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Voluwne 6

Introduction

The stories you are about to read celebrate love, sex and romance between
men. They are a product of the Love Has No Boundaries promotion sponsored
by the Goodreads M/M Romance Group and these anthologies are published
as a gift to you.

What Is Love Has No Boundaries?

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

Nearly 190 stories were submitted and have now been published as a
twelve volume set with two additional bonus volumes, titled Love Has No
Boundaries; this edition is Volume 6.

Written descriptions of the images that inspired these stories are
provided along with the original request letters. If you’d like to view the
photos, please feel free to join the Goodreads M/M Romance Group and
visit the discussion section: Love Has No Boundaries.

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

Words of Caution

The stories in this collection may contain sexually explicit content and
are intended for adult readers. They may also contain content that is
disagreeable or distressing to some readers. The M/M Romance Group


http://www.goodreads.com/group/show/20149-m-m-romance
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strongly recommends that each reader review the General Information
section before each story for story tags as well as for content warnings.

These stories are a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents
are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any
resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely
coincidental.

Dedication

As you can imagine, coordinating nearly 190 authors, proofing their work
and publishing it both online and in eprint involved hundreds of hours of
volunteer work. Dozens of members chipped-in to help; the M/M Romance
Group would like to extend a special thanks to the volunteers of the event
team for their unwavering commitment and enthusiasm.

Ebook Layout and Navigation

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

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

The written description that inspired each