanced between two fingers. His shoulders shook in that silent laughter again. “Didn’t even realize I was doing it.” 
 
    He handed the Marlboro over, and I placed it between my lips. I took a deep breath, scrunched my nose, and handed it back. “Never liked the things. I’m glad you quit.” 
 
    He gave me that I-know-something-you-don’t look again. “Oh, are you? Didn’t realize you were so concerned for my wellbeing.” His voice softened, but it held a touch of mockery. “That’s touching.” 
 
    I scowled at him. “Oh, you know what I mean. I’m happy whenever anyone kicks that nasty habit.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    I felt like I was losing a battle I didn’t even know I was fighting. I turned and yanked the door open. A gust of warm air from the heaters sent a shock through me after being in the cold. It blew my hair back and sent shivers up my spine. Goosebumps formed on my arms, underneath the gauze, and against the tattoo – making me cringe. Jamie followed behind me, and could hear him shake the length of his body as he made a ‘brruah’ sound. 
 
    I walked back behind the counter, stripping my coat off once again. I stared out the window, wondering when — or if — the next customer would come by. Jamie laid his coat back on its resting place and leaned against the front of the counter, picking at the edges of the plexi-glass insert. I studied his wadded-up biceps from the corner of my eye. Yeah, definitely wanted to bite. 
 
    “What happened?” He bobbed his head at me. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That gauze on your arm. You get bit by a dog or something?”  
 
    He made me smile. A dog bite? Random. “Umm. No. It’s my new tattoo. Got infected.” 
 
    “Really? Let me see.”  
 
    Jamie reached out along the countertop, and I leaned in, holding out my arm. Jamie gripped my hand tight, and the contact of his rough fingers on my palm lit every nerve on fire. I held my breath. Couldn’t help it. I had to. It was the only thing I could do to steady the shaking that wanted to burst out in my fingertips.  
 
    He slowly peeled off the tape I’d meticulously put on earlier in the day and pulled back the gauze, revealing red, irritated skin around the black ink. The tattooist began to color it, leaving bits of blues and purples, but he had to stop that day. The long, curving lines of the sun’s rays were incredibly skillfully sketched, but they had taken longer than he had intended. 
 
    “You shouldn’t keep it covered like this all the time.” 
 
    “That’s not what the tattooist said,” I answered, feeling a little aggravated that now he was acting like a doctor trained in treating tattoo infections. My guy was good. 
 
    “You got a novice artist, then. I mean, the work is good, but he doesn’t know shit for aftercare if that’s what he told you.”  
 
    He pulled his hand away and retrieved a small tube of something from the pocket of his coat. With a snap of the lid, he daubed some on a tissue and patted it on my arm. 
 
    I winced at the ache. It wasn’t pain, but rather a dull ache across that part of my arm and the skin surrounding it. “Just carry around ointment all the time, Nurse Jamima?” 
 
    He screwed up his mouth. “You want me to take care of you or not, Bran?” 
 
    My stomach twisted. It surprised the hell out of me and left me speechless. My brain attempted to tell my body that I most certainly did not want this man to take care of me. I became aware of the silence and that his fingers were still circling my forearm. “Thank you. It feels better already.” 
 
    Jamie tapped a finger on the tube. “This is good stuff. You should get yourself some. Good lining job on it, though,” he said, tracing the lines with his finger. My stomach responded again, tightening and pulling the muscles taut all the way up my back. He pulled away, leaving a smooth, greasy film from the cream. “Leave it uncovered tonight.” 
 
    “Okay.” I drank in his dark but soft eyes. He was standing close. Too close. A warm heat swept through me and, damn, had it gotten hot in here. 
 
    His Adam’s apple bobbed in his throat. Meeting my gaze, his brows narrowed, and the smile on his lips wavered. He let go of my hand and straightened, brushing his hand through his hair. “Anyway… I carry it around cuz I’m getting back into having a little work done, myself.” 
 
    He pushed up his left sleeve to display the tendrils of a tattoo reaching down his bicep. The black lines came from a shoulder solidly covered in dark red and black ink. He dabbed a little of the ointment on his own skin and rubbed it in. I pondered offering to do that for him but realized how lame it would sound. Hey, sexy, can I rub your tattoo? 
 
    I backed away from the counter and leaned against the cigarette racks behind me. I glanced at my arm; he’d done a good job covering the irritated area. I tossed the gauze in the trash. I could follow his advice for one night. Besides, with the way the snow was blowing, I surely wouldn’t be going back outside to shovel again until early morning. 
 
    “Is that your first tattoo?” he asked, eyes focused on the candy shelves under the counter. 
 
    “My second.” I crossed my arms, taking care not to bump my forearm. “Guy in Jasper did it for me.” 
 
    He bobbed his head and rolled back his right sleeve over his shoulder, revealing a large piece of artwork tattooed across his bicep, shoulder, and stretching up to hide under his shirt. Stepping closer, he set his elbow on the counter, giving me a better look. 
 
    “Been working on this since I was 15.” He traced the black outlines of birds and roses with his fingers. Colors were aging in spots, the tattoo — more like a collage — was a mixing of several themes. Thorns wrapped around skulls on his underarm, birds with wings spread wide on his bicep, and strange lines and curves and colors that I couldn’t see further unless he took off his shirt. 
 
    “Damn.” I breathed, leaning in. “How far does it go?” 
 
    “All the way across to the other arm. Not done yet. I’ve been working on my back.” He turned and reached over his head, grabbing the fabric between his shoulder blades, and pulled up his shirt. I spotted the clean, sharp, black outlines and coloring of a dragon and Celtic symbols. I could imagine the tattoo stretched upward to the cursive name on his neck. 
 
    “Wow.” Wow, indeed. I wanted to touch – to look past the dark ink and feel his muscles strain against my fingers. I opted against that, too. “You gonna fill up your forearms, too?” 
 
    “Damn right. Planning full sleeve work next year.” He turned around, pulling his shirt back down, and motioned across his arms. “Been looking at designs. I have the sleeve on my left planned, but not sure about extending the right.” 
 
    I nodded quietly. There was something about him — hell, everything about him —  I wanted to know more. How had he gotten so buff in just six months? What were his design plans for his sleeve? And, if he had a girlfriend now — and it would be great if he said no. The way he flirted. I could tell. There are straight guys who are flattered and encourage you to stroke their ego. Then, there are guys like Jamie. 
 
    “What about your other tattoo? Your first one?” 
 
    I perked up. It was something I’d never really shown anyone, since it wasn’t easily visible like an arm or leg. “Um, it’s a Kanji symbol on my hip.” I pointed out the location just under my waist line. 
 
    “Really?” he asked in a semi-curious, semi-sarcastic tone. His eyes wondered down my body to the general region of my cock and lingered. 
 
    I had the distinct feeling he could see straight through my jeans. I shrugged and shifted closer to the counter where his eyes couldn’t follow. “Yeah.” 
 
    “That hurt for your first tat?” 
 
    “Not as bad as they say it does.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes and shook his head, almost in disbelief. Then, his eyes went serious. “Can I see it?” 
 
    I huffed, “No. But it’s the symbol for happiness with a few little stars around it.” 
 
    “Well, if I can’t see it, how am I supposed to know what Kanji is?” 
 
    No way. Not about to help him out there. “It’s a Japanese style using Chinese characters.” 
 
    He leaned onto his toes over the counter, his eyebrows rising and looking down toward my beltline again. “No idea what that looks like, Bran.” 
 
    “Google it.” 
 
    Jamie settled flat footed again, putting his weight on his forearms. “You’re no fun. I showed you mine.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “What about you? You have a bunch of themes going on there. Is there a reason behind all of it?” 
 
    Jamie turned his arm and pulled up his right sleeve again. “Most of it, yeah. The skulls and thorns, not so much. Those were the first I got when I was kid. Thought they looked cool. Guess the theme there is that growing up has way more to do with what happens on the inside than the outside.” 
 
     “Wow, dude. That’s almost deep.” 
 
    He squinted at me.  
 
    I inclined my chin. “What came next?” 
 
    “I’m not saying until you show me yours.” 
 
    I shrugged and spread my palms out in an I’m sorry expression. 
 
    He paused a moment, something passing through his countenance — maybe it was partial interest — then he smiled. “You know, I never thought about symbols other than Celtic stuff. Well, like Japanese and Chinese type symbols.” 
 
    “It’s an idea,” I said, and leaned down to grab a towel. No reason why I couldn’t be cleaning while having this discussion. I was at work, after all. 
 
    I walked around the counter to the pop machine, wiping at the nozzles which had since cooled. His footsteps followed and stopped behind me—I could feel him close — he stepped to the side to lean on the edge of the counter. 
 
    I eyed him. Damn, I wished he would just go read something again, or play with stuff on the shelves. Not that I didn’t like him being near, I just felt a little off balance when he was. I felt like he wanted something from me, or maybe that there was something he wanted to say but just couldn’t get it out. Then again, I kinda wanted to show him my tattoo. I’d have to unbuckle my jeans to slide them down my hip a little. I imagined his fingertips tracing the lettering at the hollow of my hip, and I quickly pulled my thoughts away. 
 
    I needed to fill the silence. “Bored?” 
 
    “I’m not used to staying up all night.” He considered the coffee pot, and his teeth worked over his bottom lip. 
 
    “Why don’t you go lay down on the bench or something.” 
 
    “Nah, I’m cool. Just thinking whether I should get a refill.” 
 
    “If you keep drinking coffee, you’ll definitely be up all night. You already look a little wired.” 
 
    He went for it. “I like being wired.” 
 
    Whatever. I turned back to my work, finished putting the nozzles on the Pepsi machine, then slid over and began working on the Seven Up machine. The slosh of coffee hissed next to me as he refilled his cup. He did that drumming thing on his thighs again. Then, the store went silent except for his breath.  
 
    He stood way too close to me, and though I was tempted to offer the magazine rack to him, I bit my bottom lip and stifled it down. His nearness had the small hairs on the back of my neck standing to attention. Like I wasn’t sure if he would reach out at any moment and grab me. But, why would he do that?  
 
    I continued to replace the nozzles on the soda machine; he stayed still, watching as I worked. That same warmth came over me — too hot in here — and a small drop of sweat tickled its way down my brow. 
 
    I swallowed. Jesus, would he just go sit down? I tried to shake away the image of his tattooed back, those dark patterned lines moving when he moved. I loved the look of a well-defined back. The amount of muscle groups over the shoulders, down the lats, and rounding over hips and ass. Mmmm. And the way the ink slid over those muscles as his tight skin shifted. There’s something about unmarked skin when it stands into contrast with the black and dark red of his tats. It makes the eye draw just as temptingly to the etched muscle down his spine and around his sides.  
 
    And, maybe it was just because it’d been so boring — and yet so exciting — tonight, that I couldn’t help but wonder just how moist and hot and passionate his lips would be pressed to mine. My cock sure liked the thought. My hands in his hair, exploring down his muscular back and cupping his ass. Those biceps flexing as he grabbed and spun me. His hands at my belt. His breath at the back of my neck. Would he growl? He seemed like the growling sort. 
 
    Footsteps sounded again. Christ. I was staring at the wall. He’d finally stepped away and was heading for the benches. I finished securing the last nozzle and dumped the cool water down the drain. There was nothing but the little-too-loud rock music to fill the space. Curiosity struck me; he was so quiet at last. Had he spurned the caffeine and finally fallen asleep? 
 
    Around the shelves, I meandered to the benches, but he wasn’t there. He stood in front of the magazine rack, reading again. I wasn’t sure why he was fighting it. He made it perfectly clear he wasn’t going anywhere till morning.  Maybe he just didn’t want to go to sleep. He was in a strange place with a strange man, after all. And yet, I didn’t think that would intimidate him in the same way it would intimidate me. 
 
    Back at my register, I leaned against the counter. A yawn escaped me, and I stretched my arms above my head, hearing my spine pop and crack. Damn, that felt good, though. I never thought I’d be the guy to complain about being on my feet all shift, but these tile floors weren’t easy on the joints, and I really needed a new pair of shoes. The arches on these things were shot.  
 
    The sound of paper rustled. He pulled another magazine from the rack, and his face lit up. Apparently, he’d found our sports magazines. 
 
    “Hey. You start leafing through that, you pay for it,” I hollered, catching his attention. 
 
    “Fine.” He glanced at the front of the wrapper. “Jesus, six-ninety nine? They sure expect you to pay a lot just to look at a bunch of shirtless dudes, don’t they?” 
 
    “Some guys like that kind of stuff.” Shit. Why did I say that? Cigarettes. Right. I was going to restock the cigarettes. I turned on my heel and headed for the back room. 
 
    “Hey. You gunna take my money?” He was giving me that look again. 
 
    I still wasn’t sure what it was he thought he knew but I didn’t. I rang him up, though — alas, he was my only customer tonight, I couldn’t exactly ignore him or his looks — and he sauntered back to the benches and plopped down. 
 
    Opening up the magazine, the half-naked man on the cover seemed to stare at me. I saw the reason that particular magazine had caught his attention. I could tell even from my spot at the counter that it was an MMA fighter. It wasn’t just the gloves. It was everything about the guy. Guys that looked like that punched people in the face. Whoever it was looked a hell of a lot like Jamie. Sure, Jamie wasn’t sporting the faux-hawk, but I imagined his body looked like that with his shirt off – tats stretching around his shoulders and down his arms and chest. It was the look, too. The cocky we both know I can take you look. 
 
    I tipped my ass out and bent a knee to adjust myself without being too obvious about it. Thank God there weren’t any other customers here. My pants were getting a little tight. Yeah. My cock definitely thought Jamie was its type, but I knew he wasn’t. Hot and horny is good and well for a one night fling, but that kind of violence came with strings. Or, maybe more like pins. As in a grenade ready to go off. I wasn’t about to get into that kind of situation again.  
 
    I glanced up at the clock, 1:30, and decided that it would be the best time to get over myself and restock the bathrooms.  
 
    About to step away, I heard him laugh. “Damn, man, I’d kill to have a broad like this.” 
 
    Nope. Won’t get anything done tonight. 
 
    “Bet your girl doesn’t look this good.” He continued to chuckle. 
 
    I froze on spot. “Bet yours don’t, either.” 
 
    “No,” he said as he stood up to approach me. “But if I had one, she’d look like this.”  
 
    He flashed the magazine, and the woman on the page was not what I was expecting. She was cute and blonde and scantily dressed, sure, but she was also wearing those thin MMA gloves. She was scantily dressed because she was in a sports bra, not a thong, and she posed with a pissed off look, ready to kick the cameraman. 
 
    “Not exactly my type.” I rolled my eyes, uninterested. 
 
    “I like ‘em strong. I might just let her kick my ass. I think I’d like to get my ass kicked by her.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I have a hard time believing that.” 
 
    “What about your girl? Don’t tell me you like ‘em all soft and prissy.” 
 
    “I don’t have a girl.” 
 
    “Oh?” His eyes met mine. “Haven’t found one, don’t need one, or…” 
 
    “Or?” He let that orrrr drone out a little longer than needed, and the tone already annoyed me. 
 
    “I don’t know. Gay?” 
 
    “Bi.” It’s not like I was ashamed of it, but I wasn’t used to my sexuality being casually brought up in conversation, either. I didn’t frequently discuss with near strangers what I did with my dick on the weekends. “And, no, I don’t need anyone right now. Been thinking of attending college in the spring.” 
 
    He bobbed his head, lips pursed. “Good man. What are you going for?” 
 
    A bit relieved he didn’t purse my bi-ness any further, I shrugged my shoulders. “I’ve been working on some required courses on and off. Maybe something with computers.” 
 
    “On and off? How long you been doing that?” 
 
    “Oh, since I got out of high school.” He looked at me blankly, and I realized he had no idea when that was. “About four years ago.” 
 
    He cocked his head to the side. “You could have gotten a degree by now. How close are you?” 
 
    I suddenly didn’t want to go down this road, either. I shifted uncomfortably and scratched at the back of my head. “About fifteen credits.” 
 
    “How many classes is that? Five?” 
 
    “Six.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    I shifted again under his inspection. I never liked talking about school. I always got that judgmental look. I wasn’t living in my mom’s basement, and I had a full-time job. I didn’t need any more you can better speeches. My ever-perpetual need to justify myself came to the forefront. “You’re older than me. You ever go back to school?” 
 
    He guffawed. “Naw. Remember that part about barely graduating high school? Me and a desk don’t get along. Anyway, good idea not to get involved yet.”  
 
    I’ll give it to him. At least he knew when to change the subject. “Uh, thanks.” 
 
    He folded his hands on top of the counter, a shit eating grin on his lips, and his eyes narrowed. “How’s your tat feeling now?” 
 
    I hadn’t even noticed. Looking at my arm, the first aid cream had soaked into my skin, leaving a greasy sheen. It wasn’t as red or irritated, and I leaned in and set my arm on the counter, letting him have a good look. 
 
    “Looks better.” He grabbed my hand, this time a little too tight, and ran his thumb over the back of my knuckles. “I’d cover it back up in the morning before you go to bed.” 
 
    I stared at the place where the pad of his thumb brushed over my hand. It hadn’t felt like that when he applied the cream. He knew what he was doing. He meant it this time – meant me to know exactly what he was thinking.  
 
    “Okay.” I breathed, not wanting to move away from his touch. Or his eyes. Or his dubious smile. 
 
    Is he trying to seduce me? Because it’s working. His fingertips pressed into my palm. Straight guys don’t touch like that. They don’t look at me like that, either. 
 
    His wonderfully mysterious eyes held onto mine, and they were fixed with an animal desire. I’d seldom seen that kind of hunger. And never like this. His lips parted and went silent. He stopped rubbing the back of my hand but didn’t pull away. Instead, I eased closer, scenting his rich, intoxicating cologne and craving those lips. 
 
    He tilted his head and flicked his tongue out, wetting his lips. “Shouldn’t you take inventory?” he whispered. 
 
    Shit. Inventory? My brakes screeched me to a halt. I’d forgotten all about it. The big fucker was playing with me. There was humor in his eyes now as he watched me, and that wicked grin was back. I slipped my hand away and gathered myself. How did I lose myself?  
 
    “Yeah.” I stepped around the counter and went into the back room. 
 
    What the fuck was that? He was intentionally toying with me. I knew that much. What I couldn’t tell is whether he was just having a little fun with me or if that was his notion of flirtation. If it was, it was annoying as hell. I needed to get away from him in order to calm and convince myself that torturing the bi guy was his idea of good entertainment. 
 
    It was a little too dark for my liking. I explored the doorframe and adjoining wall once more, flicked on the switch, and a bright light snapped me out of my funk — and whatever I was dreaming about doing ten seconds ago. Jamie followed me into the room. Wonderful. Guess I wasn’t going to get a break from the guy’s tease. The piles of boxes he’d brought in sat untouched. I should have taken count when he was unloading.  
 
    It’d warmed up a bit now that the door wasn’t being propped open, but it was still pretty freaking chilly. I shook to warm myself, grabbed my clipboard, and went to work, reading stickers on the sides of the boxes, moving them as I needed, and marked them off the list. 
 
    Jamie plopped down on a single box near the wall, crossed his arms, and closed his eyes. 
 
    He was going to sleep now? 
 
    Part of me was relieved as soon as his eyes closed. Part of me wanted him to brush his fingers across my hand again. His touch was warm, and it sent waves down into the pit of my stomach. Shake it off, man, shake it off. I continued to check the list, marking inventory with the date arrived and crossing them off the listing on the sheet. I had to moves boxes away as I made my rounds; they’d ended up in a line stretching from one side of the room to the other where my silent visitor sat. 
 
    He shifted a moment, getting comfortable. His head hung low, eyes closed, and the closer I made my rounds toward him, the better I could hear his calm breathing and – I thought I even caught a snore. With his apparent slumber, I was free to check him out. His arms were crossed over his chest, and the sight made my mouth water. The man had some serious biceps, and sitting like that with his hands held fast under them – yeah, really wanted to bite. Guess that gives me an oral fixation, but hell, muscle like that… Gimme. 
 
    He shifted his rear on the box, and my attention was drawn to those thighs. Snap out of it, man. Be glad the guy is out like a light so you don’t have to calm your woody down anymore. I could finish my shift and wake him in the morning. Or, I could wake him now before sleeping like that messed up his back. I opted to finish up inventory first. 
 
    Two boxes left. The one Jamie sat on and the one next to him. It looks like he’d picked the industrial sized bags of coffee grounds to nap on, but I couldn’t tell if the next one was the creamer. I slipped my way around him, edging my way past him and the boxes I had lined up opposite him. I didn’t want to move my stack again, so I craned my neck and tilted my torso, seeking the label on the box to his left, but my shoe caught on his as I took one last step.  
 
    With my torso leaning like I was, my weight shifted drastically, and my other foot caught my own heel as I rushed to brace myself. I upended and tumbled, falling directly onto his lap. Jamie grunted awake and grabbed hold. My thighs caught on his, and I slid down until my stomach landed on his other side. My face went red as I realized I was splayed across his legs in a rather embarrassing spank-me posture. 
 
    “Ugh, sorry,” I grumbled, bracing my feet on the floor, barely balanced on his leg. 
 
    He grasped hold of my back and legs, steadying us before we both fell to the floor, but he didn’t move those hands once he awoke. In fact, he held me in place rather effectively. “It’s okay,” he said in a heady and possessive voice. “I’ve got you.” 
 
    Tightening his hold around my body, he snaked his right hand up to my inner thigh, stopping near my crotch. 
 
    “What are you—” I groaned. I lost my voice as a thrill shot up my spine and then directly back down and into my balls – once that controlling hand parted my legs and cupped my package. 
 
    His hand on my back wandered underneath my shirt, to my naked skin, tickling and causing me to tremble with the plea caught on my tongue. Sliding up my back with his fingers, he bent down and whispered hot breath on my neck. “You feel good.” 
 
    Jamie’s legs trembled underneath me. I snapped into action and found my footing, getting ready to lift myself. But those strong hands readjusted my footing once more, and he yanked me back to his lap. I was already half up, and as he forced me back to his lap, I now straddled his legs. He grabbed hold of my beltline and planted me firmly on his thigs. His hands were back on me, exploring up my abs and down to grip my hardening cock.  
 
    We were face to face now, and that look of animal hunger was back in his eyes. His cocky grin was gone, though, replaced by a snarl. His fingers massaged the erection hardening in my pants, and I ground my ass down, needing more of his touch. His other hand pinched a nipple, and I stifled back a groan, but it stuck in my throat. My stomach tied in knots at my body’s reaction. 
 
    Before I knew what was going on, Jamie pushed me off his lap. I stutter stepped backward, and my calves came into contact with the boxes behind me. My balance went off kilter again, but Jamie seized me by the collar of my work shirt. He balled my shirt into his fists and yanked. Energy coursed through my veins – energy I had no idea how to release. No. That’s not true. I knew exactly how to release it.  
 
    Jamie spun me, turning me with ease so my back slammed into a set of metal shelving. I panicked at the sudden violence and grabbed onto his wrists. But when I looked into his eyes, it wasn’t anger I saw. It was that animal passion. My pent-up energy came out in a blast. I couldn’t stop myself. I pressed my lips to his, my hands gripping and wrinkling the front of his shirt between my fingers. 
 
    Jamie reacted to my craving. He squeezed and cupped my ass with a strong hand, drawing my erection against his hip. I set my foot up on a box, opening myself to him, and Jamie pressed in, his hard cock grinding against my package. His tongue opened my lips, and he deepened the kiss. A moan came heavy from my lungs. 
 
    He grabbed my hair hard and tilted my head up, planting bites and kisses along the inside of my chin to my neck. Damn, those teeth. He was doing what I hungered for – what I needed. I lifted my chin, giving him free access to the sensitive hollow under my jaw. God, he felt good. I slid my left hand down his chest and under the hem of his shirt, up the columns of fleshy ribs, and to his chest. 
 
    I ran my hands up that body I’d wanted to touch all night. My fingertips coursed up his abs and over the hard rounds of his pecs. I dug in there, and the hint of a growl escaped him. I could feel the heat growing from his body — the same as mine. It had definitely gotten too hot. Needy and possessive, his teeth grazed over my stubble, drawing my skin between my lips, running my tongue across the pinch before letting go. 
 
    A chuckle seemed to come from nowhere. I realized his fingers pressed under my belt and down my ass as far as the pressure would allow. “I knew it.”  
 
    I turned my gaze from the ceiling. “What?” 
 
    “This. You’ve been flirting with me all night,” he said, and my cheeks grew red hot with embarrassment and fury. 
 
    Me? He’s the one who was doing all the flirting. I pulled away, staring at him in irritation. “Have not.” That hot ball of energy his body had fueled flared inside my chest. “You’ve been the one coming onto me like a—” 
 
    My eyes flitted down to his belt. Jamie unbuckled the clasp. I jolted back up to his face. “Like a. A—” 
 
    He unbuttoned and unzipped his jeans. I cursed my scattershot brain. I had something, but it was gone. 
 
    Jamie reached inside his boxer briefs. “I’ve been coming onto you like a what?” 
 
    I swallowed. Where was it? I had something. My eyes darted back down to his briefs. He lowered the waistband and pulled his cock up. Dear God. That thing needed to be sucked. I wanted him. All else fled. I dropped to my knees and pulled his jeans lower.  
 
    Jamie took hold of my hair and pulled back, making me look up at him from my knees. That wicked smile was back, but the passion had never left. “Like a man who wants your lips around my cock.” 
 
    My hand replaced his at the base of his shaft. His grip in my hair lightened, and dipped my chin back down. His tip was right there, and I took him in. I sucked his cockhead between my lips and pressed into his slit with my tongue. Jamie groaned immediately, and I felt his knees buckle. That energy coursed through me the way it always did when I was certain I had a man at my mercy.  
 
    His fingers swept through my hair as it took him deeper. I cupped his balls and gave a light squeeze. Jamie groaned louder this time, and his hips slipped into rhythm I set as my lips slid back up his length. Both of his hands flexed into my hair. He was a big man all over. Those thighs, his shoulders – his cock.  
 
    I breathed in slowly and took him deeper, running my tongue along the underside of shaft. He cursed and leaned into me. I opened wider, wanting more of him. His cockhead touched the back of my throat, but God, I kept sucking. The groans and deep gasps coming from above made me pick up my pace.  
 
    My lips worked, and my mouth trailed up and down his length. I had him on edge. His thighs tensed, and I held onto his tight ass and moaned for him. He cried out when he heard me, followed by a string of profanity. Jamie’s fingers tightened in my hair again, and he lowered his center of gravity. He was getting ready to come. 
 
    The lights flickered, machines in the store gave a single beep, and everything – including the target of my passion – went dark. 
 
     “Shit,” I spouted, pulling away from him. 
 
    “What happened?” he asked, voice still deep with husk. 
 
    Pale flood lights kicked on throughout the store, barely illuminating enough to see. The flood light in the corner of the back room also clicked on, causing shadows of boxes and of Jamie to stretch along the floor and walls. My position quickly dawned on me. Not just my position on my knees. What the hell was I doing? I’m on giving a guy a blowjob while on the job.  
 
    Panic started setting again. It’s not like I was scared Sue or some customer was going to walk in and find me with a cock in my mouth, it’s just – I didn’t do this. This wasn’t me. I scrambled to my feet and turned my back on Jamie, who seemed to be just as frazzled as I was as he tucked himself back into his briefs. 
 
    “Power’s out,” I answered before dashing into the store. 
 
    I’d never seen the store without bright fluorescents lighting every crook and cranny. It was kinda eerie. The outside lights which circled the store were dead. The streetlamp out front was also dark. The moonlight was the only thing hitting the snow as it fell in heavy sheets. Pale white flood lights, two of them on each side of the store, were the only source of light left inside. 
 
    I was having a hard time focusing. I heard Jamie zip up behind me and clear his throat. I knew no one was out there, but still, something about seeing with my own eyes that there wasn’t a flood of customers staring at us all slack-jawed put me a little more at ease. I tentatively walked out into the darkened store, taking the moment to collect myself and figure out what I was going to do. I’d sucked cock before, but fuck, not like this. 
 
    I leaned my palms against the oversized front window and peered out. Creepy – too creepy with the wind howling outside and the fresh powder drifting against the black window – it seemed worse now than before. Maybe it was the utter silence. Eerie white flakes fell heavier, piling up on the freshly shoveled sidewalk and the already white lot out front. The wind blew everything into a uniform blanket of white. 
 
    “Damn. Storm must have gotten worse,” Jamie said. There was the hint of a shake in his voice – like his attempt to be nonchalant had a hitch in it. “Ice on the power lines. Must’ve brought one down.” 
 
    I pulled out my cell phone from my pocket. With three bars of service, my first reaction was to call the store manager, Sue. She’d be sleeping. It was getting well into the early morning hours now, and I hoped she would pick up.  
 
    After five rings, I heard her sleepy “Hello?” 
 
    “Sue, it’s Brandon. The power went out at the store.” My voice shook. That energy still hadn’t found its way out, my semi-woody was still present, and it was working me into a high sense of agitation.  
 
    “Hmm…” she sighed, and I could imagine she was probably lying in bed, oblivious to what was going on outside. “You need to lock up the doors, then. While you’re doing that, I’ll check out the weather forecast for you.” 
 
    “Okay.” I hurried around to the register, being sure not to make eye contact with Jamie, and grabbed the store keys from their hook near the office then hustled back to the two main entrance doors. 
 
    Strange that I was locking up the store. Stranger still when I turned our open sign to closed. The Open 24/7 neon sign above me normally shined a radiant blue and red, letting everyone know we were open, no matter what. It was now dark. 
 
    “Yeah, they extended the Winter Storm Warning,” Sue said with a yawn. “Roads are closed from Sommersville to the state line. You should have closed a long time ago.” 
 
    Okay. Now that agitation was turning back into anger. Really? I glanced at Jamie — if he wasn’t here flirting with me, maybe I would have called before now to check in with Sue as to what our policy about these things was. No. It wasn’t him.  And how the hell was I supposed to know to close earlier? Sue could have called. She’d never so much as said a word about not being open twenty-four-seven. 
 
    Jamie coughed into his hand. 
 
    “Is there a customer there with you?” she asked, more alert now. 
 
    My heartrate ticked up. “Um, no. Haven’t had a customer in hours.” I kept my eyes on Jamie. “The delivery driver is stranded here.” 
 
    Sue huffed in understanding. “Well, I would say clock out and go home, but with the roads closed, you’re probably stuck, aren’t you? 
 
    “Yeah. Jamie – the driver – he said he barely made it here, and my P.O.S. isn’t going to fare better than his truck.” 
 
    “Okay, do you want me to call emergency services? I’m sure they can send someone out there to get you.” 
 
    I considered it for a moment. “What kind of heat does this place have? It’s electric, right?” 
 
    “The furnace is, yes. I’ll call the police.” 
 
    I rubbed my forehead. “No. Don’t do that. If the weather advisory is that broad, I’m sure they’re stretched thin. It’s fine in here so far. I can just kinda hunker down until the morning.” 
 
    “Are you sure? What about the driver?” 
 
    I surveyed Jamie from the corner of my eye. He leaned against the counter, those big biceps folded over his chest again. He, at least, appeared to have collected himself. That self-content smile was back. Of course, he was content; the guy just got his cock sucked. 
 
    I rubbed at my forehead much hard – as though I could physically press the thoughts out. “He’s fine. I mean, he’s okay with staying here, too.” 
 
     She sounded relieved and ready to head back to bed. “Alright. I’ll first thing in the morning to make sure a plow heads down right away. Don’t open the coolers, okay?” 
 
    I nodded, realized she couldn’t see me, then cleared my throat and answered, “Okay.” 
 
    “I have a little emergency kit. I don’t think it’s ever been used. There’s a battery powered radio underneath the counter and a flash light. Oh, and a blanket in the storage room.” 
 
    Great, stuck with him, and one blanket. 
 
    I glanced at Jamie again, and he grinned back at me. He moved to the racks and bent close so he could see in the dim light. He found some jerky and showed it to me, silently asking for permission. I waved my hand at him, and he tore right into it.  
 
    “Okay. Radio. Flashlight. Blanket. Got it,” I replied. 
 
    Sue yawned again. “Take care. Stay warm, and I’ll see you in the morning. You really should have called earlier.” 
 
    I tapped the ‘End’ key on the phone, the anger boiling over into a loathing sense of dread. Alone in a convenience store with a man who I’d just sucked off. Part of me really wanted to pick up where we left off. Part of me wanted to bury my head in that blanket and never come out. 
 
    Jamie took a step forward. “Well?” 
 
    I had the distinct feeling he wasn’t asking what Sue had said, but I decided that question was easier to answer than one he was really alluding to. “We’re stuck here. I guess the roads are closed all the way to the state line.” I caught the time on my cell: 2:45. I shoved it back into my jeans pocket and then went to retrieve the radio from under the counter. 
 
    There was no telling if the batteries were good, and if I needed more, the office door where extras were stored was locked. I’d have to break open a sales package. 
 
    I tuned in the closest radio station I could find, held the small FM radio tight, and listened to the weather report. Sure enough, officials were telling people not to go outside if they didn’t have to and were advising truckers and motorists alike to pull over the nearest weight station or rest stop — that was probably why I hadn’t seen any customers for a while. Jamie came closer and leaned on the counter to listen in as the newscaster said plows were being brought in from surrounding counties which weren’t being hit as hard. Hopefully, they’d be around soon. 
 
    I left the station playing and set the radio down on the counter, avoiding Jamie’s nearness and directing my attention to the front of the store, staring out the window at the falling snow and the white patch of nothingness stretching across the lot and the fields ahead. Nope. Not a plow in sight. 
 
    Jamie heaved away from the counter. The rustling of plastic followed by a pop caught my ear. He came back into my field of vision with an open package of potato chips in his hands. “Well, what do we do?” 
 
    I shrugged. There wasn’t much we could do. Somehow, I felt like the horrible employee, stranded at work because I wasn’t paying any attention to the warnings. Of course, if it weren’t for Jamie’s company, maybe I would have known. And, I wouldn’t feel like a damn ass for going down on a guy in the storeroom. 
 
    “Not much. I’m getting kinda tired. Maybe I’ll find that blanket and take a nap,” I answered, keeping my attention past the large windows and toward the snow. 
 
    He chomped on a salt and vinegar potato chip, and because of the silence in the dark store – despite the wind and the radio – I could hear it crunch. I realized I was still in work mode. I untied my apron and flopped it down on the counter then moved for the benches by the front. My name tag joined my apron as I walked past the counter and Jamie on the opposite side. 
 
    I stood there – just looking out. It was dark and quiet and somehow very beautiful out there.  
 
    A sigh followed came from beside me as Jamie joined in staring out the window. “I think I drank half that pot of coffee. I’m not ready for a nap.” 
 
    I knew what he was insinuating – that question I had refused to answer. “Well, you don’t have to join me.” 
 
    He wrapped an arm around my shoulder, scooting closer. “Maybe I want to.” 
 
    “It’d get rather boring, unless you’re in the habit of watching men sleep, and that’s just creepy.” 
 
    He bent around to get a look at me. “You’re strange, you know that?” 
 
    His tone was deadpan, so I had to inspect him. Sure enough, it was in his eyes. Sarcasm. I shrugged. “There’s not much to do in here besides eat chips and jerky.” 
 
    “I know something we could do,” he said. 
 
    I made a half-hearted attempt to pull away. He reached across my body and took hold of my collar again, pulling me to turn to him. I let him pull. His lips were back on that spot he’d found before – the hollow beneath my jaw, and I tipped my head back, needing his touch. My heart fluttered and caught in my throat. He pressed his lips on my skin, and I exhaled all my desire in one heavy breath. 
 
    My hands came up to his sides, and I took hold. “Not here.” I grabbed his shirt and forced him back. 
 
    He quickly backpedaled, and I followed him, guiding him back to the storage room. It was significantly darker back there with just the one flood light, but that was all I needed. The line of shadows told me where the boxes were stacked on the floor. He stopped moving once we reached the nearest one and leaned over me. Desire flooded my senses, as he felt for the button on my pants, wrenching them open. 
 
    He dove into a kiss, claiming me with a passionate force, and all the energy from before came surging back. I reveled in his power. He opened my jeans, pushing them down my thighs, and felt down my briefs. I was hard already, and Jamie went under my waistband and wrapped his fingers around my cock. He pulled my dick out and stroked my length to the base of my shaft. His fingers kneaded through my hair and pulled me into his fervent kiss.  
 
    A grunting-groan echoed from his lungs. My cock hardened stiff under his palm. He stopped to rub against my balls before returning to jerk me again. I pulled at his shirt, needing contact with his skin again. Those hard muscles were heaven under my fingers. 
 
    “Jesus,” he breathed between my lips, hot and moist. 
 
    I finally got what I wanted. I bite at his bottom lip before dipping my head to his shoulder and gently sank my teeth in, groaning at the hot flesh under my tongue. I swept across his skin, grazing my teeth over his muscle. I’d wanted him all night, craving his touch, and leaned closer to smell his masculine scent. I’d lost my mind. 
 
    I needed to get back to where we were. I had unfinished business. Before, it was me get shoved to the wall, but now, I shifted my hips so let go of my cock and twisted him. Big man as he was, I shoved him up against the shelving and went for his belt. I was in a heated frenzy, and I had his jeans down and was on my knees in seconds. 
 
    He cursed loud as I took him in. His big cock muffled my gasp as he thrust into my mouth. His shaft twitched and pulsed, and he yelled. I swallowed him, and he rocked into me, breathing hard and steady. His fingers coursed through my hair, and he growled as hips thrust. 
 
    One more curse, and Jamie grabbed hold of my shoulders, forcing me to turn around and then pressed into me. Still on my knees, I bent forward on a box and looked over my shoulder. Jamie descended behind me and bent over my back.  
 
    He took hold of my shoulder with a strong grip and lifted me against until my back was against his chest. His arm wrapped across my collarbone, and he held me fast, his other hand flattening down my abdomen to my balls. He pumped my shaft, his own erection pressing against my jeans. 
 
     “You gonna fuck me?” I whispered. 
 
    My thoughts scattered. Without an answer, he wrapped my hands around my hips and jerked my ass up and out. He peeled my jeans off my rear, exposing my skin to the cold air. He took hold of me again, pushing my ass back to him, and his cock came into place between my legs. 
 
    “Hell yes,” he groaned. 
 
    He produced the tattoo ointment from his jeans pocket and squeezed it on his fingers then slid them up my crack, burying deep between my ass cheeks and to my tight hole.  
 
    A moan came from my throat, and responded with a growl. My fingernails dug into the cardboard box as his finger pressed inside.  
 
    “Fuck,” I hissed. 
 
    My muscles seized his finger as I opened to him. Slowly, he thrust his finger inside until my heavy breathing settled, then he went further to the knuckle. 
 
    “I knew it.” He snatched my hair between his fingers and yanked my head up. “You were flirting with me all night.” 
 
    Jamie pumped his finger inside of me, curling it to hit the right spot. I thrilled under his power. Another finger joined the first, and he thrust in, opening me wider. My moan came out trembling this time, and he held my head in place as kissed down my neck. There was an edge of roughness to his play, and I responded with submission. I let him take me. I let him force me into position, and I let him take what he wanted. He wanted me, and every muscle in his body moved to seize me. 
 
    My knees quaked as he stretched me further, finding my prostate and rubbing against it. He let me go and pressed my chest into the box. I grabbed on and held tight, burying my face into the crook of my elbow. I let out another heavy moan and mumbled all the words I wanted to say to him into my arm. Keep going. Don’t stop. I want your cock. I need you to fuck me.  
 
    He removed his fingers from my asshole and slid his other hand down to my hard shaft and thumbed over my slit. He pinned me to the boxes and held his finger there, and I writhed underneath him until he’d had enough torture, himself, and began to stroke again. He pressed his hard cock between my legs and rocked his hips, tempting me with motion. I adjusted my ass underneath him to try to get him to move up between my cheeks. 
 
    He pulled away once more and I turned to him, but he shoved me chest first back into the boxes. He was strong, and he held me there with his forearm between my shoulder blades. I made a feeble effort to push myself up, but I was not match, and I submitted to his brute force. His hand returned, lubing his cock then rubbing his length across my ass and thrusting my fingers deeper. 
 
    I tensed in preparation. His hand was at my hip again, pulling to position my ass. He wasn’t gentle. He groaned as grabbed onto my shoulder and adjusted me. His aggression had me on edge. I’d had men before, but I’d never been taken. I wanted this. I wanted him to sink in and ride me. 
 
    “Fuck me, dammit.” 
 
    My muscles went taut and relaxed over and over. His fingers probed into me again and rubbed against my prostate. I seized down on the cardboard, and it tore under my fingertips. Jamie pulled back on my hair, turning my head. He saw him. I saw the animal inside. His teeth were bared, and his eyes were wild. He smelt of leather and sweet cologne. I closed my eyes and breathed him in. He kissed me – soft. His gentleness in the throes of aggression took me off guard and made my chest swell. 
 
    The touch of his skin on mine electrified my nerves. His lips gave a firm pressure, and I responded. My body, my brain moved in slow motion, but my heart thundered out of control. His fingers left my hair and trailed down my neck then around to my chest. He leaned down and flattened himself over my back. His skin was soft, and the hard muscle beneath twitched.  
 
    The response of my body to his lit a fire inside of me. His lips pushed forward, seeking for more, and I greeted him with an eagerness that welled up from the pit of my soul. He traced lines over my chest and plunged down to my abdomen. I could feel his biceps and shoulders flex as he gripped at my body and drew me against his groin. 
 
    The wind howled in the distance, and he kissed me. His fingers grazed over my skin. I struggled to master my excitement, but it found its way out in a gasping moan. His palm flattened against my stomach as he slowly traveled lower. My cock twitched and swelled. I responded to his ministering fingers. He growled into my mouth, and my erection became full. I pumped into his palm as the evidence of his arousal pressed into my body from behind. He was intoxicating. A hunger grew with an intensity that demanded satisfaction. He wanted me. He was ready to fuck me. Would I let him? Damn right. Desire flooded through me. Lust and the overwhelming impulse for him to take me. 
 
    He snaked his arm around my waist, taking up all of the spare space left between our bodies. Any measure of self-consciousness melted away as his lips breezed over the back of my shoulders. I arched into his mouth and cried out, soft and broken. Jamie’s wet tongue played over my neck, and his teeth grazed my skin. The desire. The need. It surfaced. I moaned for him and ground against his erection. 
 
    He slid his palm up the length of my cock. He snarled. Up and down, slow and steady pressure, he pumped me. I relished in his ragged breath — in those wild eyes. He dove in and greedily kissed me. When was the last time a man had been so eager to claim me? He removed his fingers and guided his cock to my opening. He placed his tip at my entrance, and the touch of his cockhead to my bud sent a thrill up my core. A bead of pre-cum coated his tip. He slipped in without resistance. I groaned, and my legs quaked as he pressed into me. 
 
    The sensation was immediate. My tight walls bore down on him, and he grunted in satisfaction. My breath caught in my lungs — Jesus, he felt so damn good — and I pushed back with another stifled moan into his lips. He slid his hand up my abs to my chest, grabbing a handful of skin. I clenched down on the boxes, trying to steady myself and my neediness but not succeeding. 
 
    His breathing deepened and became staccato. “Damn… fuck, Brandon,” his voice came stifled in a breathy groan.  
 
    “Harder.” I needed the animal. 
 
    The words were all he needed. The exotic, confident word of a man with his cock buried inside me. The swelling pressure in my prostate bore down on me. His cock was the biggest I’d ever taken. He broke our kiss and slammed my chest back down, creating space between us once again.  
 
    That’s when he went to work, circling his hips and thrusting. I screamed out and bucked. I set my jaw and snarled. I twisted to look back at the man filling me. I explored his hard body as his chest and biceps flexed. His lips snarled. He drilled into me like I wanted, growling like a caged beast. My hips twitched, and I was preparing to come. He ground against my prostate with every damned stroke, and the waves rising into my core had me ready to blow. 
 
    Jamie thrust in to the hilt, and I flexed around him, my entire body in tension, my legs aching down to my ankles, but I didn’t give a damn. He reached behind his own shoulder and wrenched his shirt over his head. I watched, transfixed on the sight.  
 
    Jamie’s muscles tensed, and the shadowed, black ink lines moved when he did. He leaned over me and pulled my shirt away from his back then planted his hot skin against mine. I groaned under the intimate touch. He wrapped an arm around me, tightened his grasp on my chest and straightened, bringing me with him. I lifted my shirt over my head, but he grabbed the material, leaving it hanging and trapping my arms. 
 
    He used those powerful thighs to thrust inside me, and every stroke was bliss. Jamie brushed his lips over my shoulders, not letting go of my imprisoned arms. I was his captive – at his mercy. I worked at a steady pace, pumping into me, sweat slicking the space between our bodies. 
 
    Jamie finally wrenched the shirt off my arms, and I reached back, grasping his hair and drawing him to me. I kissed him deep and needy, and he slowed his pace, keeping his cock deep inside me. His hips stopped moving, and he held me. I got lost in the kiss – in his scent – in his hard chest against my back.  
 
    “Jamie,” I murmured with a heavy breath. 
 
    He claimed my lips again without answering. He kissed me gently until… Until… He pushed me away and grabbed my waist, thrusting hard, deep, and fast. The sudden change in mood and tempo sent all my nerves into high alert. My blood pumped, and my balls tightened, ready to climax any moment.  
 
    Jamie’s motions became broken, and the beat was off. He was ready to blow, too. Damn, I needed this to last. I wanted more and more. He jerked away from me and forced me toward an empty spot on the floor. I gasped at the coldness as my bare back came into contact with the floor. 
 
    Grabbing my thighs and sliding closer, Jamie brought my knees up around his muscled sides and thrust into my tight hole again. He let go, and my legs trembled as I seized down on his sides. He ran his palm against my cock, playing with my balls, making me moan in higher pitches than before. Face to face, I could see him clearly now, and what I saw was a man unhinged. 
 
    He sped his pace. The emergency lighting was pale, but I could see it there – passion and desire. His hard body was veiled in shadows, but I could see the darker lines of his tattoos flex with the effort of his muscles. Jamie leaned over top of me, and he came into better focus. The thorns and roses played over his skin. I reached up to him, finally able to explore his tight biceps and shoulders. 
 
    His tongue ran over his lips, and his fiery gaze bore into me. He slowed again, and his teeth clenched. Euphoria rose up my abdomen and into my chest. My balls tightened, and I held onto those big shoulders as my eyes slammed shut and I came. I tilted my head back and groaned and whimpered. 
 
    Jamie stopped balls deep. He stroked my cock, letting me down from my high. I opened my eyes and watched him watch me. He listened with hunger and parted lips as I vocalized the pleasure he gave me. He went tense, his cock pulsated in my ass, and with another high-pitched groan, I collapsed – spent. 
 
    He breathed heavy, the shadow of his chest rising and falling, and his arms moved and settled at my sides.  
 
    “Damn,” I sighed. 
 
    He wasn’t done. “You better hang on, sweet thing.” 
 
    He grabbed hold of my thighs, tighter this time, and began to thrust. Faster. Harder. Putting everything he had into getting off. My breath caught in my lungs. My face grew red hot. His deep groans burned at my desire. I grabbed onto his biceps and worked my hips to ride his thrusts. He reached out, taking hold of my hands and removing them from his body. He pinned my arms to the ground at my sides, threading his fingers through mine.  
 
    My mind fogged over in the presence of his dominance. I was helpless beneath his strength. Jamie pounded into me, and my body gloried under the punishment. I flexed under his tight grip, energy coursing through me, giving into the need to struggle against his mastery. But he held me fast in an iron grip. His chest heaved, and he bit off a cry. His thrusts came off-tempo, and he cried out again. He closed his eyes and bore his teeth in a snarl, his muscles relaxing. 
 
    His grip loosened, and Jamie leaned over me. My need to struggle against his strength faded as soon as his restraint on me was gone. I was sated and drained. The tile was no longer cold beneath me. My legs shook against his sides, but there was no way I could move.  
 
    Jamie braced himself over top of me, still hanging onto my wrists, but I didn’t care. I was spent. “Holy shit.” 
 
    He blew out a deep breath and twisted to the side, collapsing to his back on the cold tile. He shot back up, grabbing his jeans and pulling them over his ass. “Holy shit is right. How are you laying there? It’s freezing.” 
 
    I chuckled, still high on my euphoria, but the chill started to set in as soon as he took his heat from over top of me. I shook my shoulders and propped myself up, watching as he tucked himself back into his briefs and zipped up. The pale light from out in the store illuminated him in shadows from his face to his sexy-as-hell body. The muscle all across his torso flexed to keep his body warm. Hell. I could stay back here in the cold all night as long as he kept his shirt off so I could watch that dragon wriggle across his back. 
 
    Jamie draped his forearms over his pulled-up knees and smiled down on me – the self-content smile of a man who just got his rocks off. “It’s kind of cold in here, isn’t it?” he asked. “Should we go back up front, or what?” 
 
    The tile beneath me was quickly losing its heat. Of course, with the power out, the heater would be out too. Remembering that Sue mentioned a blanket, I pulled my pants up as well and began to seek out where it was stored.  
 
    “I think I’d like to stay back here. It’s my new favorite room.” I knew where Sue kept the flashlight, and I flicked it on to help my search. Jamie left and came back with both our coats. In the shelf at the opposite end of the storage room, I pulled out the old, fluffy blanket and returned. “Sweet. This thing is practically a sleeping bag.” 
 
    Jamie helped me stretch half of it over the floor and then skootched to the far side and pointed into the corner where it doubled over. “You get the good part. Come on.” 
 
    “I think I already got the good part.” His smile widened as I nestled into the corner and got ready to fold the remaining half over top of us. “We can switch if it gets cold over there.” 
 
    “Nah,” he said, making a pillows out of our coats. “I have more mass.” 
 
    “I noticed.” 
 
    “Wait,” he said before I laid the blanket down. He sat up and took the small flashlight from where I’d rested it on the boxes, shining it on my chest. “I wanna see your tattoo.” 
 
    In my embarrassment, my cheeks went hot. “Right. Guess I can’t be modest now.” I pulled my jeans down further from my waist; he positioned the light to shine on the Kanji tattoo etched into my pelvis. 
 
    “Oh, nice work.” He sat up, reaching out to run a finger across my abdomen. “I like that.” 
 
    His finger smoothed against my skin, causing gooseflesh to bump up on my arms and down my chest. I trembled under his touch, suddenly feeling quite nervous, and pulled my jeans back up to cover my hip. Leaning over top of me like that, I just had to touch him again.  
 
    I ran my fingers over his shoulder and down his pec to a bare spot. “You thinking of getting one now? Maybe right here?” 
 
    He laid back on the floor. “Maybe.” The light clicked off, leaving us in the dark. 
 
     “So, that means happiness, huh?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I answered, laying down next to him and pulling over the blanket. 
 
    “Are you… happy?”  
 
    His question caught me off guard. I put a hand behind my head and laid there, thinking about my answer. “You mean right now?” 
 
    He turned to me, a tentative smile on his lips. “To start with.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    He turned his face back to the ceiling and crossed his arms behind his head. “And what about in general?” 
 
    “Well, everyone has their problems, right?” Of course, everyone’s issues were different, but still. “Like, I can’t say I love my job or anything. Hopefully, I can find something else while I’m in school.” 
 
    “What are you going for?” 
 
    “Not sure. Been thinking of taking some classes on business. Ya know, computer stuff. Accounting software. The kind of stuff employers like to see on your resume.” 
 
    “You wanna be an accountant?” he asked, a hint of surprise in his voice. 
 
    I huffed out a little laughter. “No. God, no. I think that involves wearing a tie. I’m good at math, though, and the counselor at college keeps telling me I need to work with computers if I want a job.”  
 
    “That’s pretty shitty advice.” 
 
    I laughed out loud that time. “Yeah, it is. But, I don’t really know what I want to do, so it’s somewhere to start.” 
 
    I let the silence invade the narrow space between us. I could hear him breath and feel his rising chest lift the blanket. The question I’d so wanted to know came to me. “So, what about you?” 
 
    That perked him up. “What about me?” 
 
    “I mean,” I turned my head, and my forehead rested against his arm. The skin to skin contact made him turn his head back to me, and could see his gentle eyes in the pale light. “Six months ago, you made a late delivery. You were different that day.” 
 
    “Oh,” he sighed. “When I was married, I kinda lost my way. I just got caught in this cycle.” He rustled underneath the blanket. With another sigh, he added, “I stopped doing the things I was really interested in so I could work more and hang out with her. I didn’t even like hanging out with her. Then, there was Allyson, and I tried real hard to be there for her – cuz Tara wasn’t. Anyway, after I got divorced, I worked on cleaning myself up and getting back into stuff that… stuff that made me happy.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “I started working out pretty hard again and got into the MMA gym, and I feel good.” 
 
    “So, you’re happy?” 
 
    He turned to look up at the ceiling again. “Almost.” 
 
    The silence came over us again. He took his hands from behind his head and pulled up the blanket further. The tension shrank my little corner, and I tilted into his side. I repositioned myself, giving us both a little space, not sure if my big man was the cuddle-after-sex sort. 
 
     He must have realized what I was doing, and he chuckled. “Sorry. I’m getting pretty tired.” 
 
    “Go ahead and sleep if you want. I’ll probably just lay here, maybe I’ll go grab the radio and listen to some music or something. I’m used to staying up my whole shift. Guess I’m not really that tired.” 
 
    “No way. It’s gunna get cold out there. Nice and toasty in here.” 
 
    Jamie curled onto his side and reached over my chest, draping an over top of me. A little bit of panic stirred inside of me. I was pressed into a corner of a blanket between a large man and a stack of boxes with his big arm claiming me. I felt the muscle harden as he flexed, and the violence with which he had taken me came flooding back. It was irresistible, and it was vicious, and I could feel myself falling back down that pit I didn’t want to be on the brink of. 
 
    I wriggled out from underneath that powerful arm. “No, really. I need to check on things on things at least. I can’t remember if I locked everything up.” 
 
    He rolled onto his back once again, his pectorals going taut and then relaxing. “You really think someone is going to come knocking on the door?” 
 
    “Just doing my job.” 
 
    A yawn followed. “Okay.” 
 
    I slid out from the blanket, and the coldness seeping into the backroom hit me immediately. The front was a bit warmer, and I meandered quietly into the store. It was still dark, still ghostly with the snow flying in the night, drifting against the wind and piling up. There could be so many other places I’d love to be right now.  
 
    I could be home in my own bed instead of laid out on a tile floor. I could be hugging a pillow instead of… who was he? I mean, really. I usually didn’t do this. Sure, I’d had a couple one night stands with a guy or girl at a club, but not like this. Even then, there had been drinks and dancing and knowing smiles and the car ride back to an apartment.  
 
    What we just did back there? That was fucking. Pure and unadulterated fucking. I thought I’d done it before. But, after that, I realized I’d never experienced anything like it. He’d been forceful – the kind of force which threatened to take me if I resisted – and yet, I’d wanted it. I’d wanted the power in that body of his, and I’d wanted to be taken.  
 
    But now, here, shirtless in a quiet room, he scared me. His strength hinted at a brutality I wanted no part of. His fingers in my hair, pulling my head back. His grip on my hips as he pounded into me – I had gloried in it, but now? Now I could see the violence it harbored. 
 
    Who was he? 
 
    Then again, part of me was looking forward to laying back down with Jamie and curling up. He’d at least proven he wasn’t the rolling over type — that he perhaps wanted to share our warmth for the night. That same part of me wanted to feel the tenderness that embrace promised. Was he capable of it? Who was he? Jamie, the tattooed MMA fighter who fucked like a mule, or Jamie, the bran muffin baking father who liked a little cuddle-after-sex action? 
 
    His voice came with the low bass of a deep voice from the back room. “Braaa-aaaan. Braaa-aaaan”  
 
    I went back into the storage room; he’d pulled up the blanket to his chin, trying to settle in. “You okay?” I asked him. That tone reminded me of a teenager trying to be spooky in the dark. 
 
    He threw the blanket off, and the small flashlight clicked on. “Everything look good up there?” 
 
    I chuckled. “Little Jamima afraid of the dark?”  
 
    I settled into the blankets again, deciding it was a little too lonely up front to stay out there and a little too cold back here to not get in the covers. I settled close, angling the radio above our heads. 
 
    “Sort of — Hey. No. I’m not afraid of the dark – just don’t like unfamiliar places. I’m not some little kid. I just…” He fell silent. 
 
    With the flashlight playing on the ceiling, he waved his fingers across it, making lines in the white light. Then, he added a pair of jumping bunny ears, followed by a dog. 
 
    “You’re not a little kid, huh?” I laughed and then joined his play, holding up my hand in front of the flashlight. 
 
    He fought back, pushing my hand out of the way of the light. “Don’t steal my light.” 
 
    “Technically, it’s my flashlight, so it’s my light.” I put a snout on whatever it was that had ears. 
 
    “Technically, it’s your bosses’ flashlight.”  
 
    Jamie sent fingers dancing over my naked ribs, and my knees jerked up. I was ticklish as crickets’ backside, and I howled in protest. 
 
    His grin showed up in the second-hand glow of the flashlight. “Score. That’ll come in handy.” 
 
    I slapped at his hands. “You got to be kidding me. You’re a child.”  
 
    He stopped the torture, though, and I huffed, taking advantage of the vacated light and trying my best to make a shadow puppet.  
 
    “Oo, what is that? A bear?” 
 
    “A… lion?” I laughed then grabbed the flashlight from him. “Let’s not burn out the batteries.” I clicked it off. 
 
    “You’re no fun.” He rolled over on his side and toward me. His fingers played ever so lightly over my ribs. 
 
    “No,” I warned. 
 
    He groaned in protest, but that big arm of his dropped over my chest again. I tried not to smile. No fun, he says. But who the hell would be silly on the floor in a freezing room with no power? I scooted further against him, and his grip fastened down on my and pulled me until there was no space between us. The smile spread on my lips. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Damn, it’s freezing. 
 
    Jamie had shrugged out of his pants last night – it’d gotten rather hot under there, after all. Not because there was any more hanky panky, though I wouldn’t have minded. It was his body. He was a heat machine. A furnace. I don’t know if he was always that warm, but his skin against mine chased the chill out of the cold back room. 
 
    I’d woken to one of his big arms still around me, and it wasn’t something I was used to. It was hard to believe a guy who’d practically pinned me down while fucking last night was a content sleeper. He had that little smirk on his lips first thing in the morning when our mutual stirring woke one another.  
 
    He’d leaned over and brushed a soft kiss over my lips, then he’d rolled out of the covers in nothing but his boxer briefs and cursed loudly at the temperature difference. I couldn’t help but smile as I watched him scatter to gather his discarded clothing. 
 
    He pulled his shirt down his chest. “It literally has to be freezing in here.” 
 
    “Literally?” 
 
    “Lit-er-al-ly.” 
 
    “You’re not being dramatic?” I asked 
 
    He glared down at me and then did something unforgiveable. He seized the blanket and pulled. Hard. I was not only uncovered but dumped onto the cold tile. 
 
    “Christ!” My socks. Why had I taken my socks off? My toes were suddenly little, nubby icicles.  
 
    “Ha!” 
 
    The temperature really had plummeted overnight. Not literally freezing, but still – cold. I cast about in the back room. It was still pretty dark, but morning light was streaming in from the front of the shop. “Power still out?” 
 
    Jamie flipped the light switch back and forth. “Looks like it.” 
 
    I checked my phone. A text from Sue awaited letting me know the plow trucks weren’t too worried about two guys stuck in a fully stocked convenience store. With both shoes and socks found, I made my way to the front to appraise the situation.  
 
    The snow had piled up against the glass storefront overnight. But, it was beautiful. Everything was covered in a way that made it all look fresh and clean. The trees were laden on every branch. The road and fields out front were plastered a uniform, undisturbed sheet of white. The old pumps and my old car were buried in this shiny, untouched goodness, and the early morning sun reflected off everything. 
 
    Jamie clanged around with the coffee pot then huffed. “Right. No microwave.” 
 
    “Goes hand in hand with no power.” 
 
    “None of this lip from you, Bran. Coffee is an essential element in my mornings.” 
 
    I checked the height of the snow out there. “What do you think? A couple feet?” 
 
    He came to stand next to me. He was close, but his hands were in his pockets. I wasn’t good on the morning after things with guys. Overnighters with a dude were pretty rare in my world. Girls – I knew what to do with them. You hug them and kiss them and they put their hands in your back pockets and, well, you do all that girly stuff. I was pretty sure Jamie wasn’t up for some slow swaying to music on the radio. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Think that car of yours can handle these roads? You don’t exactly have two feet of clearance, there.” 
 
    I rubbed at the back of my neck. “I have to try. It’s stopped snowing, and the wind isn’t anywhere near as bad.” 
 
    Jamie leaned forward a little to look me in the eye. “I don’t think that’s the best idea. Your car will be fine here. Slip into a ditch, and you have a tow truck on your hands.” 
 
    “Think I could follow you out? We can drive real slow. I just wanna get out of here.” 
 
    “Who said I was leaving?” 
 
    “No coffee.” 
 
    “Right.” He grimaced. “It should be fine. You’re right. It’s not anywhere near as bad as last night. Just snow on the road, that’s all. The truck’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Good. That’ll make things easier if you plow the way.” 
 
    “I can give you a lift.” 
 
    “Just let me try to get it started. It may not even do that. It’s been giving me fits lately.” 
 
    “Alrighty, Branny-boy. Let’s fire ‘em up.” 
 
      
 
    〜 
 
      
 
    I hid my hands underneath my coat sleeves and hustled out the door to the car. The freezing air stung my face. The wind wasn’t as dastardly as it had been last night, but it still howled against the building, whipping signs around and making them creak. At least the broad daylight made the whole affair just cold instead of creepy as well. 
 
    Hoping in the car, I fought against my shaking fingers to pull the keys from my pocket and quickly turned the ignition. Click. What the hell? Click, click. It wasn’t even trying. Not death rattle, no sputtering, just click-click. After the third unsuccessful try, I beat the steering wheel with closed fists, cussing under my breath. 
 
    The rumble of Jamie’s truck made me peer out from above my arm. His driver’s window was open, and he hung his head out, trying to listen over the roll of his own engine.  
 
    “Fuckin thing won’t start.” I huffed and slid out onto the snow-covered ground.  
 
    Brushing off the snow from the hood, I continued bitching under my breath until it was clear enough I could pop open the hood and check out what was going on. My first thought: it could be the battery, but I’d cleaned my terminals the last time this happened. 
 
    “Get back in the car,” he yelled over his own engine. 
 
    I gave him a sideways appraisal, but he gestured with the rotating wrist motion. Right. He wanted to hear. I plopped back into the seat and turned the key again. Click, click.  
 
    “Dead battery,” he hollered down at me. 
 
    I opened the door wider. “I just replaced it two months ago.” 
 
    “Something’s pulling from the battery while the car sits, then. You have a short in your system.” 
 
    I groaned and slammed my fist into the steering wheel again. I knew how to change my oil – that’s it. I knew nothing about fuses and wire harnesses.  
 
    Jamie hung half out the window of his truck. “Everything okay?” 
 
    I realized my face was buried in my palms. I made a quick recovery and slammed the door shut. “Yeah. Just. Great.” I took a deep, calming breath. “How ‘bout that ride?” 
 
     “Best hop in.” Jamie beat on the side of his truck door. 
 
    I slammed the hood then remembered my keys were still in the ignition and leaned inside the car, yanking the keys out. I had to laugh at myself – who was going to drive off with a dead car in the middle of an abandoned stretch of highway? I fought back the urge to kick the damn side of the fender.  
 
    “You sure? That’s extra driving for you.” 
 
    “Eh, it’s no problem. Let your boss know what’s going on. Don’t want her guessing why you’re cars here but you’re not.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I hoisted my foot onto the high sideboard hopped in the passenger’s side of the truck. I dialed up Sue and got her voicemail. “Hey, Sue, it’s me. Brandon. My car died, so I’m hitching a ride with Jamie – the delivery guy. Let me know when the roads are cleared, and I’ll call for a tow – or maybe I’ll try to get it started. Ummm. Thanks.” 
 
    “Smooth.” 
 
    The loud rumble made it hard to hear. I had to yell, “Thanks again,” in order to even hear myself. 
 
    We rambled down the road, driving slow due to the heavy blanket of snow and the icy road beneath. Even as high as the big box truck rode, it still plowed snow a bit with the bumper. Crazy. Even if I was tired, sleeping on the way wouldn’t happen. Too many bumps and jerks and the constant, annoying rumble of the old delivery truck. But, the thing was a beast. Unlike my car. 
 
    Damn, I wish I’d gotten some sleep earlier. Between my late night with Jamie and wanting to get out of here first thing in the morning, I’d pretty much gotten in a short nap. 
 
    Glancing at the messy dash, there wasn’t a radio. Just as well. Probably couldn’t hear it in this old thing. The steering wheel was worn away, there was duct tape on the butt of driver’s seat, and, well, the interior had seen better days about fifteen years ago. But, it was otherwise clean. No fast food wrappers littering the dash or floorboards. No dust plastered on the dash. It even looked like he vacuumed the cup holder out.  
 
    I gestured at the hole where the radio should have been. “Alone with your thoughts all day?”  
 
    Jamie reached out to adjust a lever, cranking it up, and warm air blasted at my face while the rumble considerably worsened. “Sorry,” he said and adjusted it again. “Sometimes. But mostly, I listen to podcasts on my phone.” 
 
    “You get good reception out here?” 
 
    “I download them first.” 
 
    I brushed the rogue hairs from my eyes. “Really? What kind?” 
 
    “Mostly nutrition and exercise. Some sports ones. A little bit of management stuff for small businesses.” 
 
    I settled my forearms on my thighs and studied him. “Small business? Thinking of starting something up?” 
 
    He kept his eyes on the road but shook his head. “No, not me. It’s for Don. The owner of the gym I go to. It’s growing, and he can’t do it all himself. But, ya know, Bran, I’m not really cut out for that stuff. Most of it goes over my head.” 
 
    “What kind of stuff?” 
 
    He winced. “Everything. The taxes. The social media pages. The website. I can service the equipment when it breaks, and I can help train some the new kids, but all the behind the scenes stuff. Not for me. Or for Don.” 
 
    “There’s podcasts on that kind of stuff?” 
 
    He side glanced at me, a look of incredulity written all over. “A shit ton. Way more than I could ever get through. The Saturated Small Business Boys alone has over four hundred episodes.” 
 
    I sat back and heaved my ankle onto my knee then decided against the posture. Thank goodness Sommersville was about twenty miles South; I didn’t think I could deal with the noise and the jerks for a fifty mile drive. But, the snow pack made the short drive seem like an eternity.  
 
    “How can you handle the ride,” I asked over the noise. 
 
    “I actually like it. Helps keep me awake when I’m on the late deliveries. But I don’t expect to be doing this for too long.” 
 
    “Another job?” 
 
    Jamie broke out into a smile. “You could call it that. Don’s been talking with some companies, and he’s scheduled a pro fight for me. A pro fight. It’s just in a small venue, but if I win, some of those companies will throw some sponsorships my way, and Don will too. It’ll be basically minimum wage to begin with, but there’ll be more fights and better sponsors – and purses.” 
 
    The cab was finally starting to really heat up, and I relaxed into my seat. “You don’t strike me as a Prada man.” 
 
    He took his eyes off the road again to scowl at me. “You know what a purse is, don’t you?” 
 
    “Like boxing?” 
 
    “Like boxing.” Jamie trained his eyes back on the expansive white sheet in front of us. “I’d get paid per fight. Sometimes it’s only a few hundred, but not if I go pro.” 
 
    I crossed my arms over my chest. “You get your ass kicked for a few hundred bucks?” 
 
    “No, Bran.” He side glanced at me, and that cocky grin was back. “I never get my ass kicked. I happen to be good at what I do.” 
 
    An hour later, we lurched into town, and I directed Jamie around the snow-covered streets. The plows hadn’t even made it to the side roads yet, making them hard for Jamie to maneuver the truck. Dang. If they hadn’t even gotten to some of the roads in town, it may be a while before they make it out to the store. Might be a good thing my old beater wouldn’t start, after all. I would have been stuck in all these drifts five times over by now. 
 
    “Up there.” I motioned to an apartment complex with a red brick foundation and ugly yellow siding to my right. It was the worst eyesore in town, but I called it home. 
 
    He pulled up to the curb and killed the engine, leaving my ears with an annoying ring. “Umm…” He stared out the window, tired eyes looking past me to the apartment. “I hate to ask, but do you think,” he laughed a little. “I could stay and crash for a bit? The drive back would be—” 
 
    I caught his gaze which was not on the apartment, but on me. He was blinking a lot, the sleepiness present in his face. Despite the horrendous ride quality, I’d nearly fallen asleep several times on the way into town. “I guess you really shouldn’t be driving. You didn’t get any more sleep than I did, and at the rate it took us, you won’t get back into Jasper for…” 
 
    “Probably another hour or two.” 
 
    Jamie hunched over the steering wheel, his hands between his thighs. He looked ready to put his forehead on the wheel and take a nap. I put my hand on the door handle. “No offense, Aunt Jamima, but you look exhausted. Come on.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “My place isn’t that great or anything, but lucky my couch is comfortable.” I pried open the door and stepped out, feeling the tremble in my legs, which I wasn’t sure was from sleepiness or from the stuttering drive. Or from inviting Jamie inside.  
 
    His door slammed shut, and he shuffled behind me as I led him to the apartment. “You have some extra blankets?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I answered, hustling down the sidewalk. “I don’t sleep with everyone who crashes at my apartment, you know?” 
 
    “But the guys you do sleep with, you make them sleep on the couch?” 
 
    My fingers shook as I fished my keys out and unlocked the door. We both stepped into the warmth of my little home. Thank God for central heating. I didn’t think I’d miss the place this much. Jamie looked at me expectantly as I tossed my keys on the counter. “No, but I’ve honestly only ever had one boyfriend sleep over here.” 
 
    Jamie flashed his pearly whites at me. “Good thing I’m not your boyfriend.” 
 
    Moving past the couch and to the hallway closet, I pulled out a pile of blankets with a pillow. I wandered back into the living room, and Jamie was already plopped on the couch, shoes hanging off the edge. He peered up with a smile. 
 
    “So, how big’s your bed?” 
 
    “It’s… a king size.” I rolled my eyes. 
 
    He raised his brows. “You’re going to leave me out here on this little thing? I’m a big dude, Bran. Like, a king size dude.” 
 
    “Um, yeah.” I tossed the pile of blankets on the couch. “Come to think of that—” I halted and felt the sear of a blush. 
 
    He grinned wider. “Come to think of my king sized goodness…” 
 
    “No. I mean yes.” I held the bridge of my nose between fingers. “I mean. Last night. We didn’t use a condom.” 
 
    “Ahhh.”  
 
    I dropped my hand from my face. “I take that pretty seriously.” 
 
    Jamie raised his hands in surrender. “Me too. You don’t have to worry about me, though. I have to get tested regularly in order to fight. As of five days ago, I’m clean as whistle.” 
 
    “And since then?” 
 
    He cocked his head at me, and that grin came back. “Are you calling me a man-whore, Bran?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Damn bastard had me on defense. “No. I mean. Having sex in the past five days doesn’t make you a…” 
 
    “You are such a goody-two-shoes. You can’t even say it, can you?” 
 
    “I wasn’t calling you a man-whore.” 
 
    “There it is.” Jamie extended his arms to me. “Come give Auntie a hug.” 
 
    I pushed off on his chest, but I couldn’t help smiling. “Nice try. I just. I don’t really know you, Jamie. That’s what I’m trying to say. I don’t sleep – like literally sleep – with guys I don’t know.” 
 
    He dropped his arms, the smug look still on his face. “You did last night.” 
 
    “That was different.” 
 
    “Oh, really? You’re giving me the snuggle-to-survive line? I can open a window. It’ll get cold real fast.” 
 
    I shook my head at the guy. “You’re something else, you know.” 
 
    “Come on. We don’t have to mess around. All I want to do is sleep.” 
 
    I glanced into my room, spotting the bed — warm and comfortable, waiting for me. My shoulders drooped. I could imagine crawling in there right now, pulling the covers over my head to block out the sunlight, and sleeping away the day like I’d always done after my shifts. 
 
    Running my hands through my hair, I muttered, “I suppose you could—” 
 
    “Awesome.” Jamie grabbed the extra pillow and took off for the bedroom.  
 
    I followed him in at a slower pace, wondering what I was getting myself into. I rounded the corner of my doorframe to the sight of blue jeans unzipped and Jamie pulling his shirt over his head. I stopped in my tracks – uncomfortable in my own bedroom – the newfound central heating becoming rather overbearing – as the fabric slipped up his six pack, one muscle group at a time.  
 
    Jamie’s arms crossed over his head, and the shirt rose up his chest, exposing his firm pecs and then the tattoos dancing over his shoulders. My cock stirred in response to the sight of his tight boxer briefs underneath those jeans. I needed something to do with my hands, so I stuffed them into my pockets. Bad idea. My fingertips stretched toward my balls. 
 
    The shirt popped over Jamie’s head, and he let it fall to the floor. He caught me staring, and he kicked out of his boots, smirking at me the whole time. “Stop looking at me like that. Just sleep, remember.” 
 
    “Right.”  
 
    I snapped myself out of it and approached the side of the bed. Jamie tucked his thumbs around the waistband of his jeans and pushed. I busied myself with yanking my shirt over my head. When it came free and I looked back to Jamie, there he was, in just those briefs, his ballsack straining the material. The cotton blend wasn’t the only thing straining. He had a semi-woody, just like me. But, unlike me, he didn’t seem to mind in the least. 
 
    Jamie didn’t even look up. He flung aside the covers and settled into a spot on the far left, leaving plenty of room for me. I unbuttoned my pants and drank in his form underneath the blankets – the lump there that I wasn’t used to – it was nice to have someone in my bed. Like this. It had been a while since I’d just gotten undressed after work and slipped under the covers with another man. I missed it. 
 
    He looked like he was at home in my bed, stretching himself and snaking an arm underneath the pillow. My prick was having thoughts other than getting sleep, but I decided to leave it at that. With a steady breath, I retrieved my sweatpants from the floor and swapped my pants and briefs for elastic band goodness. Then, I snuck into my spot on the bed.  
 
    I fluffed my pillow and then turned my head to the left. Jamie was on his back, arms stretched above his head, eyes closed. Even seeing him there like that – comfortable in my bed – goddammit, my dick was getting hard. Hadn’t it had enough? I settled in, trying not to disturb the mattress. I made myself comfortable on my back, hoping Jamie kept his eyes closed so he wouldn’t see the slowly pitching tent in the sheets. I could just roll over to my side. I could.  
 
    The mattress compressed, and I felt a weight shift closer to me. A masculine hand explored my chest, and I let out a shuttering breath. His hand moved south in a deliberate path and edged underneath the band of my sweats.  
 
    “Well,” he said. “I was planning on just getting into bed and going to sleep, but it looks like someone has other ideas.” 
 
    He massaged the base of my erection, and my hips thrust up – a mixture of pleasure and agony twisting my facial muscles. I wanted more, but I’m not sure I wanted it like this. It all seemed so intimate. In my home. In my bed. In the middle of the day. None of this was my usual. But then, there was the strong hand encircling my cock. 
 
    “Damn, Jamie.” 
 
    “Looks like it’s my turn. Hold on.” 
 
    Jamie shifted again, positioning himself lower down on my torso, and his grip moved from the base of my cock and took a firm but gentle hold. I reached behind my head and gripped the slats of the headboard. I was going to need to hold on. He applied pressure and ran his palm up my hard cock. Jamie’s head was just below my chest, and he kissed there then grazed his teeth in a tender bite. My neck tipped back, and I grunted my pleasure. My hips worked on their own, aiding with the rhythm, pumping in and out of his grip. It felt damn good, but I needed something more than his hand.  
 
    Jamie lifted his head and looked into my eyes, trying to read me. He didn’t say a word, but he pushed down the covers, uncovering us both. He shifted down further and leaned over my hips, and I could feel him controlling his breath with measure. He pulled at my waistband, bringing my sweats down to my feet and all the way off. He had a hard line stretching across his boxer briefs, and my cock stood hard and ready. I grimaced and grunted, my legs shaking. 
 
    Jamie placed his hands on either side of my hips. He lifted himself over my leg, his knees spreading my legs and nestling against my inner thighs. His fingers grazed the skin inches above the base of my cock, coursed down my hip, and toward my inner thigh. My breath caught, and my ass lifted while I clutched at the sheets. Power surged through me. Jamie lowered himself and sprawled between my legs. He extended the tip of his finger and ran it ever so lightly up the length of my shaft. My heels dug into the mattress, and my ass went airborne, needing more.  
 
    He gave me what I wanted. What I never could have imagined wanting so badly. Jamie lowered himself and took my cock into his mouth. One hard suck, and he let it pop back out. My legs jerked, and a growl emanated from my clenched teeth. I couldn’t wait any longer.  
 
    His lips closed back over my erection, and he pumped. Holy shit. I barred my teeth and bucked into him. The man could suck. He took me deep, his tongue rolling over my shaft. He was tight and wet. With every stroke, he tucked the head of my cock into the back of his throat. I clenched the sheets with balled fists and pulled. The noise of tearing fabric ripped through the room.  
 
    I was sensitive from our earlier fuck, and my climax already threatened. My hands clenching the headboard, I looked down the length of my body at a gorgeous, muscular man with his mouth around my cock. His attention shifted up, and our eyes met. We locked on one another as he swallowed my cock, running his lips down my shaft near the base. He sucked hard, and his tongue flattened on the underside of my erection. He ran his mouth back up in one torturously tight stroke, and my cockhead popped from his lips. 
 
    God, I needed more. Jamie’s smirk turned wicked, and his big hands settled into the space between my cock and my thighs. He pushed up, and I lifted my legs, my knees rising, and my feet sliding higher on the mattress. He pushed further, and my ass tilted – my cock drawing further away from him, but my tight hole coming closer. One more push, and Jamie spread my legs wide – then his head lowered. 
 
    The first touch of his tongue to the rim of my asshole was a shock of electricity. My grip tightened on the wooden slats above my head. Holy fuck. His breath was hot, and his tongue was firm. I opened wider, stretching myself for him and arching my back. I let out a stuttering gasp, and he responded with a muffled moan.  
 
    One strong hand left my thigh and lifted my ballsack, grazing at the sensitive skin between it and my asshole. His tongue pulsed against my tight bud, sending ripples of euphoric anticipation up my core. That god-awfully, sweet tongue stroked my opening into a throbbing need. 
 
    I couldn’t take it anymore. I let go of the headboard with one hand and groped for my lotion. I practically threw it at Jamie and went back to my death grip on my headboard, every muscle in my upper body in a state of tension. 
 
    Jamie was the picture of calm contentment as the lotion bounced off his shoulder and landed on the mattress next to him. Without missing a beat, he squeezed a stream onto his hand and then went back to work on my rim job.  
 
    I clenched my jaw – it was too perfect. This man between my legs – one hand pumping his own cock, his mouth between my legs. My eyes rolled back in my head. I needed to blow my load.  
 
    The mattress shifted between my legs, and I opened my eyes. Jamie watch me – supported by one hand and on his knees now. His other hand held my hips in place as he positioned himself at my entrance. He was going slow and being gentle. Holy fuck, just do it. I shifted downward, and Jamie’s cockhead popped through. He immediately tensed, lust darkening his features. 
 
    He repositioned himself and thrust. My cry was immediate. My balls tightened, and my cock pulsed. Jamie leaned over top of me, pulled back, and then thrust in again. God, the man’s cock was heaven. He hit deep, and stars clouded my vision. The twinge of erotic pain started in my balls. I was almost there. He pulled back slow and fucked in fast. I came hard. The prostate orgasm seared up my chest, and my prick came like a freight car.  
 
    Jamie increased the pressure, and my vision never cleared of the clouds with specks of dancing light. His grip on my hips tightened, and he lifted my ass into the air, giving himself a better pounding angle. And God, did he pound. Jamie fucked me. His biceps and shoulders turned into tight wads of muscles that held me fast. He snarled as he worked his hips.  
 
    That cock coursing in and out of my tight hole – slamming into me deep and hard – pushing my whole body with its force – it was what I needed. I came again, every muscle seizing from my prostate out, all the energy draining from my body. Jamie’s jaw tightened, and his eyes became intense. Then he let it go. He thrust one last time and yelled out all the air in his lungs. His cock twitched inside of me, and he stilled.  
 
    The tension in his face seeped away, and Jamie took deep, steadying breaths. I kept my grip on the headboard, coming off my high with him, watching his big chest heave as he calmed himself. I let my body relax and lay on the sheets, a sweaty, confused mass of spent and exhausted muscle. 
 
    Jamie took one last big breath and then broke into a smile. Beaming, he withdrew from me and collapsed on his back, his muscle gathering into knots as he intertwined his fingers behind his head. He closed his eyes and breathed deeply. I attempted to close my eyes as well, and a long, low snore rattled from Jamie’s lips. The man could fall asleep quick. 
 
    My fingers untwined from the slats on my headboard, and I mimicked Jamie’s position with my hands behind my head. What the fuck just happened? My body was in an amazing state of blissful exhaustion, and yet my brain was telling me this isn’t how we work. We don’t invite men into our home to share our bed. Not like this. Not like it means something.  
 
    I’d been in a pretty serious relationship not long after high school. An older man. It started with a kick and went downhill after a few months, but it’d taken a couple years for me to pull away. Ever since then, it’d been a string of short, shallow relationships. I didn’t want to get in deep. Especially with another man. Andrew had been much larger than me, and let’s just say I could appreciate how intimidating certain masculine actions could come off around women. I try never to avoid that with the girls I pick up at clubs. 
 
    A little voice whispered at the back of my mind. You’re doing it again. I closed my eyes and willed it away. This wasn’t anything big. Jamie’s just staying for some badly needed sleep before he gets behind the wheel – then he’ll be gone – out of my life. You liked it when Andrew was rough, too – at first.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sometime later that day, I awoke to breath on my neck and an arm wrapped around my side. I smile came over my lips, and I stirred to stretch my muscles. Jamie took in a sleepy, deep breath and squeezed me tighter. His palm flattened against my chest, and he drew me into his body, his thick cock pressing against my ass. 
 
    I stilled then slowly turned to him. Jamie’s breath evened out. He was still asleep, and he was peaceful. I scooted out of his hold and sat up, wiping at my eyes. I looked down on him from the side of my bed. His open palm explored the mattress until it found my pillow. He grabbed it and hugged it to him. I’m pretty sure the man would cuddle with a rock in his sleep. 
 
    Still. I liked it. I liked the way his body felt curled against mine. I liked the hard muscle under his soft skin. I liked the tickle of that dusting of chest hair against my back. I liked the feel of his cock. You like strong men, sure, but you know what his kind wants from you. I shook my head to clear it. 
 
    I needed coffee. Hell, I needed more than coffee; some java with a shot of whiskey would be nice, but I opted for strong and black, instead. Into the kitchen I went and meandered to the coffee machine, digging out the can of grounds from the cupboard above and filled the pot with water. 
 
    Goose bumps formed on my arms and down my legs thinking how close Jamie was wrapped around me when I awoke, and the something that was poking me from behind. Sure, that was probably just the wood that men can’t help in the mornings, but it’d sent a shiver through me just thinking of how close – how tempting it was – to scoot closer and have him inside. 
 
    Didn’t I have enough last night? 
 
    My cock stirred, forming the beginnings of a tent in my sweat pants. Shit. I stared out the window, my imagination running wild, and leaned against the counter. I watched as the coffee pot hissed to life and the first drop fell into the decanter. I could go back in there. There were condoms in my night stand. Maybe I could take my turn. A hot tingle swept through my balls, and I brushed my hand against my hardness. Fuck… Before I could turn around with my mind made up, I felt a pair of hands sneak around my hips. 
 
    “Do I get some of that?” Jamie whispered into my ear. 
 
    My heart lumped into my throat, and I braced myself with both hands on the counter. “Jamie, what are you—” 
 
    “The coffee, Bran. Do I get some coffee.” The man wasn’t talking about coffee, and we both knew it. His fingers trailed around my sides and closer to my groin. His moist lips kissed my neck. “I was hoping you’d be in bed when I woke up.”  
 
    “Needed coffee…” I murmured, but suddenly I needed something else. I tried to block it out.  
 
    “Mmm, it can wait.”  
 
    He moved his hands from my eyes, but I kept them closed. He grabbed hold of my arms, pulling them behind my back in an immobilizing position. My mind raced. I told you. But my body needed him. He kissed my neck again, down my shoulder, leaving hot trails on my skin and electricity in my nerves. 
 
    His grasp tightened, and he stepped back, pulling me along. I could only imagine he was leading me into the bedroom, so I didn’t dare make a move lest I break what I was feeling. I could barely keep track of the two directions my mind and my body were pulling me in as my mind went wild for whatever he was tempting. 
 
    He pushed me into the living area, and his grip shifted. He held my arms down in front of me, and his fingers were replaced by fabric. Please say you’re going to fuck me. 
 
    But, he pulled away suddenly. My eyes popped open. He was in front of me now. The man was completely naked, and his cock was beginning to rise. I tried to move my arms, but I realized they were loosely tied together. 
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    His smile wavered, “Trust me.” 
 
    I looked down at my hands to see my one and only necktie encircling my wrists. Jamie cinched the knot tighter. My mind screamed. This is how it starts. Don’t let it happen. But my prick was at full attention, and my brain has never been good at winning that battle.  
 
    Jamie eased my sweats off my hips and dipped to his knees, taking the fabric with him. Having his mouth that near my cock again was intoxicating. I stepped out of the legs. I licked my lips, and my legs began to tremble as the powerful man rose – and I realized I was naked and helpless. And I had no idea what this man was capable of. What the fuck was I doing?  
 
    But, God, there was his body. His tattoos stretched and flexed with his muscle as he took me by the wrist and lifted my bound hands over his own head. He stepped close, and a thrill shot up my spine as our erections touched. My arms encircled him, and my bound hands rested at the back of his neck.  
 
    He leaned into me, kissing my neck and my chin. His fingers took a lazy path down my shoulders, down my sides, and to my hips. My heart hammered in my chest. 
 
    “You’re wonderful,” he whispered as he took hold of my ass. 
 
    Good Lord, the man was strong. With a quick dip, he lowered himself and then lifted me. Sheer reactionary instinct had my legs wrapped around his sides in an instant. I couldn’t see it, but I felt the smile in his lips. Suddenly, the fact I was bound lost all its interest. I was free enough to squeeze my thighs on his sides, to run my fingers through his hair. 
 
    Jamie walked with me to the wall between my bedroom and the kitchen and eased my back against the hard surface. He looked down our bodies and positioned his cock at my entrance. A bead of precum escapade his head, and he used his thumb to spread it. I needed him to hurry. I needed him inside, and I needed that right now. 
 
    I rocked my hips, my own prick rubbing against his stomach. Jamie squeezed his shaft, and more precum escaped. I let out a moan, rolling my hips in the motion of making love.  
 
    “Christ, you’re impatient.” Jamie spread his cum on my asshole and slipped a finger in. 
 
    I gasped. It was a hint of what I needed. “Just fuck me.” 
 
    That dark lust shadowed Jamie’s features once again, and the smile slid from his lips. Look what you’ve done. But my brain didn’t have time to make the argument. Jamie seized my hips and pressed me down, piercing me with his thick cock. A searing heat rose into my chest, and I cried out. My cock twitched and throbbed as Jamie leaned into me, pinning me between him and the wall. 
 
    His strong hands worked with his hips, pulling my ass into him as he thrust. I hung on for dear life as heat spread throughout my body, and my muscles trembled. Jamie grunted and growled with each animal thrust. He had me bound and pinned, and he fucked me with powerful, demanding strokes. I arched and flexed, but he pushed me harder into the wall. I moaned and gasped with every sweep of hot friction against my prostrate. 
 
    Jamie dove into a hard kiss – a claim of possession. His hard chest pressed against mine. His lips muffled my cry as I came against his stomach. He pulled me down and thrust up.  
 
    I had to break the kiss. I couldn’t take it. “Christ. Fuck.” 
 
    His mouth moved from mine to my shoulder, and he bit hard. My skin stifled his shout, and I could feel the pressure of him coming inside me. The tension eased from his powerful body, and I melted. My muscles shook when I stopped flexing.  
 
    The contented smile was back on his face, and Jamie kissed me gently. Something in the back of my mind stirred. He eased me off his hips and withdrew from me when my feet hit the floor. I leaned against the wall for support, not having realized just how weak my thighs had become. 
 
    Jamie untied my wrists, and I rotated them to get the motion back. He leaned in, his skin against mine, and his hand smoothing up my chest. He came in for another kiss, and this time I was free take his sides in my hold. It was tender and intimate as his lips met mine. Heat rose into my neck. Jamie’s hand moved to my neck as well, and the span of his fingers gently caressed. 
 
    My brain came back to me. It told me to wake up. I realized Jamie’s fingers were around my throat in the soft mimic of a chokehold. Stop! I summoned all the power left in my spent muscles and pushed. Jamie stumbled back, caught off-guard.  
 
    I cast about for my sweats. “Leave.” 
 
    He was startled. “What?” 
 
    “Go. Get out of here.” His confusion was turning into something else, but I didn’t care to find out what. I grabbed my sweats and stepped into them. “Get your shit and go. Now.” 
 
    There it was. His confusion turned into anger. “What the fuck?” 
 
    “I’m not your punching bag, asshole.” 
 
    Jamie’s eyes widened, and the anger deepened. “Oh, fuck you.” 
 
    “No thanks. Just get out.” 
 
    He stormed into my bedroom, and I moved for the kitchen, closer to my knife collection. I wasn’t going to let this happen again. Jamie was way bigger than me. I wasn’t going to be defenseless this time. 
 
    Jamie reemerged within a minute, boots in hand and pulling his shirt down. He saw me, stationed near my block of knives and snarled. “You’re a real piece of work, you know that?” 
 
    I actually laughed. “Me? You’re the violent asshole.” 
 
    A vein bulged at his neck, and he yelled, “Seriously. What the fuck?” 
 
    “Don’t.” My lips twisted. “That’s your thing? Beat the shit out men for your living then tie them up and choke them to get your rocks off?” 
 
    His eyes bore into me with a ceaseless intensity. His jaw set, and his nostrils flared. Then he turned, and he was gone, the door slamming behind him. 
 
    My brain and my body battled it out again. I wanted him to go, but my heart was thundering. I jumped after him and darted out the door. He was fast and was already in his boots and half out to his truck when I stopped in the doorway. I stood, shivering shirtless in the cold. My feet immediately stung, my arms tingling, and the breeze swept past my face, making my cheeks burn. 
 
    “Mr. Dixon?” My elderly neighbor stood on her step, a shovel in her hands. She glanced over with concern – and, yes, amusement.  
 
    I could only imagine what was going through that woman’s head. The truck’s engine roared. I’d wanted to chase after him — damn, why did my car have to be back at work? — but her voice stopped me. 
 
    “What are you doing? It’s freezing out here.” 
 
    “Sorry, Ma’am.” I sighed and went back inside. There wasn’t much I could do now. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am. Sorry about the disturbance.” 
 
    I didn’t need a shirt. I blushed hotly under the older woman’s scrutinizing inspection. 
 
    I closed the door behind me and moved back to my kitchen where the aroma of coffee greeted me. I wiped my brow with the back of my hand, though I most certainly was not sweating. I felt like I should be. My body was trembling, and my insides were twisting.  
 
    My favorite coffee cup was front in center in my cabinet, and I filled it with my hazelnut blend. I lifted it to my nose and sniffed at it as my gaze drifted over to my knife block. The look in his eye when he realized why I was standing near it – it was like I’d already cut him. Who the fuck cares? Guys like that aren’t safe. Don’t deceive yourself. You’re not a kid anymore. I wanted my brain to shut off. I couldn’t make it stop. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    I’d made a promise to myself – and to Sue – that I’d help with truck delivery when it came next Wednesday. To Sue, I said that I needed the extra hours, especially after having my hours adjusted last week due to the storm. Kinda shitty, if you ask me. It’s not like I wasn’t at work. I mean, sure, I was getting fucked by the delivery guy, but I was there – at work. 
 
    To myself, I swore up and down I was going to was going to have my say with Jamie. After a few days of sitting in my quiet apartment and sleeping in my bed – alone – I was slowly coming to the acceptance I may have overreacted. Not that I was in the wrong. I mean, maybe I didn’t have to stand by the knife block, but I wasn’t about to take my chances, and that’s just being safe. 
 
    What I really needed to know was his nature. The chemistry was undeniable, and his body was bitable, but he’s the kind of guy I had to be cautious with. Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice…  
 
    I wasn’t about to get within a stone’s throw of that shit again. I liked Jamie. I mean, I really liked him. I’d never been that comfortable with a man since I’d first met Andrew. But then Andrew went Conan, and Jamie – his hand around my throat. Shit. My cock stiffened. I hated that I liked it. Why did I have to be drawn to violent assholes?  
 
    I had to know. I had to know if violence was his nature. Did he fight because he loved the taste of blood? Did he tie men up because he loved them to be helpless? Those were two questions I needed answers for, and I was willing for an awkward as hell reunion in order to obtain them. 
 
    But when the truck came that Wednesday, it was a different driver. Heck. Maybe he’d followed through with his plans and quit – gone into MMA.  
 
    I wasn’t sure how I would track him down, and I spent the next two days keeping a tedious eye out for anyone who looked like him.  
 
    I couldn’t watch for him in dinky little Sommersville. There were a few gyms in Jasper, and I hadn’t actually caught if that was where he did his training, but I could always conduct a drive-by and see if any of them looked like the kind of place martial artists would gather. And yet, I didn’t want to give off the stalker vibe, so I waited until I visited some friends in Jasper that Saturday, knowing well that if I were to catch Jamie, I’d have to spend more time there.  
 
    It was dark by the time I left their house. It hadn’t snowed much since the blizzard the week before, but it was cold as hades, and all the snow that had come down previously was still piled up in mounds. I’d gotten my car towed to a mechanic and paid him several hundred dollars to trace down the electric issue draining my battery. The ole girl started up like a charm now. Driving down Main Street, I cranked up the heater and turned up the radio for the expected drive home. It would take an hour, but at least the roads were clear. 
 
    The streets hadn’t been busy that afternoon, and they were rather deserted now.  The dead of winter had a way of motivating people to just stay in and curl up under a blanket. Most everyone was home by now with a bowl of popcorn and a movie. I could have stayed there in Jasper. I’d grown up there, after all, but decided I preferred the quiet nature of Sommersville. Plus, it was closer to work and the general direction I’d always wanted to go. It’d been a slow process, but eventually I wanted to move East – maybe all the way to the coast. Chicago, at least. 
 
    Further down the road, a scattering of houses and newer buildings replaced the old, downtown ones, leading onto the highway. Cars lined the curb outside a local club on my right. I slowed for a group of people laughing and goofing off as they walked across the street. 
 
    Misplaced in the crowd, a familiar figure caught my eye. He walked behind the group, his head lowered and hands tucked into his pocket to ward against the cold, but there was no mistaking that confident stride and that big, bulky coat.  
 
    I eased past the club and made a U-turn at the closest driveway, drove by again, and stopped at the curb about a half a block down. Son of a bitch, that just had to be him. 
 
    I locked my car and hunched in on myself out on the cold sidewalk, trying to produce as much heat as possible. A big, looming building was up ahead. It was built of brick and looked like an old, refabbed factory. I gritted my teeth against the wind and against my own internal struggle to flee from that look of hurt and anger I had last seen on his face. My brain told me I was being a glutton for punishment, but I was drawn to him. 
 
    I couldn’t stop now. My feet propelled me, independent of the rebellion occurring upstairs. I stepped onto the same block the club shared and realized why it was that Jamie walked right in front of my car here and tonight. Placards were pasted – first small then progressively larger – advertising shirtless men with hard features and fists raised. Unfamiliar last names with a ‘V’ separating them. Nicknames like ‘The Hammer’ and ‘The Punisher’. 
 
    It was fight night. 
 
    Thankful I was inches from a heated interior, I yanked the door open. Hard rock music shook me out of my glum mood. I blinked. The pale lighting above and shining spotlights from the stage made it hard to see the crowd ahead of me, not to mention the headache which was brewing behind my temples from the glare.  
 
    “Twenty bucks and your ID.” 
 
    I squeezed my eyes shut and then blinked rapidly. A big, black dude stared me down, palm out. Shit. The guy looked like he could be nicknamed ‘The Rhino’. I fished my wallet out of my back pocket and handed over my driver’s license. “Twenty bucks?” It was steep as fuck for a cover charge, at least it was in Jasper. 
 
    The guy inspected my ID and jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Pro fight tonight.” 
 
    I handed over the price of admission and peered around The Rhino’s massive frame to see what he was gesturing at. A boxing ring set up on what was usually the dance floor. 
 
    “I thought it was supposed to be a cage.” 
 
    He looked at me impatiently and waved me along. “You really need to get out more.” 
 
    I stuffed my license back into my wallet as I wondered toward the bar, wondering if the music was going to be this loud all night. I like loud rock, but shit, even I have my limits. Narrowing my sights, I scrutinized the crowd. There had to be five hundred people in there already — but not the man I was searching for. I did a little quick math in my head. Five hundred times twenty. Dang. How much of that did they share with the fighters. That didn’t even count the drinks everyone would be buying. 
 
    Once used to the contrast of lights and figuring out there wasn’t a live band tonight, I pushed my way to the bar and found a spot at the very end where I could actually come into physical contact with the bar top. The place was getting crowded. People roamed around the corner behind me, and with a quick upward glance at the neon sign above the hallway, I learned that was the entrance to the bathrooms. I kept my attention there. No way you could go to a bar and not take a piss at some time during the night. 
 
    “What’re ya having?” the bartender asked, his voice raised in a conversational shout. 
 
    “Bud,” I answered, uninterested in anything but waiting for Jamie. 
 
    “Bottle?” 
 
    I nodded and pointed at the ring. “Hey, what—” 
 
    He was gone, off to retrieve beers and orders. 
 
    The short little fuck directly to my left turned to me. “What’s what?” 
 
    “The ring. I thought MMA was, umm, done – in a cage.” 
 
    “An octagon? Yeah. Mostly. The UFC does, but not all leagues. Those things can get expensive, too, and in a venue like this without elevated seating, it makes it hard for the crowd to see, too.” 
 
    “Ahh.” I had no freaking clue. Didn’t really care, either. 
 
    The bartender was back, setting the bottle down in front of me, and I took a long, hapless drink while checking over my shoulder at a big coat entering the bathroom hall. Nope. Not him. I turned back with a surprising tinge of disappointment.  
 
    The crowd erupted as a heavy-set guy galloped into the center of the ring. 
 
    The little fuck rubbed his hands together. “Here we go.” 
 
    The heavy dude in the ring lifted his arm and asked, “Are you ready to rumble?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. I hadn’t watched professional wrestling since I was a kid, but apparently, the callout hadn’t changed. The announcer went through a checklist of attributes and then extended his hand toward another hall. The lights stopped flashing and dimmed then the fighters theme music started, and he trotted from the hallway, coach in tow. 
 
    At least the music was good, and no one was jostling me. Most of the crowd vacated the bar area, attention focused on the ring. The opposite end of the bar was packed with waitresses prepping for what was likely to be an onslaught of orders once the first fight was over.  
 
    I took station on my bar stool, figuring I’d found the perfect spot, on the hunt — like a cop or detective — seeking out my objective for the night. The crowd was thick, but I could see just about the entire place from my seat. I finished my first bottle fast and moved on to my second, gulping it down just as quick. My brain told myself to slow down, but my nerves won the day. Maybe this whole Jamie business really rattled me more than my brain had led me to believe.  
 
    I watched two guys in board shorts duke it out on the elevated boxing ring. It was hard to see anything above the other patron’s heads when someone was tackled to the ground, and I could see the merits of the fight happening in the cage. Multiple times during the fight, the ref had to move the guys away from the edge of the ring when they were wrestling so they didn’t just fall out from under the first rope.  
 
    I was already on beer number three by round number three. Not much was actually going on up there that I could both see and understand. I was expecting something, I don’t know, more brutal. These guys were circling one another and throwing measured punches and kicks. 
 
    Another big coat caught my attention. I peered over my shoulder, spotting that big shouldered frame of he followed a guy toward the bathrooms. The one in the lead – he was checking his perimeters as though he was expecting to be watched. I quickly diverted my eyes before he caught me looking. Jamie looked just as sketchy, his shoulders still hunched and his hands still in his pockets, even though he was out of the cold. 
 
     as he dragged another man by his wrist around the corner and into the bathroom. 
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    I scooted out of my seat, immediately realizing I wasn’t the kind of guy who downed three bottles of beer in twenty minutes. I shook it off and stepped away from the bar, following my quarry. I snuck into the bathroom, letting the door swing closed. There were three stalls, two of them open, and one guy pissing at the only urinal. He glanced my way a moment before zipping, and he left the bathroom. 
 
    A low toned conversation came from the closed stall. I balanced myself against the wall by the entrance and bent down, spotting two sets of legs. He was in there, alright, with however that was that he had followed. My spidey senses kicked in, as did the hairs on the back of my neck. Two guys in a bathroom stall in a club… 
 
    I needed to go in for a closer listen. I needed to know if I was right, or if I was paranoid. I entered the stall next to them and I unzipped my jeans and summoned up those three beers I’d drained, listening to the action next door. 
 
    They were talking in low tones, and I couldn’t catch near every word, but I could catch enough. They were talking supply, borders, money – drugs. Anger roiled up inside me. Was the guy bullshitting me that he had gotten clean, or had he relapsed? Either way, I suddenly felt like kicking his ass instead of having a nice, friendly chat. 
 
    I knew what was happening, and it pissed me off. The guy was going to ruin himself if he went down that road again. I shook and tucked myself back into my jeans then meandered out of the stall and to the closed door. As I leaned in to listen closer, the stall door swung open, smacking one of the guys inside.  
 
    “Fuck! Privacy!” Jamie’s wide eyes took me in, his mouth dropping open. 
 
    My anger took over. I grabbed him by the collar of that big coat and threw him out of the stall. 
 
    He turned in mid-stumble, his back hitting the bathroom wall. “Brandon?” 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” I growled, stalking up to him like he was my victim. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” I grabbed his shirt and gave it a hard yank. 
 
    Jamie reached for my wrist, pivoted his shoulders, and twisted. Pain shot all the way up my elbow, and I let go. He pushed me away, and I stumbled back into the bathroom stall and against his dealer. 
 
    There was that look of hurt and anger again. Same as before. “What the hell are you doing here, Brandon?” 
 
    His dealer, an older man, grabbed me from behind. 
 
    “Holy fuck.” I lurched away from the guy and spun, throwing a punch that landed on the metallic stall. 
 
    The guy kicked straight out and planted the sole of his foot right in my guy. I fell backward, reeling into Jamie again, who grabbed me and slammed me against the wall. 
 
    “Holy sh—” 
 
    Jamie turned a venomous look on the guy who had just walked into the bathroom. The dude cut off his words and hightailed it.  
 
    “Brandon? What the fuck are you—” 
 
    “You’re too good for this,” I said, trying to struggle away from his grip, but he held me fast. 
 
    “Seriously, man. You are fucking confusing as shit.” 
 
    The older guy stepped out of the bathroom stall, hands up in surrender. “Jamie, do you want the stuff or not? I don’t have time for this. Security’s probably on their way now.” 
 
    My shirt in his fists, his forearms pinning my chest, he turned over his shoulder to the guy. “Of course, I want it.” 
 
    The older guy headed for the door. “Good. Now get out of here. Both of you.” 
 
    Jamie grabbed my arm and pulled me out of the bathroom. The volume hit me like a physical force when we exited, and my heart went scattershot. The Rhino pushed his way through the crowd, and we hurried for the outside door, scooting by a group of people on our way outside. Quickly, he led me around the building, snow crunching under our feet, until we were behind the club. We both crouched low. 
 
    I gasped, willing my breath to settle. “What the h—” 
 
    “Shh.” Jamie put his finger to his lips and then snuck in front of me to peer around the corner. “The club has a lifetime ban for anyone who gets into a fight on fight nights. Doesn’t matter who started it.” 
 
    That’s what he was worried about? “Sorry you’ll have to meet your dealer in a less convenient location.” 
 
    I crept a little closer to him. Waiting. Watching. Wondering what the hell was going on. Hoping The Rhino hadn’t followed us out here. Sure enough, the bouncer stepped out into the freezing night air, seemingly impervious to the temperatures in his stretched tight polo. The hulk moved to the edge of the sidewalk, looking both ways. 
 
    “The guy who came into the bathroom probably gave a description.” Jamie stood and took a step from the building. “Okay, he’s walking back. I think he’s leaving. So, why the hell are you here?” 
 
    “I should be asking you that.” 
 
    Jamie rubbed at his face then held his hands out to me. “I don’t get you. I like you, Bran, I really do, but I have no fucking idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    He was really going to play dumb? “You’re buying drugs in a club bathroom. Seriously man, I thought you said you kicked that shit.” 
 
    Jamie’s hands dropped and his shoulders slumped. He shook his head and turned to walk away. My heart raced again. This wasn’t what I had come here to do, and now he’s leaving. I grabbed his arm and tried to turn him, but he just wrenched out of my grip and kept moving. 
 
    “Wait.” 
 
    Jamie huffed out laughter. “Why?” 
 
    I pursued him down the street. “I think we both have some explaining to do.” 
 
    “Whatever. I don’t need to explain anything.”  
 
    “Bullshit.” I pulled up next to him, keeping pace. “What the hell was going on in there?” 
 
    He shook his head again. “Bezophinite.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “It’s the active ingredient in the best protein supplement on the market.” He turned his head, finally looking at me, and annoyance registered at my obviously flummoxed expression. “That product is expensive as golden shit in the US. Alan – whom you just met – takes orders and drives up to Canada every month to buy a trunk load at half price from a wholesale store up there.” 
 
    My stomach dropped into my shoes. “Oh. Wait. Protein supplement? You’re buying a protein supplement?” 
 
    “Jesus Christ.” Jamie picked up his pace, and we passed right by my car. 
 
    “Hey.” I stopped near my rear fender. He actually stopped and turned, which was encouraging. I guess. “Are you fighting tonight?” 
 
    He broke into a smile, and his chest heaved in silent laughter. “No. I was just here to watch some competition. And buy some drugs.” 
 
    “Oh. Sorry about that. Do you have some tape you could watch?” 
 
    His smile grew. “The guy has some fights on YouTube, but this was a pro match he was fighting tonight. Don wants to set up my first pro match with him.” 
 
    “Do you think there’s a way we can get back in?” 
 
    “Nah. Not tonight. Monty will be on the lookout for us. I don’t want him to connect the fight with me. I come here a lot.” 
 
    “Monty. The Rhino?” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “Nothing. Just. Hey. Here’s my car.” I stepped aside and presented it like a magic trick. 
 
    He laughed out loud that time. “Holy shit. You need to take that to Vegas. Good trick.” 
 
    “Thanks. The trunk is full rabbits already. Don’t ask.” 
 
    “I won’t. Totally your business. Electrical?” 
 
    “Yeah. You were on the spot. Had to pay over four hundred bucks for a guy to find the short, but it’s fine now.” 
 
    Jamie whistled. “Four hundred. Shit. I would have found the problem for a good lay.” 
 
    I swallowed hard, and my stomach turned. About that… “Listen. I can return the favor. You know, give you a ride. A car ride. Back to your place, not mine. And drop you off.” 
 
    He cocked his head to the side, transitioning between a frown and a smirk. “Try that again.” 
 
     I closed my eyes and gathered my fraying thoughts. “I can give you a lift to wherever it is that you are staying – if you would like.” 
 
    “You see. When you speak English, I can understand you.” 
 
     Good. Fantastic. Jamie rounded the car, and I rushed to get my keys out. I plopped onto my seat and reached across the car to yank on the passenger side door handle. 
 
    Jamie bent himself inside. “Let me guess. That’s broken, too.” 
 
    I revved the old girl up and patted the steering wheel. Like a charm. “Yeah. Bought it like that.” 
 
    “I can fix it for you.” 
 
    I put the car in reverse and glanced at him. Sure enough, that shit-eating grin was up. 
 
    I maneuvered onto Main Street again and turned the radio on. Something to fill the silence until I figured out how to start. I’d come up with multiple scenario’s in the past week, but it all crumbled now. 
 
    “Umm, which way?” I asked. 
 
    Jamie leaned forward and pointed. “Left on Jamison and down to Monroe.” 
 
    After driving out of the city limits, I turned onto a small paved road leading around snow packed fields. I nodded, unable to find the words to express myself. Instead, I focused on the sounds of the outside air rushing past, the hum of the motor, and the soft drone of the stereo. 
 
    Just man up and dive in. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    He shifted on the seat so he was sitting half against the door. “For what?” 
 
    “I’m sorry I kicked you out like that.” 
 
    “Oh, that.” He cocked his head to the side again. “You have some issues, don’t you?” 
 
    God. I didn’t know whether to be angry or entertained. “I’m not sure I’m the one with issues.” 
 
    “Right. Because I’m a violent asshole.” He nodded. “That’s an issue. Being a violent asshole. Big issue.” 
 
    “I’m serious, Jamie.” 
 
    “Me too. If I were a violent asshole, that would be a big issue.” 
 
    Silence. Just some whiney-ass rock band love ballad. I smashed the power button. “So, you’re saying that’s not you, or you think that’s not you.” 
 
    “You’re getting very philosophical on me, Bran. I don’t like philosophy. It hurts my brain.” 
 
    “You know what I mean.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I do.” 
 
    “Are you not a violent asshole, or do you believe the violent asshole things you do don’t make you a violent asshole?” 
 
    “That’s a lot of assholes.” 
 
    I turned the radio back on. The love ballad was off. Thank God. “I got my ass kicked a couple times.” 
 
    The humor dropped out of his voice. “Who?” 
 
    “Just an ex. It was a while ago, and it only happened twice, but—” 
 
    He was the one getting angry now. “There’s no such thing as something like that only happening twice. Who was it?” 
 
    “He’s not even around anymore. Just. Thing is. You scared me.” 
 
    He turned back squarely into his seat so he was looking straight out the windshield. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I’m sorry, too.” 
 
    “You already said that. Don’t worry about it, man.” 
 
    “I really enjoyed… our night. You just—” 
 
    “I scared you. I get it.” Jamie brought his arms up to both sides of his head, scratching at the back of his neck and pressing his forearms to his ears. “I usually don’t go for all that first time. You felt so right. I couldn’t help myself. I needed to—” 
 
    I side glanced from the road. “You needed to what?” 
 
    He let his arms fall. “Nothing. I just needed to… experience you. Take a right here.” 
 
    I slowed the car and eased onto a smaller drive. “Jamie.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “The muscle building supplements and all the working out you’re doing. Are they just a crutch for the drugs? Like, a lesser addiction, but still an addiction?” 
 
    I slowed the car down and continued driving, up into the older hills district of the town. 
 
    “Shit, man. Isn’t that life? Why do you work at a job you hate, Brandon? Isn’t that just a crutch to pursue your materialistic desires?” 
 
    I took my eyes off the road again. “I thought you said philosophy makes your brain hurt.” 
 
    “You make my brain hurt.” 
 
    “Thank you, Professor Jamima. You should come teach at the community college. You’d be a hoot.” 
 
    He squinted at me. “I have no desire to do drugs again. But yeah, I need an outlet. I like to work out, and I like to fuck. I really don’t see that as a problem.” 
 
    “I like fucking, too.” 
 
    “I like fucking you.” 
 
    Goddammit. The crotch of my jeans tightened. “Where’s your place? Are we close?” 
 
    “Left here. Second house—Ahhhh, shit.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He gestured toward the old house. “They’re both at the club.” 
 
    “You stay with friends?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He let his head fall against the headrest. “A few of the fighters from the gym stay together. I just give them cash every month. I don’t have a key.” 
 
    With a sigh, I thought about how much cash was in my wallet, but I didn’t think I’d have enough to rent a room for the night, not after blowing forty bucks at the club.  
 
    I pulled away from the curb. “New plan.” At the first turn, I flipped around and headed back the way we’d came. “You could stay at my place again” 
 
    Dear God, you could cut the thickness of the air in my little sedan with a whiffle bat. 
 
    “You gunna keep your knife block on the night stand?” 
 
    “No.” Nothing witty came to mind. I wasn’t good at this. “You can stay on the couch, if that’d make you feel more comfortable.” 
 
    He took up that posture, half leaning on the door again. The shit-eating grin was back. “Can I lock myself in the bathroom? I don’t know if I’m safe from your violent tendencies.” 
 
    “Don’t be an ass. It’s only for one night.” 
 
    “Damn.” 
 
    Silence followed. I turned up the radio. 
 
    “So, why do you do it?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Fight. I mean, you could just workout and keep all toned and looking good.” 
 
    “You think I look good?” 
 
    “I said don’t be an ass.” 
 
    He clasped his hands around one knee. “Cash money.” 
 
    “Are you a rapper now?” 
 
    “No. Literally. Cash. I love Allyson, and I want to do everything to provide for her – but child support automatically pulls a percentage of my paycheck, no matter how much I make. Fighting pays cash. I take my little girl shopping and buy her the cutest fucking little shoes. That shit is fucking adorable. I take her to movies with talking candlesticks. But I pay cash.” 
 
    “I figure cover charges at the club tonight had to be at least ten k. How much do you guys get paid?” 
 
    “If it isn’t a pro fight, not much. A couple hundred. A lot of those places offer unofficial side gigs, though. You can make a grand in one night if you win a few fights at those.” 
 
    “You do many of those? Are they legal?” 
 
    “No. I mean, they aren’t legal. And I don’t do many. Just when I’m falling behind. If this pro fight doesn’t pan out, I may do a couple more. I need my name at least on an apartment lease so Allyson can start staying with me overnight.” 
 
     “But… the risks— Unofficial, illegal fights don’t sound too safe.” 
 
    “I know the risks. But, shit man, I want to see my little girl.” He pressed buttons on the stereo, stopping at another metal station. “It’s been too long. I don’t want more time to just slip away. She’s growing up. I don’t want to miss it.” 
 
    “Why don’t you get a second job?” 
 
    “Fuck that. And work twenty-four-seven? I said I didn’t want to miss her growing up. I just want to be a dad. A happy dad. This is my chance.” 
 
    “You really think fighting is your only chance?” 
 
    “I used to be an angry guy, okay? You’re right. I used to be a violent asshole. Since I’ve gotten into this – the training, the coaching – it’s good for me. It’s not just that I get aggression out hitting shit. It’s taught me self-control. It’s taught me that withholding power is sometimes more effective than asserting it. I’m calm now. I’m happy when I’m training.” 
 
    I didn’t get it. Sure. On one level, I knew about the serenity stuff. I’d watched enough B rated martial arts flicks to know that everyone believes Kung Fu monks are the calmest, self-possessed being in existence. But it was hard to ignore. I’d never known anyone who would do what Jamie did to earn an extra dime. Everyone I’d ever met worked two or even three jobs to make ends meet. Honestly, it only registered in the dark recesses of my mind that guys who punched shit could be peaceful. The only other guy I’d ever known who like to punched shit wound up taking it out on me. 
 
    The lights of Sommersville were dull against the hazy night sky. From that distance, I could tell it would be another half hour before we made it home. Another thirty minutes with Jamie; another half hour wondering if I made the right choice to invite him back to my apartment. Too late now. We barely spoke the rest of the drive. I cranked up the stereo, and we jammed on some old Megadeth I hadn’t heard since I was a kid. He fiddled with everything: his zipper, his thumbs, the radio dials, and the buttons for the heater. 
 
    When I finally pulled up to the curb near my apartment, Jamie was nodding, his chin dipping to his chest. Whenever it made contact, he jerked up a little, but his eyes didn’t quite open. I turned down the stereo.  
 
    “Hey.” I jabbed him in the arm. “Wake up. We’re here.” 
 
    His eyes fluttered. He glanced around the car and out the window to the apartment building. “I wasn’t sleeping.”  
 
    “Right. Come on.” 
 
    Once inside, he plopped on the couch, like last time, looking around the apartment with a more studied eye this time. “Goodwill?” 
 
    “Craigslist.”  
 
    Yeah. Just about everything in my apartment were online hand-me-downs. I stood eying him in the silence of the living room, visions of last week flashing through my memory bank. Thinking about his tattoos — the Celtic etchings around his arms – the intricate designs. Hooking up in the heat of the moment. Three times. Damn. The guy had stamina. 
 
    Then, I glanced at the clock. Eleven. Not too bad. I’d usually just be starting my shift. There was no way I could sleep now. It was in my nature to stay up until dawn. I caught a whiff of myself. I smelt like a bar. I shut off the light above the stove, leaving the little kitchenette in darkness.  
 
    “I’m jumping in the shower. I think the clicker’s in the cushions.” 
 
    Jamie slid his hands down the arm of the couch. “What kind of cable do you have?” 
 
    “Just basic.” 
 
    I quietly gathered up clean clothes from the dresser. Around the corner, I spotted Jamie standing in front of the television, flicking through the channels. 
 
    He turned. “You hungry?” 
 
    “Umm. Not really, but I could eat.” 
 
    “Good answer.” He pulled out his phone. 
 
    In the bathroom, I flipped on the light switch, and carefully pushed the button to lock the door. Pretty sure that was the first time I’d locked my own bathroom door. A shot of guilt ran through me, and I flicked the lock back to open. 
 
    The water felt great once I stripped and stepped in. I let it spray over my back to massage the sore muscles from unloading the truck this week, and then I angled my head into the stream. I wasn’t the working out type – thus the sore muscles from helping the delivery driver – but I could see it now. At least a little. How a good workout and some aching muscles could be sought after. It felt good in an odd way.  
 
    I’m not the kind to go seeking after an aching body, but maybe I could understand why Jamie liked it. I’d never been interested in training my body to look like his, but then again, I was blessed with a metabolism that kept me pretty thin. Jamie, though, it took work for him to look that good, and damn, did he look good. The cut of his six pack. The way his pecs stood out from his flat stomach. The firm pack of his bicep. That all took hard work. Work that habituated him to the soreness and pain he was used to. 
 
    I thought of Jamie again. I didn’t know what that gym of his looked like or if he wore one of those martial arts get-ups with the belt. But what I pictured was him with his shirt off, that ink playing over his skin as he worked and flexed. The dragon and the thorns glistening with his sweat. The snarl on his lips as he pounded away at a punching bag. His six pack knotting and bending as he threw kicks and knees. 
 
    A man unhinged, sweating, grunting, growling. A man full of anger and aggression. God. It turned me on. My cock was at full attention. Settling against the tiled wall, I reached down for my cock. Shit. Just thinking about it again had my body buzzing with excitement.  
 
    I’d seen some training footage on ESPN. I put myself there – with that man. The Jamie who was hunched over in a boxer’s stance, fists up, eyes on fire – looking right at me. Why the fuck did it turn me on? Why did I want to be there, holding pads for his to strike, calling out a cadence, telling him higher – harder.  
 
    I wrapped my own fist around my cock and pumped. I envisioned Jamie breathing hard, his chiseled chest heaving. The shower spray beat on the tip of my rigid cock hard enough to spike my senses. I turned away and began to stroke fast – just to get off, and to get those images out of my head.  
 
    The man was on my couch. In my home. I knew I shouldn’t be doing this. I knew what happened last time I let myself get attracted to the brutal side of a man. What road was I leading myself down? But the V arching down to those MMA board shorts – his knuckles wrapped in cloth – the thorns and skulls encircling his shoulder and running down his bicep… 
 
    A pounding thud resounded at the door, and I peeled my eyes open to the blue tile in front of me. “Hey.” Jamie’s voice echoed. “I need some food, man. I’m ordering in. You want anything? I have the menu up on my phone.” 
 
    Shit. “Hold on.” 
 
    His nearness startled me, but it wasn’t doing anything to calm my desire. My cock didn’t do limp with embarrassment – it wanted me to invite him in. Almost there. I squeezed and pumped hard, my knees giving with an oncoming weakness. He was right at the door. Feet away. I could let him in. He could fuck me right here in the shower. I’ve never fucked in the shower before. It hit me hard, and I groaned way louder than I intended. 
 
    “You okay in there, man?” Jamie asked. 
 
    Double shit. I washed the evidence of my jacking session down the drain. “Uh, yeah. Fine. Just. Uh. Shampoo in my eye.” 
 
    I slid out from the shower and grabbed the towel hanging on the rack. I wrapped it around my waist, turned the doorknob, unlocking it, and held open the door. 
 
    “What are you ordering?” 
 
    “Just pizza.” His eyes were wide as I glanced at the screen he held out for me. 
 
    “Hell. You coulda told me that. I know what kind of pizza I like. Just pepperoni.” 
 
    He stood still, eyes slowing glancing down, and stopped at the towel around my waist. “Well, sure, but how else was I going to interrupt you before you got dressed?” 
 
    I caught sight of what he couldn’t take his eyes from, I rewrapped the towel, trying to hide the bulge. 
 
    A coy grin spread on his lips. “Does that always happen when you take a shower?” He narrowed his eyes.  
 
    “Just—” I motioned back down the hall “—pepperoni.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Sure you don’t need anyone to take care of that for you?” 
 
    “Already did. I mean. No. I’m good.” I swallowed hard, the desire raging through my nerves, my heart fluttering in my chest at his partly opened lips and how I desperately wanted to taste them again. 
 
    He nodded then disappeared down the hall and into the living room. I walked back into the bathroom and caught a sight of myself in the mirror. I was flush, and it wasn’t just from the steam in the room. The muted tone of his voice drifted in as he placed his order, and something about having him there was nice. Just two guys. Taking a shower, ordering pizza.  
 
    Fuck, maybe I should just wrap him in my arms and drown in his sultry kiss. It’d be a shit load better than fighting with a prick that was trying like hell to convince me it hadn’t had enough. Seriously? Shit. I mean, I was still young, but I wasn’t a teenager anymore. Maybe I needed to jump back in the shower and turn on the cold water. 
 
    A few fleeting seconds later, the pushed open. Jamie stood in the entryway. He ran his tongue across his bottom lip and stepped towards me. Instinctively, I took a step back but, and – damn small bathroom — I bumped into the tub. 
 
    “You sure you’re good with that?” He placed his hand on the wall to the side of my head, trapping me there. 
 
    “You do all your business in bathrooms?—” My voice faltered when his other hand traced down my wet chest and to the edge of the towel. 
 
    He pressed his open lips to mine. He was soft and gentle. He breathed in, and my chest rose with his, our lips working together. I drank in his taste and his passion in one long, needful kiss. Jamie’s fingers seized hold of the knot at the front of my towel and yanked, stripping it from around my waist. The cool air nipped at my ass, and his hand trailed further south.  
 
    He broke from my lips but stayed near. “I thought you said you already took care of this?” 
 
    Yeah, my prick definitely hadn’t had enough. He worked my cock under his strong fist. So many things running through my head, and yet I had nothing to say. I wanted him too badly. Right then? I needed him. So, I took hold of him. I ran my fingers through his locks and against his scalp. I dug my fingers in and dove into his kiss. 
 
    Jamie responded by snaking his fingers through up to the crown of my head and pulling back. There it was. The fire. The edge of violence in his eyes. He held me back and moved his own lips across my jaw and down the side of my neck. His fist pumped away at my hard cock. His breath on the side of my neck made the small hairs stand on end. He bit at my shoulder and moved down to my collarbone.  
 
    He kept my hair in a tight grip, my head angled back, but his lips travelled with slow, tender movements, and Jamie kissed across my chest to my right pec. He stopped to pinch at my nipple with fingertips before letting go of my hair and squatting low, aiming his attention down my abs and finally to my cock. I leaned my head against the wall. Kneading fingers through his hair, I mumbled his name, finding that simply saying it made me crave him even more.  
 
    Jamie went to his knees in front of me, and I dug inside for every ounce of self-control to not guide him to my groin and press myself inside his mouth. The lust, the carnal desire for lips around my cock, tensed every muscle in my body. Jamie’s hot breath grazed over the tip of my erection. I tipped my chin to my chest and clenched my fists as Jamie ran his tongue over his lips.  
 
    His hand seized me, a firm grip at the base of my cock. He held tightly to the back of my thigh with the other. Jamie wrapped his moist lips around my cock, and every nerve came alive as he slid down my shaft, taking me deep. He grasped onto my ass and squeezed; I gasped a breath, my knees quaking. I uttered a strangled, desperate cry. My cock swelled and pulsed. I was sensitive from having just come, and there was no way I was going to come again any time soon. But still, he felt damn good around my prick. 
 
    Jamie swallowed me. Hot and wet. The suction and his tongue — God, his tongue — Jamie ran it on the underbelly of my erection, and my legs trembled. I set my teeth and grimaced – he was damned good at this. Jamie took me in deep, running my full length in and out of his glorious mouth. Fully sheathed, I nudged into the folds at the back of his throat.  
 
    Jamie responded every time with muffled ‘mmm’. I, no longer able to restrain myself, ran my fingers through his short hair. At the back of his skull, I made a fist, trapping him in close. The big man reacted with a groan and a tighter grip on my shaft and ass.  
 
    I called out to God in a broken voice. My breath came in tortured gasps. Never, not once had I imagined this level of bliss, the animal pleasure, the soul wrenching ecstasy. I rocked my hips to the natural rhythm ingrained in all mankind. Slow, barely controlled thrusts into Jamie’s mouth. The big man encouraged me, pumping at the back of my thigh with his free hand. I took the hint all too willingly. I thrust into Jamie’s mouth. I thrust again and again, crying out and shattered.  
 
    “Wait,” I pleaded. I wanted him to keep going. Holy Christ, I wanted him to keep going, but he’d be down there for an hour. I couldn’t come that quickly again. 
 
    “No waits,” he whispered and took me into his mouth again. 
 
    “Jamie.” I let go of his hair and grasped onto his shoulders instead. “My turn.” 
 
    A little light upward pressure on his shoulders, and Jamie rose. He let me push him back against the sink, and my naked body was feeling awful lonely. Time for him to strip. His full cock strained the fabric of his jeans – the man needed to be set free. I pulled his jeans down, and Jamie tore his shirt off. Lord, I loved the sight of a buff man in boxer briefs with an erection cutting a hard line across the cotton. But, those had to go, too. 
 
    I slid the briefs down his thighs and hit my knees. My turn, indeed. I took Jamie into my mouth with one swift motion, and the man tensed immediately. He groaned and cursed, and his hands furled into my hair, his hips circling and rocking into my mouth. I kept my eyes closed, drinking in the moment, and it only amplified his hard breathing and his muttered curses. 
 
    He fed his cock in and out of my lips, and I sucked hard, keeping pace. The feel of that big prick in my mouth fueled my desire to have him between my legs. I wanted him inside of me. I wanted him to bend me over and take me like he did before. Yeah, that’s right. Fess up to it, Brandon. I wanted to be taken. I wanted to fucked. 
 
    Suddenly, he pushed me back, pulling out from between my lips. Fuck, the guy was fast. He was on me, muscling me to twist until I was bent over the side of my tub. Jamie came down on top of me, his chest to my back, pinning me in place, and I felt his hard cock thrust between my ass cheeks.  
 
    He grasped onto my hair, yanking my head up. “You’re not fast enough.” 
 
    I caught my breath, and my brain freaked the fuck out. Get him the hell off you! He’s going to fuck you hard, whether you like it or not. Get out of here. But, my stiff cock countered with the fact that I wanted to be fucked hard. I wanted his force and his aggression. I wanted him to hold me down and ride me. I wanted him to fuck me till I screamed. 
 
    The urge to push him away collided with the desire for him to keep roughly sliding his shaft against my hole. I wanted him. He held me in place, but I could feel the restraint in his muscles. He wasn’t angry or violent – he was turned on and needed to fuck. I grasped hold of the side of the shower and closed my eyes, letting him force me into position. 
 
    “Do you want me to fuck you, Brandon?” His heady voice had me on edge. I arched my back and thrust my ass out, rubbing against his hard cock. “Would you like it if I fuck your tight ass right here?” 
 
    “God yes, babe…” Babe? I let go of the last bit of tension resisting him. “Fuck me now.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be gentle, Brandon, can you handle that?” 
 
    “I don’t want you to be gentle. Fuck me.” 
 
    With my submission, Jamie cast about for my lotion and found it quickly. His hand explored my thighs and between my legs. He quickly slid a lubed finger deep inside me, and I pushed back, needing to feel stretched. The intrusion was sudden and sent an explosion all the way into my chest. Another entered finger entered and scissored wide, pumping inside of me.  
 
    Jamie bit down on my shoulder again, and I cried out. His breath blew past my face as he tightened his grasp around my hair, forcing my head up. The air seized in my lungs. I struggled to breathe as his fingers hit my prostrate. 
 
    I let out a wordless litany of sounds – complete orgasmic gibberish. 
 
    “You like that?” he purred. “Want me to pound you like this? Harder?” 
 
    I tried to nod. “Yes.” 
 
    He tilted his head away and worked the moisture in speeding his pace as he fucked my ass with his fingers. 
 
    I turned my head to look over my shoulder, catching his lusty, narrowed eyes. He licked his lips, claiming mine, his tongue forcing my lips open and kissed me with need. I’d longed to feel him instead of this hard bathtub tile, and I reached back to touch his leg. He twitched as I grasped hold, thrusting back with his every move, my moans growing pitches higher than before. 
 
    Cool air swept across my bare skin as he pulled away. “Look at the wall.”  
 
    Jamie splayed his fingers across my shoulder, forcing me back around. I did as he commanded and stared at the tiled wall ahead. My heart thrashed in my chest. I needed him now. The longer this took, the more nervous I got. My mind rebelled against my cock, telling it I didn’t want this. My brain told me there was only one way for this relationship to end, and my prick didn’t care.  
 
    He pressed into my back again with his hard cock at my hole. I breathed deep, and he pushed ever so slowly, opening me up to him. My thoughts were already clouded from my first orgasm, and dizziness took hold. As I released my gasp, he thrust deeper. 
 
    “Jamie…” I whispered. Every inch of my body seemed to twitch and ache. 
 
    “It’s alright. I’ll take it easy.” 
 
    “No. Fuck me… hard,” I begged. 
 
    He chuckled then kissed my neck and snaked his arm around my waist to my cock. My balls drew up tight as his hard grip closed around my shaft. He squeezed down and growled, moving his rough palm over my erection. Jamie settled in to the base of his cock, and I felt the soft pressure of his ball sack against my ass. He knelt there for a moment, letting me stretch and mold to his dick. Then he began to move. Gently at first, rocking in and out—steady inch by steady inch. My grip tightened on the edges of the tub, and I willed myself to relax and take everything the big man had to give. 
 
    He let go of my cock and sped his pace. Jamie took hold of both my shoulders and forced me down, bending my torso over the tub and raising my ass. One hand went to the nape of my neck and held me down while the other trailed down my spine. His hard breathing picked up as he reached around my hip and dug his fingers in, pulling my ass hard into his groin.  
 
    He hit in hard, each thrust slapping his balls into mine. He let go of my neck and took hold of the front of both my hips, forcing my ass higher into the air and pressing firmly into his groin. He used his arms to pump my body into his, and fuck, did he go deep. He hit my prostrate again and again, and spots floated into my vision.  
 
    Jamie used his knees to split my legs further, and I held onto the tub for dear life. I gasped and cried out, the pressure on my prostate making me go light headed. My balls tightened up, and I realized I was going to come. Holy fuck. 
 
    He stopped and yanked my thighs even wider apart, splaying me completely open for him. He grasped my waist then began thrusting into me again. My spent cock ached as he kept going, brushing against my prostate, sending twitches and tingles through my thighs and ass. 
 
    “Fuck. You. Feel. So. Good.” He panted as he rocked deep, from the hilt to tip if his cockhead. 
 
    Jamie picked up the pace, and the friction of his cock inside of me intensified. He pressed in on my prostate, and my cock responded. My breath left me. My body went limp, and I let Jamie fuck me. I let him drive into me. I let the pleasure take my body over. Jamie huffed and groaned, leaning back and ramming home. He moved his hips like a man who knew how to fuck. With every thrust, Jamie rammed me harder. His ball sack slapped against the back of my legs, and I couldn’t even summon the breath to curse.  
 
    I looked over my shoulder and caught an erotic vision. Jamie – chest, shoulders, and biceps flexed and pumping – his lips snarled, his eyes on my ass. My body jolted with every pump. My cock throbbed, and ecstasy fired through my veins. I came like a fire engine, the second orgasm draining everything from me. Jamie rode me hard, growling and grunting like a man possessed.  
 
    I rested my weary body against the side of the bathtub and closed my eyes. The euphoria washed over me in waves. He kept his riding pace, fingers pressing into my sides, until his cock swelled inside of me and twitched. He gasped his pleasure with a huge intake of air, and then stilled.  
 
    His grip eased, and Jamie leaned over top of me, his bare chest warming my naked back. He leaned a forearm onto the edge of the tub, and the other ran up my back and around my neck. He gently squeezed my throat as his lips coursed over my shoulder, and this time, the fingers pressing into me felt like a caress.  
 
    In the seconds that followed, I heard him whisper, “Can I…” but he broke off, and the thought of what would come after those words made my heart stutter. Can I… what? Sleep with you? Stay with you? Fuck you again? 
 
    Any of those questions I would gladly answer “Yes” to, but he cleared his throat and pulled away without finishing his sentence. 
 
    Maybe I was hearing things, but I swore there was a vulnerability in that half asked question which had never been there before. His fingers left from around my throat, and he withdrew from my body. A knock sounded through the apartment and struggled to break past my haze. 
 
    “Shit. The pizza.” Jamie grabbed his jeans and hoped out the door as pulled them on, one leg at a time. 
 
    I balanced against the bathtub, using it to pull myself up. My chest contracted, and a moment of utter confusion rocketed through me until I realized I was feeling… feelings. He was gone. He’d left the bathroom to pay for pizza, and I missed him. What the fuck? Was I expecting a bathroom cuddle? A heart to heart? I seriously needed to man the fuck up. 
 
    I heard the door shut, and I wrapped the towel around my waist again, feeling rather awkward all the sudden. I made it into the hall when Jamie rounded the corner from the living room. 
 
    He stopped in his tracks. “Hey. You’re up.” 
 
    “Yeah. The tile’s kinda hard.” 
 
    Was that a flush moving up his neck? Jamie’s eyes darted past me to the bathroom, and he shifted uncomfortably. “Okay. Uh. Pizza?” He raised the boxes a couple inches, as if for my inspection. 
 
    There was something there – in the air between us – goddammed if I could put my finger on it, but it seemed to keep us apart and draw us together all at the same time. Like, if I got to close, it would flee and never come back.  
 
    I realized I was just standing there, looking into his eyes. His lips parted. I hefted at the knot on my towel and swallowed. “Yeah. Of course. I’m getting pretty hungry.” 
 
    He licked those lips, and his gaze drifted back to the bathroom and to me again. “Cool. You want plates? Or just eat of the box?” 
 
    “The box is fine.” 
 
    Neither of us moved, and it was still there. Whatever it was. Until he turned. Jamie – slowly – pivoted and made his way back to the front of the apartment. The space between us widened, and like a damned fool, that feeling of missing him was coming back. 
 
    “Wait.”  
 
    He turned to face me, and that something still lingered in his eyes.  
 
    “Not the couch.” Jesus, it was hard even to breathe. “You can bring the food to bed. Ya know. It’s getting late. The bed’s big.” 
 
    “I remember.” James cocked a brow. “You sure?” 
 
    “Look, I don’t normally… well, I usually don’t go fucking any guy that comes along.”  
 
    “I never thought you did—” 
 
    “And that couch is uncomfortable, isn’t it?” 
 
    “A little.” 
 
    I swallowed the lump in my throat. Goddamn, what was I trying to say? “I’m tired.” That wasn’t it, but in the moment, that’s all I could conjure up. 
 
    Jamie smiled and turned the opposite direction, heading for my bedroom this time. I followed him, my brain telling me to grab the sweatpants and t-shirt off the floor, my prick telling me just to discard the towel and climb into bed.  
 
    Jamie laid the boxes on the pillows then peeled the sheets back – and peeled his jeans off. His boxer briefs were still on the bathroom floor, and a hard wad lodged in my throat as his thick cock came into view. Without looking up, he grabbed the pizza, folded himself into my bed, and leaned his back against the headrest. That smile of his turned into his familiar cocky grin, and he flung the covers on my side of the mattress back for me to climb in. 
 
    I didn’t realize how cold it was until I sat on the bed, naked ass on the chilly sheets, needing to scoot up to Jamie and feel his warmth again. The pizza helped. Jamie laid my very own large pepperoni on my lap, and the heat immediately settled into my balls, reminding me of just how drained of energy I was.  
 
    Twice. Shit. I hadn’t come twice that quickly in years. 
 
    My hair was still wet from the shower. My shoulders sagged , and my legs trembled, but it wasn’t from the cold. Christ, my muscles were spent. The scent of greasy cheese wafted up to my nostrils, and my stomach growled.  
 
    Jamie flipped his lid open, and I laughed. Of course. Meatlovers Deluxe. Pepporoni, sausage, ham, and bacon. He lifted a piece and chomped down a big bite. 
 
    I noticed the absence of stretchy goodness. “No cheese?” 
 
    He shook his head and muffled between bites: “Too many calories.” 
 
    “So, the bacon and sausage are fine?” 
 
    He nodded and swallowed. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Right. Let me guess. Caveman diet?” 
 
    “Not exactly. Just, all that melted cheese – not good for you, man.” 
 
    I looked down at the glaze of orange grease atop my own pizza. I shrugged and selected the most unhealthy looking piece of the pie. “Well, I just got fucked, so I need to keep my strength up. Calories are my friend.” 
 
    “Maybe when I’m done with that pro fight, but I need to be at 205, and I don’t want to cut too much weight all at once. It drains you – kinda like blowing your load twice.” He grinned as he shoveled in another big bite. “Hey. Did you call me babe?” 
 
    My mind raced back to me pleading with him to fuck me in the bathroom. “Uh, yeah, I thinks so. Slipped out. Sorry.” 
 
    “You’re a little bit weird.” 
 
    I ignored that one. “So, this is going to be a big break for you? The fight.” 
 
    He talked around his bacon and sausage again. “Don thinks if I win this one, he’ll be able to line up a couple more pretty quickly. I could start making a few a grand a month just from the fights, and the more I win, the better sponsors come in.” 
 
    “Then you’ll get a place of your own? No more crashing with friends?” 
 
    Jamie stared at the wall as he chewed, apparently deep in thought. He never answered, so I devoted my attention to my own pizza, wolfing it down like a starved animal. 
 
    Jamie came back to life. “So, you’re not in school this semester?” 
 
    “No. I needed a break.” 
 
    “Ah, yes. You told me how rigorous your academic schedule was.” 
 
    I threw my crust back in the box. “It’s not the workload. It’ just that nothing’s sticking. I kept going back, picking up classes, but nothing holds my interest.” 
 
    “I get that. Why go to school for a job you don’t like when you can save the money, skip the school, and go straight for the job you don’t like.” 
 
    I furled my eyebrows. Not exactly the sentiment I was going for, but yeah, I guess it kinda was. “Yeah. My mom keeps telling me to just pick something and stay with it. But… I want to enjoy what I do.” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with that, Bran. Forward momentum, though. That’s what matters. Keep going to school until something sticks. You’ll figure it out.” 
 
    Forward momentum. I could do that. 
 
    I had a few more pieces, but damn, Jamie emptied his pizza box. The man could pack it away. We both hit serious carb overload at about the same time, and the conversation slowed with our heartrates. The clock ticked away, and my lids got heavy as I finally threw in the towel and stacked my pizza on my nightstand. 
 
    I laid on my back in the bed, head hitting the comfy pillow, and pulled the blanket up to my chin. Jamie laid next to me, keeping his distance at first until I turned my head and reached out for him. He rolled on his side, and his bare thighs came into contact with mine as he scooted closer. Then, his chest came into contact with mine, and he draped that big bicep of his over my chest, his other arm curling under his head. 
 
    His eyes closed, and a warm smile spread over his lips. “This is nice. Comfortable. Much better than the couch.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Much.” 
 
    Heat flushed into my cheeks as I watched his form relax. I felt sleep setting in. “Good night?” 
 
    “It’s actually morning.” 
 
    I glanced at my ancient alarm clock underneath the pizza box. 12:03.  
 
    “It’s still night for me.” I corrected him. “Promise not to tie me up and choke me out in the morning?” 
 
    He smiled back a delicious, crooked grin. “No promises.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Maybe I was crazy to think he’d stay through to the morning. Maybe I was just stuck in a dream, but something within told me he’d sleep there beside me, and we could have a replay of last time – minus me kicking him out of the apartment. Something inside of me wanted to wake up next to hot man, leave him sleeping to get the coffee going, and then have him wrap himself around me and plant me against the wall.  
 
    But, when I opened my eyes, he was gone. Morning daylight gleamed through the window and warmed up the room. Jamie’s side of the bed was cold and vacated, pizza box and all. I threw the blankets off me and sat straight up, listening for any signs of life in the living room. He could be out there, making breakfast, but I didn’t smell anything good coming from the kitchen. Or, he could be in the bathroom taking a piss, but I didn’t hear the toilet flush after a few seconds. Please don’t tell me he left. 
 
    I scrambled out of bed and slipped on my sweatpants from the floor. My jaw clenched and hurt all the way down into my throat as I made my way into the living room. I checked sideways down the hall, and his boxer briefs were gone from my bathroom floor. I peered into the kitchen. Light greeted me from the window.  
 
    My throat tightened. The smell of freshly brewed coffee filtered through the apartment. The coffee maker bubbled, and there was a click when it shut off. On the countertop, I found a folded note underneath a coffee mug. 
 
    Took bus back to Jasper. Made coffee. Hope it’s still warm. Thank you for the ride last night. And the lift from the club. You don’t have any breakfast food around here. Still need to make you a good bran muffin. Call me. 
 
    His number was scratched beneath. I tried to smile, but I couldn’t. Any attempt to feel joy was only met with a sinking feeling in my chest. Was that an invitation for next time?  So, I could call him up and do the same thing over again? No. I couldn’t. Not anymore. Whatever the hell that was that happened last night, I couldn’t pretend it was casual. Damn it, I shouldn’t get so consumed. 
 
    I read over his note again. Dammit, I wish he’d stuck around so we could talk. God, I sounded like a girl. We’d talked plenty last night. I tried to pick up the tone of his note. Okay, so he wanted to bake me muffins. Was that a joke, or did he want to do this again and stick around for breakfast next time. I took a moment to picture Jamie cooking in my kitchen. I liked it. But then – just – call me.  
 
    I hadn’t really explained why I’d followed him into the club, not really. I mean, sure, I apologized for throwing him out. Was that enough? Did he know what I meant? Were we cool? Did we have forward momentum? Did I want forward momentum? 
 
    I poured myself a cup of coffee into the mug Jamie had picked out for me. I shivered remembering his breath on my skin, his eyes — gorgeous and provocative — gazing into mine, the barely contained passion in his touch, and those words. Can I… Can you what? 
 
    I resisted the urge to dial up his number right away and pocketed it for a later time when – just not too much later. Well. Maybe, I should just thank him for making coffee. It was actually really good. Better than usual. That wouldn’t be lame. It would be considerate.  
 
    I punched in his number and let it ring as I explored my cabinets. Jamie was right. I had no breakfast food. I should at least go pick up some cereal. I was pondering the merits of Honey Nut Cheerios against reliving my childhood with a little Lucky Charms when his voice caught me off guard. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hey. Jamie. It’s Brandon.” 
 
    His tone went cheerful. “Good morning. Sorry for leaving like that, but I have training scheduled with Don, and you were out, man.” 
 
    “Oh, no, that’s fine. I just wanted to thank you for making coffee. It’s great.” 
 
    “It’s your coffee.” 
 
    Shit. “I know. It’s just. Really good. Thank you.” 
 
    “No problem. I have found out that I like making you coffee. And that you need to go shopping.” 
 
    “I know. I’m thinking cereal with marshmallows, or maybe some pop tarts.” 
 
    “Dude. Seriously? Real food.” 
 
    “That’s real food.” 
 
    “How are you not four hundred pounds?” 
 
    I heard masculine voices in the background. “Oh, hey, sounds like you’re at the gym. You probably have to go, right?” 
 
    “Pretty soon. Say, there was a recruiter at that pro fight last night. He wants to see the guy fight again.” 
 
    I wasn’t tracking – on multiple fronts. “A recruiter? Why is there a recruiter if the guy was already pro?” 
 
    “A recruiter for a league – like the UFC. It’s one thing to have a pro fight, but if you can sign a contract with an actual league – that’s when the fights really start coming your way.” 
 
    “Okay, so…” 
 
    “So, remember me telling you Don wanted me to fight the guy from last night?” 
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    “His couch and Don got together, and anyway, long story short – I’m having a pro fight! And, it’s moved up. I only have two weeks to cut weight and be ready.” 
 
    I sipped at my delicious coffee as he explained, trying to sort it all out. Honestly, I had no clue what that entailed. I was familiar with at least one thing. “Cut weight? How much?” 
 
    “Not that much. I try to keep as much of it off as possible, but I need to shed about ten pounds.” 
 
    My imagination ran over his body, trying to picture what inch of that chiseled body was going to lose fat. “How are you going to lose weight? I mean, from where?” 
 
    “You’d be surprised. It’s mostly water weight. I’ll be exhausted as you were last night, but I’ll do it.” 
 
    I choked on my fucking coffee. 
 
    Jamie must’ve pulled his phone away from his mouth, because his “Be right there” was muffled. 
 
    “Gotta go?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Bran?” 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    “I’m not going to have a whole lot of spare time the next couple weeks, but I want to try to see you, okay?” 
 
    “Good. I want to eat your muffins.” 
 
    A moment of silence spread over the line. “Bran. That was really awkward.” 
 
    “I know. Sorry. That didn’t come out right.” 
 
    I muffled chuckle made it across the wire. “You are so weird. I love it.” 
 
    My throat seized down. It was just a word. He didn’t even mean it like that. Then why the panic? Settle down, it was just an expression. 
 
    “Bran?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I gotta go.” 
 
    “Okay. Later.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jamie called me that night, and we talked more about what his training schedule would look like and what kind of flax went into bran muffins. Over the next few days, the calls became shorter and then worked their way into text messages. I wouldn’t call. I knew we’d find each other again, but I pocketed the note he’d written me that morning, keeping it in my wallet everywhere I went. At least the notion was still there. 
 
    The next Wednesday, I promised Sue I’d unload the truck, even though I was growing tired of the job. All of it. School was looking more appealing all the time. Why had I agreed to it, again? Oh, right, I wanted to catch Jamie when he came, but for the last two weeks, it was always a different delivery guy. Less and less information had been passed as even our text messages grew shorter. I should have asked if he quit his job, though I knew it wasn’t likely, considering his obligations. Maybe he was on a different route, or at least driving a different shift. 
 
    I threw my coat over the top of the door and tied my apron around my waist, the whole time debating if I should ask Sue to put someone else on the truck for next week. If this fight worked out for Jamie the way he wanted it to, I wasn’t sure if I’d be seeing him then, either. Maybe this was all a bad idea, after all, just like my brain had been trying to tell me all along. Jamie’s type. They wanted their rough fuck, and he’d gotten his. 
 
    “Truck’s going to be a little late tonight,” Sue said as she came out of the office. 
 
    Figures. “Okay.” 
 
    “Guy called. Said probably around midnight or so.” 
 
    Again? “You’d think they wouldn’t run so late.” I pushed down the urge to ask if the guy’s name was James, not wanting to explain myself. So, I pinned my name tag to the outside of the apron and adjusted it, instead. 
 
    “Yeah. They have a terrible record.” She stood at the register, double counting my cash drawer. “Always have.” 
 
    I clocked in and went right to work straightening up shelves of haphazardly placed chips and powdered donuts. I had an hour to wait, an hour to wonder if Jamie would be here, or if it would be the other driver again. At least it was clear outside. The snow was already melting away from the day’s sunshine, so I should have more customers tonight. 
 
    “Well, have a good night.” The chime above of the door rang, and Sue was gone. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I headed into the back room to change the radio station from slow, droning country to my hard rock and then wandered back out into the store and cleaned up the pop counter. The coffee was new, surprisingly, so I poured myself a cup with sugar and hazelnut cream to the mix. Tasted decent. Sweet. Nutty. Nothing like his, though. I breathed deep. Here I was. My life on night shift. 
 
    Maybe my mom was right. Maybe I just needed to pick something and stick with it. At least a respectable job would come with, well, respect. I wouldn’t have to wear an apron and a nametag. I’d glanced through the local community colleges website and browsed their Spring offerings. There were a couple business classes that caught my eye.  
 
    I pulled out my phone and got into the app store and searched podcasts, punching in names that sounded familiar until I finally came across it. The podcast Jamie said he listened to while trying to help his coach out at the gym. The Saturated Small Business Boys. Weird name, but I perused the list, and the further down I got in the history, the more intriguing it got. A lot of details on starting and running a business. Color me interested. 
 
    A swift gush of wind blew against my back as the door opened and closed. “Grab a six pack, baby,” the man told his girlfriend and then disappeared into the bathroom. 
 
    I pocketed my phone and scurried back to the register. She browsed the liquor coolers and picked up an expensive pack of bottles. They clanked together as she made her way to the front. 
 
    “ID?” I punched in the price of the beer in the computer. 
 
    She sighed and pulled out her card from her pocket. I glanced at it and then spotted her boyfriend coming up behind her. He swung his arm around her neck possessively. 
 
    “Hey, man. How far is Jasper from here?” he asked. 
 
    I swallowed. God, if only I didn’t know who was in Jasper right now. “Fifty miles west.” 
 
    “Thanks.” He tipped his head, grabbed the pack from the countertop, and escorted her outside. 
 
    I let a breath escape. Yeah, no way it would be Jamie tonight, but only time would tell. 
 
    The hour passed by slow. I cleaned, organized, stocked the cigarette displays, and talked to some old guy about the upcoming fishing season – all before I heard the familiar wail of the delivery truck’s horn at the back door. 
 
    I hurried to the storeroom, my heart fluttering and my legs trembling, and wedged the door open for the driver. He was in his truck doing something; it seemed to take forever until he finally turned the engine off and stepped out. 
 
    With the clipboard in my hands, I stared at the list of supplies but couldn’t read it. Instead, I wondered just who it would be. For some damned reason, I couldn’t look up. The back door on the truck slid open, footsteps pounded inside the backend, and the ramp slid out of the truck and thumped on the ground. 
 
    Enough was enough. The wait was killing me. I stepped around to peer inside the truck at the shadow of a figure moving boxes. How could anyone see in there? 
 
    “Hey,” I said. “Running pretty late, huh?” 
 
    With a dolly in hand, the driver pushed the pile of boxes down the ramp and stopped as he got to the ground. “Always am,” he said and lifted the hood away from his face. 
 
    My eyes widened, and my jaw dropped. “Jamie?” I blinked. He stood with a smile and nodded. He was lean. I never thought ten pounds could take that much off a man, but dear Lord, he was Grade A bitable.  
 
    “Keep it in your pants; I’m working,” he answered with a chuckle. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Um, working.” 
 
    “Durr. I meant, Carly usually works Wednesdays.” 
 
    Why was I suddenly so jealous of Carly? “I was hoping to catch you.  
 
    “What? Hoping for a blizzard to blow through?” 
 
    My face flushed. I lowered my head. Now that he put it that way, what was I really expecting? Gee, Jamie, I just wanted to see you again and talk for a little – so I picked up a whole shift. That sounded pretty lame. 
 
    The things I didn’t know about Jamie really started to add up. Was he keeping in touch because he wanted another night of hot sex. Which wouldn’t be bad, but I’d rather go out, talk, the usual stuff that the usual people did… I know, not very 21st century of me. I guess I was an old fashioned guy at heart — liking dates, and peaceful nights at home with a movie, sex or not. All I really knew about Jamie’s designs on me is that he wanted to bake me muffins. And he called me weird? 
 
    The chime of the bell sounded out in the store. “I better get out there.” 
 
    He bobbed his head and pulled the dolly away from the stack. “I’ll get the rest of the boxes.” 
 
    Damn, too bad it wasn’t another snowy night. I’d be tempted to close up the store, turn off all the lights, and not go anywhere. Jamie would be a prisoner here with me. We’d hold each other, fuck each other senseless, and — holy hell, I needed to stop, now. My body trembled as I stumbled back around the counter. 
 
    The fountain machine hissed as a young couple grabbed drinks. They chatted about the road conditions in the next state. “Think we should rent a room in Jasper. They’re reporting blizzard white out conditions further west.” 
 
    Blizzard white out conditions? If only it was heading this way. I willed away any thoughts. I’d watched the weather before heading out the door. That storm was moving south. 
 
    They came up to the counter and paid for their drinks before leaving. The quiet returned, besides for the lunk of boxes being brought in the back door. Jamie… I eased away from the register. 
 
    He disappeared back up the ramp. Slowly, I meandered around to the back of the truck. His shadow moved about, and the truck jerked as he positioned boxes around. Then, he walked out in the dull light of the lamp and stopped in the middle of the ramp. “That’s everything.” 
 
    “Oh?” Already? “So, you have more stops tonight?” 
 
    Jamie sauntered down the ramp, stopping in front of me on the ground. Jesus, this was killer. I hoped he’d say No then grab me and kiss me and tell me he wanted to go back to my place and… 
 
    “No, but I have to get the truck back to the warehouse,” he said then picked up the ramp and slid it back inside the truck. He jumped on the back, reached up, and pulled down the door until it slammed tight. 
 
    I swallowed down the tightness in my throat. This strange moment, like two people meeting again after a one night stand, was making me nervous. Oh hell, I guess that was all it was then, a fling? The drop in communications – I was being let off. The things he said and wrote – just the stuff a guy says to someone he has just fucked. Routine.  
 
    “Oh… I probably should start on inventory, then.” 
 
    I turned to step away, but his hand caught my arm. “Hold up. I’m sorry I stopped calling, Brandon. I…” His voice trembled as it waned. “I’ve been getting really busy preparing for this fight, and I know you don’t like it—” 
 
    “Don’t like what?” 
 
    “The whole fighting thing.” 
 
    “I never said I don’t like it.” 
 
    “Really? Cuz you kinda flipped out on me this one time.” 
 
    “Yes, I did. But then I came looking for you to apologize. Right?” 
 
    Jamie considered his boots for a little while. “So, you wanna come check out my gym?” 
 
    I quirked an eyebrow at him. “Like, workout with you?” 
 
    That cocky grin I liked so much came back. “No. I just want you to check it out. See what we’re like.” 
 
    “So, you want me to watch you workout? Don’t you think that’s a bit self-aggrandizing?” 
 
    “College boy and his big words.” 
 
    I managed a casual shrug. “We academics can’t help it. Say, I downloaded that podcast—” 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    “SSBB. Some of the episode titles reminded me of a couple courses at the community college this Spring. I think I might go for it.” 
 
    His smile lit his eyes. “I’m glad.” 
 
    There it was again – in his eyes. That something which hung between us in the hallway a couple weeks ago. I tried to take hold of it, but it still escaped me. I knew one thing: the silence in that little back room had a comfort to it, like I didn’t mind just standing around with the guy. 
 
    “Which gym?” 
 
    “Ramirez Judo.” 
 
    “Judo?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s how Don got started, but he has his purple belt in Jiu Jitsu and event spent a summer in Thailand learning Mau Tai.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    His voice got hushed. “You’ll pick up on it. You’re coming?” 
 
    “When will you be there?” 
 
    “Tomorrow at nine.” 
 
    “Nine? As in Oh-nine-hundred?” 
 
    “Yes. Morning. I know you’re just getting off work, but there’s a shower in the bathroom.” 
 
    “I don’t exactly keep a spare change of clothes in my trunk.” 
 
    “You don’t have to.” 
 
    I did a little math in my head. Off at seven, to Jasper by quarter to, snag a coffee. “Sure.” 
 
    His chest swelled, and I could tell the guy was trying hard to contain his smile. “I’d like that.” 
 
    I ran my fingers through my hair, my brain trying to compartmentalize things. I liked boxes, and I liked people to go in them. Sue was in my boss box, Carly was in my coworker box, I had a good handful of people in a few different friend boxes, but where could I put Jamie? 
 
    “Did you just ask me out on a date?” 
 
    “Don’t dates include food?” 
 
    “You already bought me pizza.” 
 
    “Guess I did.” He looked out toward the front on the shop, contemplating something. “Do grown men date?” 
 
    “Sure, they do. How else do you get to know a guy?” 
 
    “Fuck ‘em.” 
 
    I face planted into my palms and mumbled, “You are such an ass hat.” 
 
    “Is that any way to talk to the guy you’re dating?” 
 
    I dropped my hands and looked into those gorgeous eyes. “Now we’re dating?” 
 
    “Not if you keep calling me an ass hat. I have feelings, Bran.” 
 
    I needed to hide my shit eating grin, so I turned with my clip board to inspect the boxes he’d brought in, shaking my head the whole time. I listened keenly, but my brain didn’t perk up with any boner killing warnings this time around. 
 
    Jamie’s tone held a hint of nervousness. “Cool. Don’s been wanting to meet my boyfriend.” 
 
    I didn’t turn to him, but the word hit my heart like a hammer. It sent a thrill all the way down to my guy, and my stomach flipped. It’d been years since I’d had a boyfriend, and I really liked the way it sounded coming off his lips. I could get used to it. 
 
    I could hear that big coat of his ruffle as he shifted. “Cuz, ya know, I’ve been calling and texting you at the gym, and he asked—” 
 
    I flipped around and crashed into his chest, seeking his lips, cold from the chilly air, yet so familiar and needful. My fingers dug into the back of his coat, wishing to feel his skin and to spy those handsome tattoos etched into his shoulders again. Jamie caressed my back, hands curling down to cup my ass. I stood on tiptoes, mouth locked on his, body aching with desire, when the chime of the door rang. 
 
    I pulled away. “Fuck! Go away!” 
 
    Jamie laughed. “Not so loud. They can hear you. Too bad you can’t close up, eh?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. Yeah, too bad… Hell, if only I could clock out and leave. Anything to get the hell out of here with Jamie. 
 
    “You should probably get back to the warehouse,” I said, heading back into the store. 
 
    His footsteps followed me onto the concrete of the storeroom and then clacked on the tile of the floor as I rounded the corner up to the register. “Unless –” he stopped just short and leaned on the side of the countertop “—you want me to come back?” 
 
    I raised a brow. “That’s… How the hell are you gonna get back here?” 
 
    “Borrow my friend’s car for the night.” He pushed away from the counter. “Unless you don’t want me to—” 
 
    “No… No, you shouldn’t.” I shrugged, biting back my smile. “You need to stay rested. The fight’s in a couple days, right? You shouldn’t be driving around in the middle of the night.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
    “You will.” I checked the back hall where the customer had disappeared and fingered my keychain under the desk. My brain perked up now, sending off little alarm bells, but I was going for it. “How many guys are crammed into that house you stay in?” 
 
    “Well, Art and Sam lease the place, but there’s me, Willie, Anton, and Shane.” 
 
    “Shit, man, you need more peace and quiet. You should stay with me until the fight.” Holy hell. I managed to keep it all nonchalant as shit. 
 
    Jamie froze in place. Stone cold. His posture. His facial muscles. Then, he deadpanned: “Can I buy groceries?” 
 
    “Captain Crunch?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    The bathroom door swung open, the top of a head visible behind the shelving. Right, I’d forgotten there was a customer. “Ugh, hey buddy. You gonna clean these bathrooms?” the guy chided. 
 
    Clean the bathrooms? 
 
    Right. Had to do that tonight, too. Business courses at the community college this Spring were becoming more and more appealing. No apron. No nametag. No scrubbing toilets. 
 
    I glanced out the window. Flurries? “It’s snowing?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Jamie walked around towards the door. “That storm’s going to blow south of us, but we’re still going to get a couple inches.” 
 
    I eyed my old girl in the parking lot, and Jamie followed my gaze. 
 
    “Well, I better get back to the warehouse.” He flashed a smile and walked back to the counter. “Your car going to make it?” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s been pretty reliable since I had that electrical short fixed.” 
 
    “You know, I can still fix the passenger side door – for a small fee.” 
 
    Shit, the man knew how to get my cock stirring. I shifted uneasily behind the counter and peered around the shop. The customer stood at the magazine racks, and plastic rustled as he thumbed at the top row. Being too distracted by our porn selection, he wouldn’t see a damn thing. 
 
    I slowly stepped towards Jamie, leaned in, and planted a tiny kiss on his lips. One of those familiar, I-know-I’ll-see-you-later kisses. I slipped the key to my apartment off the chain and presented it to him with a flourish. “Don’t make a mess.” 
 
    Jamie’s cheeks flushed, and a sly chuckle escaped his lips. “If I stay at your place, we can drive to the gym together in the morning. Want me to make some coffee for you and bring it to the gym? I saw you had a travel mug in your kitchen.” 
 
    “I’d like that.” 
 
    Jamie’s eyes flitted to the clock on the wall “Ooh, I best get my ass in gear. They don’t like it when I’m late getting the truck back.” He pulled his keys from his pocket and thumbed them. “Thank you, Brandon.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Never mind. I’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
    “Make my coffee extra strong.” 
 
    “I thought you hated bitter coffee.” 
 
    “Extra creamer.” 
 
    Jamie tipped his head and exited out the back. 
 
    I stood with a smile as the outside door slammed. The truck revved up — I could hear the slight rumble of the license plate rattling on the old beast. I couldn’t wait until morning. I was going to be exhausted, but I couldn’t wait. My brain was having a serious yelling match with my prick for having given Jamie my key, but I really didn’t care. I liked the thought of him there, under my covers – it’d give me something to daydream about tonight. 
 
    Outside, headlights came around the corner. He drove the truck past the entrance, behind the customer’s car, and honked before taking off across the parking lot and out onto the highway. 
 
    Taking a quick glance at the tattoo on my arm — it had healed nicely since following Jamie’s advice — well, I’d think of that later. But maybe, maybe, I could consider another tattoo.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry about it. I wanted you to lock the door last night.” I did a bit of bouncing shimmy dance on my own front step, my cell phone at my ear, the cold air gushing down my collar. 
 
    The lock sounded, and the door swung open. Jamie stood there, hair tousled, wearing my sweats. They looked more like tight leggings on those big thighs of his.  
 
    He stepped back, holding the door wide. “Morning. I’ll get coffee going. You want to jump in the shower?” 
 
    “It can wait. You look like a hipster.” 
 
    He looked down. “I’m going to have to grab some clothes.” 
 
    Jamie moved into the kitchen, and I watched – enjoying the show – as a gloriously muscled, shirtless man who wore my sweatpants went straight for the cupboard with the coffee and right to the drawer with the spoons.  
 
    “How was work?” 
 
    “Pretty slow. That blizzard south of us cut off the traffic. Gave me time to listen to bunch of those podcasts. Those guys really know what they’re talking about.” I drifted closer and leaned against the counter as Jamie measured coffee into the filter. “You don’t use the measuring cup?” 
 
    “Nah. Part of my secret. Business classes, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah. I emailed my counselor last night, too. I’m thinking Intro to Accounting and maybe Small Business Management.” 
 
    Jamie popped everything back into place and switched the coffeemaker on. “Thanks again for letting me stay. You’re right. It’s much quieter here. But really, you don’t need—” 
 
    “I like having you here.” 
 
    He did that frozen thing again, his eyes glued to me like he was trying to read deep down inside. “I like being here.” 
 
    That thing hung in the air between us again, and this time, I think I could identify it. It was what it felt like to like having him near. To want him even closer. 
 
    A finger on my jaw pulled me in. Jamie was close. I took measured breaths, scared to move. Jamie’s lips met mine — a moist brush, a tremble, and he kissed me. I breathed him in. Leather and Old Spice. My nerves came alive from my lips down into my toes. Jamie’s lips, his fingers, his scent. The soaring in my chest was like taking flight. My lips moved, and I kissed him, pushing in for more. Jamie’s fingers left my jaw and grazed down over my chest. My breath broke out in a moan, and my shaft pressed against the restriction of my jeans. 
 
    Jamie felt good. Really good. He felt right. I reached out, and my hand rested on his bare shoulder. His skin was warm and inviting. My fingers were shaking – such a simple movement. A little transference of weight, but — I had never touched another man with this much intimate intention before. 
 
    My shirt tightened around my chest as a Jamie balled the fabric in his fist and pulled me in closer. He opened his mouth, deepening the kiss, and hunger awakened within me. The rumbling of a growl escaped my throat, and my hand traced around Jamie’s neck. I reached for nape of his neck, and he twitched under my touch.  
 
    I broke away, panting and ready. My body was a trembling bundle of nerves as I held a hand out to him, gesturing beyond the door to my bedroom down the hall. I could feel the beating of my heart in my throat and in my groin. Jamie took my hand. A foreign feeling — Jamie’s was bigger than mine. He had calluses, tough skin, and a firm, reassuring grip. I pulled him toward my bed. 
 
    Jamie’s hand in mine, he followed me down the hall. We had gone this way before, but now fear and uncertainty washed over me, but so too did excitement and an awakening sense of purpose. I switched a light and exposed my simple space — a man’s bedroom. A leather headboard, dark wood, a lava lamp. The most natural of places to be. 
 
    Taking in my humble room, I was taken off guard by the lifting of my shirt. Jamie pulled the hem of my work shirt out of my pants and up my stomach. I lifted my arms, making way for the progress of the garment up and over my head. I was outside myself, unable to stop, drawn irresistibly to the man across from me. He touched my bare chest, and the skin to skin contact burned. I tensed and hissed in a breath, and the swelling of my cock flared to full mast. 
 
    Jamie’s eyes explored my torso, and his touch was gentle. He traced a line down my chest, between my pecs, over the ridge of my abdomen. His fingers tickled and left a trail of fire. He traced down and down. Slowly. My cock hardened to steel and throbbed; it pushed against my zipper and ached for release. 
 
    I needed the touch of skin under my fingers. My hands were shaking, but I didn’t care. I reached for his chest and ran a light touch over the tattoo’s etched on his shoulders and down his biceps. He was built and well-formed, and his black tattoos stood out in stark contrast with his skin. Cutting weight had made his muscles pop in sharp lines. His shoulders were tightly rounded; his chest was a swell of muscle; his stomach was split into a six pack, and his hips were outlined by a V that disappeared into those low slung sweats.  
 
    God, I wanted him. Jamie seized my waistband and pulled me closer, close enough that I could feel the heat come off his body as my hands made contact with his chest. His skin was soft, but underneath, his body was hard. I ran my palms over his thick shoulders, watching my own hands as I squeezed and glided over his biceps. I moved to Jamie’s abdomen, and the man flinched and grunted. Trailing down, I saw why. A huge bulge cut into the fabric of the sweats. 
 
    I left my fingers at his waistband and looked up into his eyes. I was nervous and excited, somber and scared. We had done this before — multiple times — but I didn’t know if I could do it, not now, not like this — this was vulnerable, this was different. I didn’t know if I could push further. The two of us had already come so far down this road. Maybe it was time to call him and I for what we were. 
 
    Jamie’s hands met mine. He took me by the belt and pulled me close again. He kissed me passionately – fiercely. The hunger came back. The pressure against my cock began to relax as Jamie unzipped my jeans and eased my pants from my hips. My erection strained against the fabrics of my briefs. The hunger gave me courage, and I gathered the willpower to place my fingers at Jamie’s groin. His swollen member twitched under my fingertips. I felt upwards along the fabric until I met the waistband again, and he groaned and rocked his hips into my touch. My blood rushed. My nerves jittered. I hit the accelerator. 
 
    I dove into our kiss, opening and taking greedily. I pulled Jamie’s sweats down his thighs and palmed his package. His balls were soft and pliant, but his cock was long and hard. I gripped and pumped up the ridges of his erection. Jamie breathed a feral grunt with every kiss. He pulled at the waistband of his own boxer briefs, releasing his cock. I seized it; it was thick and hot. I knew the right amount of pressure to put on an erect shaft. I squeezed and pumped, and Jamie cursed and dug his fingers into my ass. He pressed his chest against mine and thrust his hips into my hand. 
 
    I snarled behind every kiss; something primal came alive in me. A growling rumble emerged from the back of my throat as Jamie’s shaft twitched. He pulled away, and I released his cock. We stood at arm’s length from one another, panting and locked onto each other’s eyes. 
 
    Admiration and a lopsided grin snuck over Jamie’s features. “Christ. Sorry. I mean. You had me ready to blow. I need to slow down, or I’m not going to be able to…” 
 
    He trailed off, his eyes seeking the corner of the room as his teeth pulled at his lower lip. I felt a smile grow over my own features, knowing exactly what came at the end of that sentence. “You won’t be able to fuck me?” 
 
    Jamie cleared his throat, and his eyes found mine once again. His voice was lower, huskier, passionate. “I had more in mind that just a fuck this morning.” 
 
    “Do we have time for that?” 
 
    “We’ll make time.” 
 
    He stepped closer, his hands on the band of my briefs. The elastic stretched wide, and my cock came free. Jamie pushed the fabric down my thighs as he leaned in and kissed me, and the fire came rushing back. The skin of his palm touched my erection, and my body jolted, electrifying sensations lighting my body, toes to hair. I gasped, and my breath caught. I couldn’t take in oxygen. 
 
    “Breathe,” Jamie whispered. The big, beautiful, naked man back-peddled. He took my hand and pulled me toward my bed, and I swallowed the lump in my throat. Jamie stood to the side. “Go on, get comfortable.” 
 
    I both breathed and moved slowly, but my heart thundering in my chest. I crept onto the mattress with trembling arms and legs. I reached the pillows at the head and turned to my back. Jamie watched me, a glow illuminating his features. He slid his palm up and down his own length, and his face transformed from smug delight to restrained passion. “Where’d your lotion go?” 
 
    Eager to oblige, I twisted and retrieved the bottle of lubricant from my night stand. The mattress compressed between my legs, and Jamie dipped low, his lips hovering over my package. My cock ached for him. My breath hitched, and I flexed as he kissed the inside of my thigh, his cheek brushing against my balls. I arched the small of my back off the bed and hissed out between clenched teeth. Jamie kissed up, over the sensitive hollow of my hips, and up toward my navel. 
 
    His tongue licked over the smooth skin of my stomach, moving up with his kisses and covering me with heat. The weight of a man on top of me was utterly intoxicating. It wasn’t the delicate, feminine body of a young woman, or the soft and tender lips of a girl. Jamie was hard and muscular. He was bigger than me, and he covered my body. His lips were gentle, but with the firmness of controlled strength. The power of the man pressing down on me was incredible. Jamie settled chest to chest with me, and our shafts came into contact, hot and alive with sensation. The sweat of our passion slicked the space between us. The room was hot and smelt of men. I was captivated. 
 
    I dropped the bottle of lube by my side in favor of running my hands over Jamie’s toned and rippling back. He took it and made a little space between our bodies. A bead of clear gel dripped onto his fingertips, and Jamie ran his hand down between my legs. He rested on an elbow, his lips on my neck, when his fingers made contact. The gel was cool, and I jumped. He stroked over the slit of my ass with slow pressure, and the heat quickly built. 
 
    My chest soared in response as Jamie’s cock pressed into my inner thigh with a slow, methodical pulse. The need — the desire — for him to come closer — for Jamie’s cock to come inside of me — grew and overwhelmed every other drive. I squeezed lubricant onto my fingertips and looked down the length of our bodies. I could see the base of Jamie’s cock, but it’s full length was concealed between my legs. I reached down for him and took his arousal in hand. His lips rose from my neck, a smile playing there, as I wetted and rubbed his hard shaft. The lubricants heated and became slippery. The familiar noise of wet suction and heavy panting filled the silence between us. 
 
    Jamie bent to me and kissed me, taking me in and claiming me. His index finger entered my anus. I whimpered and arched my shoulder blades at the intrusion. He stroked in little by little, opening me wider. With every gentle pump, the feeling of invasion ebbed away and was replaced by a tight, sweet thrumming inside my core. I became accustomed to the size, and I opened my legs wide, giving him better access. I never let go of Jamie’s cock; I stroked it and ran the warm lubricant over the tip and down the shaft. 
 
    Another digit, much larger. I broke from Jamie’s kiss and arched my spine, digging the back of my head into the pillows. Jamie seized the opportunity. He licked my throat and grazed his teeth over the wet skin, his teeth grazing and setting me on edge. I moaned and tilted my pelvis up. More. I adjusted my grip on his cock and placed the head against my asshole. I was breathless. I couldn’t speak. The tip of his cockhead nudged against my tight bud. 
 
    Jamie tilted his hips forward. The head of his cock pressed into my anus. The size was incredible. He pressed against my tightness, and it slowly gave way, stretching and expanding to accommodate his girth. The thrill running up my spine and down my legs distracted from the slight discomfort of such a big man coming inside of me. Jamie watched my face cautiously and hungrily. He pushed in further, and his tip broke through. 
 
    I gasped then relaxed and breathed steadily. An incredible sense of fullness overtook me, and my lips quivered. Jamie pushed further and pressed in and out of my ass with ease. I ground my shoulders into the mattress. I tried to keep my eyes on my lover, but I couldn’t help it. Intense waves of heat and orgasmic pulses flowed through my groin, down into my toes, and up into my chest. I slammed my eyes shut and gritted my teeth, bracing against the crashing waves. 
 
    My lips transformed into an orgasmic snarl. Jamie buried himself to the hilt and eased in and out. Each stroke was torturous and slow. Every thrust milked glorious friction and fueled the yearning. Tension constricted my chest, and my thighs twitched and flexed. The hot tingling up my spine and down my thighs mingled with a familiar fullness in my balls. I tossed my head back and shouted. I shouted until my throat hurt, and my orgasm flowed up the length of my cock and erupted. My cum hit my stomach, and I pulsed, relaxed, tensed, and came again in a draining aftershock. Blackness and stars entered my vision, and my muscles went weak. Extreme exhaustion set into my frame and every inch of my body collapsed into the mattress. 
 
    Euphoria wafted over me as hot breath blew down on my neck. Jamie buried his face into my shoulder, and his thrusts came harder. Teeth bit down, and he growled and groaned. A pulse flared inside of me, and his huge cock twitched. 
 
    Jamie cried out, and then the big man relaxed. His weight pressed down on top of me, and I once again took in his sweet smell of leather and Old Spice and sweat. Jamie’s body was hard and tough against mine, and yet his skin was soft, and his touch was gentle. He left his cock inside as he brushed my temple. 
 
    I smoothed a palm over his sweat slicked shoulder, reveling in the muscle and the brawn. The clock on the night stand read a couple minutes after eight. We didn’t have much time, and now I really needed a shower, after all. Jamie’s weight lay comfortably on top of me, his cheek against my chest. It was a feeling I was not ready to give up. Jamie was a feeling I wasn’t ready to give up. 
 
    Jamie’s words came out muffled against my skin. “You don’t have to come this morning. You can sleep.” 
 
    I craned my neck to try and get a view of Jamie’s face. He looked up at me, his chin propped on my shoulder. I ran a circle around the tattoo running around to his back. A smile stole over my lips. “I want to come. You have to introduce your boyfriend to your coach.” 
 
    A light shone in Jamie’s eyes, and that lopsided grin came back. “You have eggs and bacon in the fridge.” 
 
    “No I don’t.” 
 
    “You do now.” 
 
    He shot up to his knees and slapped at the side of my butt. “Get in the shower. I’ll make breakfast. We’ll have to eat quick.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The gym was in one of the older strip malls on the edge of town. Low rent. But, that also meant they had more square footage than the usual place further downtown. Travel mug in hand, Jamie held the front door open for me, and I entered his world.  
 
    I expected it to look like the boxing gyms I’d seen in the movies with hanging bags of various sizes lining the walls and a big ring in the center with a couple guys slugging it out – mouth guards and groin guards and all. Instead, there was a class of maybe a dozen people in the corner decked out in spandex attire, moving around a circuit. 
 
    A guy in jogging pants and a crew cut was at the center, stopwatch in hand. “Switch. Sixty seconds, people. Finish strong.” 
 
    The group shifted stations. A five-foot-four woman picked up a sludge hammer and pounded away with overhand swings on a massive tractor tire. A big dude jumped up to an overhead bar and pumped out chin-ups.  
 
    “Cross fit?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah. This is the morning class.” 
 
    “Daddy!” 
 
    Jamie lit up like a Christmas tree and hit his knees. “Baby girl!” 
 
    This little, miniature person – maybe five years old – bolted into Jamie’s arms. She was fucking adorable. Pig tails and bare feet and one of those white martial arts uniforms with a yellow belt wrapped around her center. I could see Jamie in her eyes and in that smile. 
 
    “You’re early, baby girl. Where’s grandma?” 
 
    “Shopping. Uncle Donnie said he’d watch me.” 
 
    “I can see he’s doing a fantastic job of that.” 
 
    The man with the crew cut kept his attention on the group of frantically working, spandex clad gym goers, but he pointed directly at us. “Eyes in the back of my head, Jamie. And, time. Hydrate.” 
 
    Jamie stood with his daughter on his hip, and she planted kiss after kiss on his cheek. Jamie wrinkled his nose at her. “Ewww. Don’t you know I don’t like girls?” 
 
    Allyson wrapped her arms around his neck. “You like me.” 
 
    “Well, you’re not a girl. You’re a mini-me.” 
 
    The crew cut – Don, I was guessing – called out, “Great job. I want a good ten minutes of stretching. Get your gee’s on if you’re staying for grappling.” 
 
    I leaned in and whispered, “Grappling?” 
 
    “Kinda like wrestling for martial artists,” Jamie answered. His voice switched tones for his little girl. “And I’m taking it easy today, so that means I’m going to put mini-me in an arm bar.” 
 
    She slapped his chest. “No.” 
 
    “An ankle lock?” 
 
    “Maybe. Put me down.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.”  
 
    Jamie placed her feet on the ground, and Allyson skipped away to a sweaty woman attempting the splits. I leaned in again. “She’s adorable, Jamie. Does she come here with you a lot?” 
 
    “At least three times a week. I get my own place and she comes to live me, she’ll be here every day. She loves this place.” 
 
    The woman Allyson tottered over to waved us near and then held her hands out to Jamie’s little girl. “Pull.” 
 
    Allyson grabbed hold of her hands and pulled, extending the woman’s stretch. The woman had short cropped hair and tight fitting work out clothing. She smiled up at us as we approached. “Is this your boyfriend?” 
 
    Jamie’s response was immediate. “Yeah. This is Brandon.” 
 
    “Daddy has a boyfriend. Daddy has a boyfriend.” 
 
    Jamie tugged at a pig tail, and Allyson pouted at him. I’m pretty sure it wasn’t just the extra strong, caffeinated beverage Jamie had made me which had my nerves jumping all over the place. I smiled and gave a small wave. “That’s me.” 
 
    “Good,” The woman responded. “I was pretty sure it wasn’t just the upcoming match that had Jamie in a good mood. You look good on him.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what the hell that was supposed to mean, but I didn’t have time to ask. Jamie’s coach approached. “This is Brandon.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Jamie replied.  
 
    “Any felonies?” 
 
    Huh? Jamie looked to me and raised an eyebrow. I realized that was a serious question. “Umm. No.” 
 
    “Great. I don’t care about the patron’s criminal records, but you need a clean bill if I’m going to hire you.” And, he just left. 
 
    I turned to Jamie and pointed after his coach. “What the hell was that?” 
 
    “I told you the gym was growing. Don’s falling seriously behind. Taxes are coming up. Some of the other guys have fights scheduled.” He shrugged. “I told him you were interested in business classes and were good with numbers. The rest is all him.” 
 
    “What’s all him?” 
 
    “Don wants to coach, not actually run this place. He’s looking for someone he can trust to just hand the books over to. He doesn’t want anything to do with that end of things.” 
 
    “I… What?” 
 
    “You trust me, I trust you, thus – Don trusts you. Simple.” 
 
    “Back up. Am I being offered a job?” 
 
    “Yeah. Keep up.” 
 
    “Jamie, I don’t know anything about MMA, and this is the first time in my life I’ve been inside a gym.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Seriously.” 
 
    Jamie waved me off. “You don’t need to know much to start out with. The basics of actual business shit is all you need to start out. Don needs someone to do the taxes. I don’t think he’s even opened his mail in a month. His office is a shit show. He needs help now. The rest will follow.” 
 
    Don was back with a clipboard. “Here. Fill those out. Jamie. Let’s move. Class is starting. Just because you’re taking it easy doesn’t mean you get to hold everyone else up.” 
 
    Jamie leaned in and grazed his palm over my cheek. He pulled me into a quick, intimate kiss. “Class is about forty-five minutes long. You can come roll with us when you’re done with that.” 
 
    “Roll with you?” 
 
    “Grapple.” 
 
    “Right. I’ll take a look at this and finish my coffee.” 
 
    “Don’t take too long. I want to teach you how to get me in full mount.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You’ll learn.”  
 
    Jamie trotted to the back of the gym and disappeared behind a door. Allyson was still helping the woman stretch – her calves, now.  It took a seat at the row of chairs lining the big front window and looked down at the job application. What was I getting myself into? 
 
    If I filled out this application, would it bind me to Jamie? Did I want that? I mean, it was nice. The coffee and the sex and his adorable little girl with the yellow belt. What was a five-year-old a yellow belt in? Judo?  
 
    I was still in the phase where ‘getting used’ to things was nice. A job was much more permanent. Don emerged from his office, decked out in a white martial arts get-up with a blackbelt now, and I could see past him for just a moment. Wow. It really was a shit show in there. Stacks of papers all over the place and equipment leaning against filing cabinets. 
 
    “Don?” 
 
    “What’s up, Brandon?” 
 
    “What exactly does this job entail?” 
 
    “I’m just looking to play it by ear to begin with. You can take the office. I don’t want it. There’s a computer in there. Paperwork, mail, memberships, the website, you name it. Do you know how to use TurboTax?” 
 
    “Sure. That’s how I do my own taxes. Do I have to clean the bathroom?” 
 
    “What? No. I have a cleaning company do that. You could probably help whip down the equipment between classes, but that’s all.” 
 
    “Do I get one of those?” I pointed my pen at his white uniform. 
 
    Don tucked his thumbs into his blackbelt. “A blackbelt – you’ll have to earn that, but I can order you a gee, sure. You interested in taking some classes? I can throw those into the job for free.” 
 
    “Maybe. You really have enough office work to keep me busy full time?” 
 
    “Since I switched over to cross fit and MMA training, the business has been growing pretty quick. If Jamie wins this match and gets a pro contract, even more business will be coming our way. Serious guys who want to make a living doing this. I need some serious organization to pull off the kind of gym I want to organize, and I just don’t have the time for it. How are you with web site development?” 
 
    “I don’t know anything about it, but there’s a class at the community college for it this Spring.” 
 
    “Consider it paid for. Do you know how much a web developer costs? Freaking fortune.” 
 
    “What does this job pay?” 
 
    “What do you make now?” 
 
    I considered whether to inflate the number. It wasn’t much, but my rent was cheap, and I obviously didn’t spend much on groceries. “A bit over twenty-five K.” 
 
    “I can match that. Free classes here, and I can pay for your classes at college. I can write that off, right?” 
 
    Why was he asking me? “I think so.” 
 
    “Great. If things continue to work out, we can talk about raises pretty quickly. I need to start class.” 
 
    Jamie exited from that door in the back newly dressed in his own white martial arts ensemble. Allyson skipped up to him, and he collapsed to the mat. His daughter jumped on his stomach, knees first, and Jamie huffed out a big breath of air, but he smiled wide. I printed my name at the top of the application. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    It was a small room. Just enough space for make-shift table, about four guys, and an assembly of duffle bags. It smelt stale sweat. I wanted to Febreeze the place. But, at least we had a space of our own. The coliseum was the biggest community stadium in the county.  
 
    We’d gotten there before the crowds filed in, and the place looked rather expansive with the octagon cage at the center of the surrounding stadium seating. The place filled up quick, and it felt much smaller with the seats jam packed with thousands of bodies. Jamie’s fight was in the preliminary bouts, but it was the first which was actually billed as pro. This was it. His chance. 
 
    I hadn’t decided whether to take the job at the gym yet. I was still on the fence as to whether I actually wanted to get involved in this scene. I couldn’t get the blood and violence out of the forefront of my mind. Did I really want to see Jamie in that role? Liking that animal passion was one thing. Actually watching a gladiatorial match of two guys trying to beat the shit out of one another was something else. 
 
    Then there was this little room. I was expecting testosterone and heavy metal and dudes with mohawks punching lockers. And yet, there Jamie sat, bare chested, hands wrapped, eyes closed, breathing deep and slow. Classical music played through the speakers Don connected to his phone. I was expecting half crazed men working themselves into a lather, and here we were – practically ready to do Tai Chi. 
 
    Jamie was calm and collected, meditating as he sat on the flimsy table. I watched him, amazed at how content the man could be right before entering a cage. I leaned into Amy, the woman Allyson had helped stretch out a couple days ago. “Is it always like this?” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “I was expecting more…” I really didn’t know what I was expecting now that the locker punching mohawk myth had been dispelled. 
 
    She seemed to understand without my having to describe it. “Mostly. Some guys get all worked up, but those kind usually don’t get too far doing this. MMA is like any other sport. You need adrenaline, sure, but you need focus and concentration much more. Jamie is strong as an ox, but if he wants to get anywhere, it’s strategy and technique that will carry him.” 
 
    A guy with a Staff t-shirt popped his head into our little room. “We’re ready for you.” 
 
    Jamie took one more big breath through his nose and slowly let it out from between parted lips. His eyes opened and moved first to me then to Don. Amy was right. He was focused. His muscles were relaxed, but his face was serious, and his eyes were intense. 
 
    “Ready?” Don asked. “Can you see it?” 
 
    Jamie nodded. “I see what I want. I’m ready.” 
 
    The bodies in the little room shifted, and Jamie made his way to the door. I got ready to follow, but Jamie stopped and fixed on me over his shoulder. With one strong, fast movement, he had me by the back of the neck and pulled me for a tender, passionate kiss. I breathed in, surprised by his tenacity and responded to his urgent lips. My fingers rose to his muscled sides, and everything inside of me leapt with excitement. 
 
    Jamie pulled away, still holding to the nape of my neck. He looked me hard in the eye, his jaw set, his nostrils flaring. His lips pulled back into a half snarl, and he pulled away. He started an in-place fighters jog, pounding his fists into alternating palms, and headed into the hall. 
 
    Don led the progression, Amy and I following. She nudged me in the side. “Guess I know what gets Jamie worked up.” 
 
    God, I hoped I wouldn’t get a woody in front of the entire stadium.  
 
    The hall quickly opened up into a central flooring area which looked as if it usually a host a basketball court. An announcer at the center of the octagon was introducing Brandon and waved with a sweeping motion in our direction. The crowd erupted in a mix of cheers and hisses. The lights went low, strobes flashed, and lights from the cell phones pointed in our direction. The loud, hard rock music I was expecting all along finally blasted from the loudspeakers 
 
    The place looked much larger once again now that the full stadium towered over top of us. Jamie continued his calm boxers jog to the entrance of the octagon were a man in a referee’s uniform waited for him and held out his hands. Jamie outstretched his taped and gloved fists, and the ref turned them this way and that, thoroughly inspecting everything was up to code. The referee next looked up and it gave Jamie a big, over exaggerated grin, and Jamie responded in kind — showing off his mouth guard. The nut check was next, and Jamie taped a knuckle to his cup. 
 
    He launched up the steps and into the raised octagon, jogging around it as his opponent was introduced. The same dimming of lights and outburst of music followed. Having been unofficially excepted into Jamie’s ringside crew, I took my place behind Don in Jamie’s corner.  
 
    I took the crowd in with one sweeping glance. A whole lot of men with a smattering of women. Beer in clear, plastic cups. MMA apparel everywhere.  
 
    “He’s front row right over there.” Amy pointed at a surprisingly small and thin man. “With the tablet.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The Bellator recruiter. They’re a feeder league for the UFC. Prove yourself in Bellator, and you can get a big league contract. Six figures.” 
 
    “No shit. He doesn’t look like he belongs, no offense to the guy.” 
 
    “Don’t let the size fool you,” she warned. “He was in the flyweight division before he blew his knee out twice. Those little guys are fast little fucks. They can have you in a crucifix before you have time to blink.” 
 
    “A crucifix?” 
 
    “It’s a… Never mind. I’ll show you at the gym. Here comes Stanley.” 
 
    I craned my neck to catch a glimpse of Jamie’s competitor. Damn. He was a big dude, too. He wasn’t quite as bulky as Jamie, but he was taller. Amy was explaining something to me about reach advantage. Jamie would have to keep his distance. 
 
    I leaned toward Amy and it had to yell a little over the rising excitement of the crowd. “Who exactly is this guy?” 
 
    “Ben Stanley. He has it three pro fights under his belt already, and he’s won them all. Two by choke, one by knockout, and the other by decision. Jamie’s got his work cut out for him. This guy’s good.” 
 
    Jamie still looked calm. He stood near our corner with his legs outstretched and planted in a confident pose, bouncing from the ball of one foot to the other. He stared across the cage at the other fighter, complete concentration outlined on every feature. The referee waved the two men in. 
 
    The high-pitched bell dinged, and the two men walked to the center of the octagon and tap gloves before backing off and lifting their fists in defensive positions.  
 
    Amy pressed against my arm, coming in close for a whisper. “This is the get-to-know-you dance.” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “They’re feeling one another out. Sizing up the competition. Figuring out reach, speed, weaknesses, strengths.” 
 
    Jamie and Stanley bobbed in and out of one another’s reach with feathery and yet lightning quick movements. They sent out test jabs and low kicks, never coming into contact. A sudden feint from Stanley produced a switch of footing from Jamie, and then my man feigned a hook, and it was Stanley who skittered away. 
 
    Jamie skipped forward once — twice — and Stanley jumped back. It was Stanley’s turn to pop forward, and he sent a heel in the direction of Jamie’s side. Jamie stutter stepped away as fast as a rabbit, and Stanley’s heel met with air. He was back in place, making Stanley retreat once again. He swung for the other man’s jaw, but Stanley lifted a thickly muscled arm and absorbed the blow. Jamie went with a series of uppercuts and jabs that were fast as fuck, and the crowd roared. Stanley ducked left and then ducked right, evading one punch and then a second, but Jamie’s third caught him on the jaw, and the other fighter stumbled just enough. 
 
    Amy wrapped around my arm and pumped a fist. “Yes. First contact.” 
 
    Jamie pursued like a hound, his forward momentum sending Stanley to the ground. I clenched my fists, every muscle in my torso coiling with him for the strike. The other fighter sprawled on his back, and Jamie was on top, pounding away, but Stanley was just as fast. He was on his feet and rocketing backward. Jamie pursued once again, and the two men bounced off the cage. Jamie, out for blood, went for a knee to the midsection, but Stanley shifted and lowered his center of gravity, and the move upset Jamie’s balance. 
 
    “Shit,” Amy cursed. 
 
    Fuck. No. 
 
    Stanley launched off the cage, and my heart stuck in my chest as it was Jamie falling backward with the Stanley throwing a wild punch. Jamie ducked it, but his squat sent him further backward and down to the mat, and Stanley landed on top. They both scattered, a tornado of limbs and missed punches and knees, but it was Stanley who wrapped his arms around Jamie’s head and got him into a semblance of a chokehold.  
 
    Amy and I both tilted to the left and tensed. She muttered under her breath. “Shimmy, shake, shimmy, shake. Come one, Jamie.” 
 
    Jamie got his feet, nearly doubled over with Stanley on top of him, and jerked hard, rising to a standing position, those big muscles coming into play, and his shoulders popped out of Stanley’s grasp. 
 
    With a sudden twist of his feet and torso, Jamie was at Stanley’s back, his arms wrapped around his waist, and he lifted for an old-fashioned belly to back suplex. I knew that one from watching “professional wrestlers” as a kid. I tilted the right, and Amy tilted with me, her fingers pressing into my bicep. Stanley only went off the ground a few inches before he flailed and bent, upsetting Jamie’s upward momentum, and the other fighter soles hit the mat once again. Stanley twisted, his whole body wrenching, and he escaped Jamie’s grasp. 
 
    The two men parted once again, standing off at center ring, chests now heaving their exertion. I relaxed, not realizing every inch of me had been at rigid attention. The crowd stamped and hooted their appreciation. Stanley stepped forward, throwing jab, jab, hook. Jamie lifted his arms, backpedaling, shrugging them off and came back with a jab, hook combo. They faced off again at the center of the octagon, a cut open over Stanley’s right eye. 
 
    “He’s drawn blood,” Miss Obvious clinging to me announced. “That’s good. He’s hurt.” 
 
    But, it was Stanley who launched forward, unleashing a series of short jabs, and their the two bodies came closer and closer, and they swung until their chest leaned together in a Greco-Roman wrestlers hold. They grappled mostly with the shoulders, trying to upset one another’s balance in a mostly judo fashion until it was Jamie who made a swift, sweeping kick with his heel to the back of Stanley’s calve, and the other man went down, landing on his ass. 
 
    Don pounded on the cage. “Atta boy. Get that mount. Elbows.” 
 
    Jamie fell on him, and Stanley’s legs wrapped around his waist, locking at the ankles, as Jamie closed over top of him. He turned his forearms in and rained down blow after blow with the solid flat of his arms. Half of them ricocheted off Stanley’s upheld arms and the other half made it through to forehead and jaw – until Stanley opened up quickly and snagged one of Jamie’s arms as it came down with another blow.  
 
    He held on, and I could recognize an attempt at an arm bar. “That’s not good.” 
 
    Amy twisted her spine, working her arms in a shadow of Jamie’s movements. “Don’t let him sink it.” 
 
    Jamie shifted while defending against his elbow being locked, but the defensive move allowed Stanley to scoot himself to the side and get his feet underneath him once again. 
 
    The two men were up and locked in a wrestler’s embrace once again. Stanley drove forward and planted Jamie’s back against the cage. The two men reached low, trying to grab at knees. Jamie succeeded in pushing the man away, and the blood trickled down Stanley’s eye – the cut having opened wider than before. Those forearms must have landed.  
 
    Jamie marched forward, tasting blood now – his eyes intense, his nostrils flared – and the two men squared off. I was amazed with how calm the two men looked. I was expecting snarls and hatred and grunts or some sort of a feral, animal noises. But they held intense expressions of concentration.  
 
    They stalked one another at the center of the octagon once again, ducking and weaving with air jabs. Stanley launched forward, stooping and then shifting to the left with a series of jabs and a couple made contact.  
 
    I grabbed at Amy. She responded with a squeeze to my arm. “They didn’t hurt. 
 
     “How could that not hurt? He just got punched in the face.” 
 
    “Jamie can shrug those off. He’s fine.” 
 
    The two men ricocheted off the fence lining the octagon, and Jamie used the momentum to launch a straight fist. It collided with Stanley’s arm, but it had enough power behind it that it crashed straight through and landed on the man’s temple. Stanley stumbled backwards again, and once again Jamie was on top of him.  
 
    I jumped and took a step forward. Amy bounced beside me, her energy contagious. 
 
    He rained down those forearms as the two men fell to the mat. Stanley scrambled to cover up and turned to recover his footing, but Jamie was quick and gained the man’s back. Jamie was on top of Stanley now, his chest to the man’s back, and his arms snaked around Stanley’s neck. One bicep curled underneath the man’s chin, and he took hold of that same bicep with his other hand and squeezed.  
 
    I could see it for what it was. “Come on, baby. Don’t let go.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s tight.” Amy sucked in a hurried breath.  
 
    Even from where I sat I could see the intense color of red flush to Stanley’s face as the blood circulation cut off to his brain. The man grimaced and winced. He fell from his knees and hands down to his belly. He writhed and twisted, but he couldn’t escape. Jamie’s lips curled back with the effort and his blue mouth guard popped into full display. 
 
    Stanley’s grip eased from trying to pry away Jamie’s strong arm, and he laid a feeble palm on Jamie skin then tapped. Once, twice, three times, and the referee jumped into action, practically tackling the two men to get Jamie to release his hold. 
 
    Jamie rolled off his opponent and sprang to his feet like a tiger uncaged. The crowd shouted, and he roared with them. Amy and I clung to and shook one another. Adrenaline pumped from every movement, every flex, every cry of triumph. Jamie turned quickly, spotting Don in his corner. He pointed and fished the blue mouth guard out. Then he made eye contact with me, and the man beamed, that cocky as shit grin getting huge.  
 
    And there it was – that something in his eyes – for everyone to see. He locked on me and came to a full stop at the center of the stage, his chest heaving with heavy breaths, and animal desire written all over his face. 
 
    The referee interrupted our incredibly public private moment and hustled the two fighters to the center of the ring for the official announcement of victory.  
 
    Amy dug her fingers into my arm, her lips close to my ear. “You are so getting laid tonight.” 
 
    Damn right, I was. 
 
    An incredible pride filled me at the referee raised Jamie’s hand over his head and the crowd went wild for him. I looked for the short little fuck with the tablet in his hand. The recruiter was on his feet, applauding, with big ole grin of professional satisfaction on his face.  
 
    When I looked back to Jamie, the cage door was opening, and he plowed through it. Taking the steps in one leap, he headed straight for me. I stepped away from Amy, ready to take my man in my arms, but fuck. I got tackled. Jamie rammed into me, lifting me off the ground, and mashed his lips into mine.  
 
    My fingers were in his hair in a heartbeat. I opened for him, and Jamie ran his tongue against mine, his fingers digging in between my shoulder blades. Loud hoots and whistles from across the stadium floated in to me through the haze settling into my brain.  
 
    “Holy shit, you two. Save it for the locker room.” Don slapped us both on the shoulders. 
 
    Jamie drew back, everything about him on fire and alive. “We did it.” 
 
    I shook my head. “You did it. You fucking did it!” 
 
    He took me by the hand and pulled me toward the locker rooms. “I need to get you home.” 
 
    Why heart skipped at the word home rolling off his lips with such ease. “You don’t want to stay for the rest of the fights?” 
 
    “Hell no.” 
 
    “Jamie Brockman.” The little fuck grabbed my man’s attention. 
 
    Jamie creased his eyebrows, annoyed at the interruption in his beeline to the back. “What?”  
 
    “A fantastic fight, Mr. Brockman. We’re looking for guys with that tenacity in the octagon.” 
 
    His annoyance turned to confusion. “We?” 
 
    “I’m with Bellator. I was here to take a look at Stanley, but you – you stole the show. Are you signed?” 
 
    Jamie blinked several times in quick succession as he came back to where he was. I could see the light turn on in there, and Jamie squeezed my hand tight. “Oh. No. I’m not. Not yet.” 
 
    “Wonderful. I was hoping you’d say that.” The little fuck fished a set of papers from behind his tablet and presented them along with a pen. “It’s the offer I was going to give Stanley.” 
 
    Jamie’s eyes went wide, and his hand automatically raised to accept the documents. Don slung his arm around his shoulders and slapped him on the chest. “You won’t be disappointed in him. This is only the start. He’s got so much to learn still.” 
 
    I looked from man to man. They were all on a high. The fighter, the coach, the recruiter. The music thumped, and the lights dimmed for the introduction of the next fighter. The last episode of that damned business podcast poked at the back of my brain. It was the newest member telling about his first experience with a binding contract he’d signed because he was just so ecstatic about getting the job. 
 
    It was Jamie’s right hand that was in mine – his dominant hand. He began to release my fingers to take the pen, but I beat him to it. “Tell you what, Mister…?” 
 
    The little fuck seemed to realize for the first time that I was present. He glanced down as I took the contract from Jamie. “Mister Greene. And yourself?”  
 
    I plucked the pen and handed it back to him. “Brandon Dixon. I’m the gym manager. This kind of stuff goes through me. I’ll take a look at it over the weekend and get back to you by Monday.” 
 
    “Of course, Mr. Dixon.” The little fuck stretched to shake my hand, and I put as much firmness into as I could. I wasn’t used to handshakes, as stupid as that sounded. “Monday is great. I look forward to hearing from you. Let me know if there are any problems with any of the clauses. I’m sure we can work things out beneficially for both parties.” 
 
    I made a mental note to triple read the fine print. Hearty handshakes and shoulder pats made their rounds about the small group, and the little fuck dismissed himself to give his full attention to the next fight.  
 
    I held thumbed through the dozen or so papers clipped together and held them up to Jamie. “Any idea what’s in here?” 
 
    “Did you just say you’re my manager?” 
 
    “I said I’m the gym’s manager.” 
 
    Jamie grabbed the front pocket of my jeans. “Don’t want to mix business with pleasure?” 
 
    “No. I’m totally fine with that. In fact, I’m planning on stocking the gyms office with condoms and lube. You’d look good bent over the desk.” 
 
    He jerked on my pocket, and my body crashed into his. His lips hovered over mine. “Get your ass back to that room. I need your lips around my cock.” 
 
    The roaring of the crowd faded away the further we retreated into the belly of the coliseum. Jamie practically shook with the intensity of the testosterone searching for an exit. His energy infused me, and I couldn’t stand it anymore. I took one look over my shoulder at the beast of a man with wild eyes – and I took off at a run.  
 
    “Hey!” The slap of Jamie’s bare feet sounded after me. “You aren’t faster than me, Bran.” 
 
    I didn’t need to be. All I needed was to get to that damn training room and lock the door behind us. I turned one corner at a dead sprint and then another. Jamie was right behind me. There it was. Team Brockman taped to the door. I reached for the handle to vault inside, but Jamie seized me and spun.  
 
    My back hit the door, and Jamie grabbed both my wrists. His chest collided with mine, and he ground his lips into mine. His tongue explored my own. The man held the primal smell of sweat and lust. I tried to struggle out of his grip and open the door, but who was I kidding. Jamie pined me, not letting me escape for one moment, his body flattening against mine. 
 
    The firmness of his big cup intoxicated me, and I thrust against it, needing the hardness that lay beneath. I’d never wanted a cock buried inside me so badly.  
 
    “God, Jamie, just get me inside and fuck me.” 
 
    “I need this damned cup off,” he growled. 
 
    He flung the door open, and we stumbled inside, locking it behind us. Jamie let me go and went straight for his own shorts, yanking them down and going for the athletic support next. Motherfucker, that was a huge goddammed package. I pulled my clothes of. I couldn’t get naked quickly enough. Shoes. Shirt. Jeans. Gone.  
 
    Jamie tackled me against a set of lockers, and the metal clanged as I fell into them. His hands were on me – all over me – in my hair, at the nape of my neck, pulling at my shoulders and hips. Both our cocks stood at rigid attention, and I snaked a hand between our bodies, coupling our shafts together, and jacked us both. Jamie’s response was immediate. He groaned, muscles tensing. 
 
    Fuck, his cock rubbing against mine was good. Jamie thrust into my hand. He kissed with hot, passionate lips down my jaw and neck. His teeth bit into my shoulder, and he licked across my skin. My balls tightened in. Jamie had me on edge, and I was ready to blow. 
 
    I hit my knees, my hands going to Jamie’s perfect ass. This was not the night for teasing. I took Jamie into my mouth all at once, his cockhead running straight to the back of my throat.  
 
    He slammed his palms into the locker, roaring, “Fuck, Bran. God, that’s good.” 
 
    I moaned for him, taking hold of the base of his shaft, and running my lips up and down. I sucked hard with every stroke, and Jamie’s knees gave. He pumped into me, fingers coursing through my hair. His hips worked in circles as he rocked in and out of my mouth. My erection thrummed with anticipation. 
 
    “Holy shit, stop.” Jamie pushed away. “Condoms. Do we have any fucking condoms?” 
 
    Naked, on my knees, I watched that glorious man upend duffle bags in a frantic search. I moved to the table and bent over it, my ass in the air. The sight brought him to a sudden stop, and he took his cock in hand, licking his lips. 
 
    “Just get over here,” I said. 
 
    His voice was on edge. “I can’t find a condom.” 
 
    “I don’t care. You had to get tested for the fight. You’re clean. Just fuck me.” 
 
    That man’s chest filled with air, and pure lust filled his eyes. He ripped at his open fingered MMA gloves. The bottle of Vaseline from before the fight was on the table, and I decided I couldn’t wait for him. I spread the stuff over my fingers and down between my legs. I took a wide stance and sent one and then two fingers into my tight ass.  
 
    Jamie froze, his jaw dropping. His gloves fell to the floor, exposing his taped hands beneath. I took in the view over my shoulder as he slowly approached, his eyes fixed on my fingers opening up my ass to him. He applied Vaseline to his shaft, massaging his own balls as he watched.  
 
    “Honey, you are so fucking hot, but you need to get your fingers out of your asshole right now.” 
 
    I obeyed my man and held onto the table for what I knew was coming. Jamie lined up the head of his cock with my tightness. He took firm hold, his fingers wrapping around to the hollows of my hips.  
 
    “I’m not a wallflower, Jamie. Fuck me.” 
 
    He thrust in. I yelled out, and my world was an explosion of light. Those damned hips of his rolled, and he settled in to the base. “You better hold onto that fucking table.” 
 
    Holy Mary, did I. Jamie pulled out to his tip and rammed back in, his balls slapping against mine. His breath came heavy, and he grunted with each stroke. Jamie’s fingers dug into me, and my knuckles turned white. Heat rocketed up my chest, and Jamie hit my prostate. I saw stars.  
 
    I cried out, and Jamie cursed. The room filled with wet slaps and feral noises. My body rocked with every wild thrust of his hips. My balls tightened in again, and I slammed my eyes shut. Hot cum seared through my shaft, and I came hard. I flexed, my ass tightening down on Jamie’s cock. The man swore, and his thrusting turned to twitches. He shouted and filled me. 
 
    The room became silent – me collapsed on the table – Jamie collapsed onto my back. His hard muscle against my skin – even his sweat – it was glorious. His lips trailed over my shoulder, and I turned to him. His lips were firm, but his kiss harbored an intoxicating tenderness. I moaned into his mouth, and he hummed for me, a smile forming. 
 
    “You need to attend my fights more often.” 
 
    “We need to take this fucking table home.” 
 
    “A fucking table. I like it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    “The landlord said we can paint the walls whatever we want – within reason.” The sun bouncing off the bare, white walls of the empty space hurt my eyes a little and made me squint. 
 
    “Within reason, huh?” Jamie scratched at his chin. “Bright pink is totally reasonable for a little girl’s room.” He pitched his voice several decibels higher. “Hey, babe, you want your room pink?” 
 
    Allyson zipped out of the empty bedroom she already claimed as her own. “Can I have princesses on the wall? And frogs? And kittens?” 
 
    “Completely within reason,” Jamie assured her. 
 
    “You going to paint those on, yourself?” I asked. 
 
    “Dude. Decals. I’ll order them online. Disney everything.” 
 
    She whipped back down the hall, darting in and out of bedrooms. Disney everything. Allyson had been spending more time with us over at my apartment. I liked the kid, and I think the affection was mutual. She was opening up, at least, allowing me to kiss Froggy after tucking her into her bed on the couch at night. Jamie said it was good sign. No one got to touch Froggy. She was a little bit of a tyrant about it. 
 
    The living area flowed into the kitchen with a countertop island separating the two. Jamie wondered that way, opening doors and drawers and appliances. “This place is nice. The stove looks new.” 
 
    It did look nice. New, plush carpet. Clean. Twice as big as my place. A little balcony big enough to set up a grill. “It’s the best one we’ve looked at so far. Walking distance of the gym.” 
 
    “Did you notice Allyson’s preschool is on the way? We could walk with her in the morning.” Jamie lit up. He loved mentioning his daughter and we in the same sentence. 
 
    “That would be nice, Jamie. I’d like that.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    I grazed my fingers over the laminate counter. “Think we can afford this place?” 
 
    Jamie bent and peered into the oven – as if expecting cookies to pop out. “We? Sure.” He straightened. “But it’s me who’s going to be paying for this place. I can afford it.” 
 
    “I thought this was a we thing.” I crossed my arms. We’d talked this over multiple times. “I don’t need taking care of, big boy.” 
 
     “That’s not it.” He pointed right at me. “You’re staying in school this time around. You’re doing great at the gym, and those classes will really help. Next semester’s tuition is due in a month, and you need save up, then there’s the books and God knows what. I don’t want you to have to take out loans. I can pay for the apartment. I know you don’t need me to. I want to.” 
 
    Our discussion always came back to school. I knew I had to. The small business stuff was really sticking. I liked the family atmosphere the gym fostered, and I could see myself there for years to come. But the price tag on the economics books at the community college? Christ. I needed to start writing textbooks. I knew I was just being stubborn. 
 
    “Alright, but I can help with rent in the summer months.” 
 
    “Or, you can take summer classes and finish school before you’re forty.” 
 
    I gave him my best squinty-eyed, don’t-tell-me-what-to-do look, but he wasn’t going for it. 
 
    “Look, Bran, you kicked ass with the contract negotiations. And the signing bonus you arranged? That alone’ll pay for the deposit and first month’s rent. Heck, I bet we can even go shopping for some real furniture.” 
 
    “Real furniture?” 
 
    “Yes. Like, something that wasn’t picked up off the side of the road or Craigslist.” 
 
    I placed my hands on my sides and tried for my best pout. “You don’t like my couch? We have a lot of good memories on that couch.”  
 
    He reached out to me, grabbing my belt buckle and drawing me in. I was quickly coming to the realization that when this man pressed me to his body, I was done. His hands snaked around my waist and into my back pockets. His bulge pushed into mine. Those lips were so close. 
 
    He knew he had me. “I know you can take care of yourself. Let me do this, please. It’s not just for you, Bran. It’s for us.”  
 
    Us. I like the way that sounded. “Are you turning into a sugar daddy?” 
 
    God, I loved that lopsided grin of his. “I hope so.” 
 
    Jamie pulled on my ass and leaned in. It was the sweet, gentle kiss – the one I was becoming addicted to. 
 
    The patter of child-sized shoes on hardwood sounded down the hall and into the living room, and then there was that singsong voice. “Daddy kiss his boyfriend. Daddy kiss his boyfriend.” 
 
    A little body collided against my leg, and little hands wrapped around my thigh. “Can we?” 
 
    I relinquished Jamie and bent down to Allyson’s level. “Maybe. Your dad and I will have to talk about it.” 
 
    “But Daddy said up to you.” 
 
    “Did he, now?” 
 
    Her excitement got the best of her, and she began to spring. She reached her arms around my neck, and I stood with her, the little girl still bouncing in my arms. “Can we, Brandy?” 
 
    Jamie barked out laughter, and I shot him my pursed-lip scowl. “I kinda like the place, sweetie. And, it’s Brandon – or Bran.” 
 
    “Oh, no.” Jamie’s shit-eating grin couldn’t get bigger. “I think Brandy is a very pretty name.” 
 
    A squint was added to the pursed-lip scowl. My mind raced. How to come up with a rebuttal to a Judo-practicing five-year-old girl that I don’t want a pet name because it’s a girl’s name? Son of a gun. Jamie was so good at explaining this stuff to her. I had a lot of catching up to do in that department.  
 
    Sensing his momentary victory, Jamie strode into the center of the living space. “See? Our new couch can go right here—” his hands swept over a strip diagonal to the kitchen counter, and then he spun “—and the TV there. What do you think of a coffee table? Or maybe one of those ottomans to kick our feet up on?” 
 
    I bounced with Allyson. “You want an ottoman?” 
 
    Jamie inspected the ceiling and then asserted, “Yes. Yes, I do. I want an ottoman.” 
 
    “Can I have a slide?” Allyson asked. 
 
    Allyson clung to my neck, but she was a little bundle of energy. I had to readjust and hoist her higher on my hip. “A slide? Completely within reason. If Dad gets an ottoman, I don’t see why you can’t have a slide.” 
 
    Jamie scratched his chin and sent his eyes searching over the apartment. He pointed to the wall between the hall and the sliding door of the little porch. “There.” He turned his back to us, spreading his hands over the expanse. “A ladder here, a bend around the corner. Perfect.” 
 
    “Your girl gets what your girl wants, right?” I teased.  
 
    “Damn right.” 
 
    “Daddy!” 
 
    “Darn right. Sorry, sweetie.” Jamie cleared his throat and strolled back to my side. “And what about my boy? What does my boy want?” 
 
    He came close enough that Allyson was able to stretch an arm around his neck. She kissed his cheek and then darted over to kiss mine, wiggling the entire time. My heart melted. This. I want exactly this. An ottoman, a slide, and to be your man. “I want my sugar daddy to sign the lease. This is perfect.” 
 
    “You think so?” 
 
    “Yes. This could really work. I love it.” 
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    Young, inexperienced billionaire Eric Dendall is only twenty-three, but he’s lived a sheltered life, closing himself away from the world. When he gets a diagnosis and a short life expectancy, he breaks out of his shell of luxury and goes out on the hunt to find someone to give him that intimate experience. While on his journey his ‘stubble jawed hero’ comes to his rescue. But is Josiah really just being kind? 

Or does he have other motives? Eric can’t tell past those gorgeous gray eyes. 

Ex-military man and bar owner Josiah Durvoy has been through it all and has the cuts to prove it. Retired from his bodyguard gig, his old boss calls him up for a quick favor. Now he has a new mission; to protect Eric and do so secretly. While juggling his club and watching after Eric, sparks fly, and it leads to insurmountable amounts of heat. With the scars of a past relationship still haunting him, will he be able to see Josiah for who he is without the smoke screen of old pain?

Out free in the wild world that Eric plans to explore, he comes across many things that tease his delight and curiosity.
But when secrets reveal themselves will Josiah really be able to protect him and return Eric to his older brother in one piece? Or will Eric leave both of them high and dry?

Runaway is a 53k novel with and HEA, no cliffhangers and no cheating. 
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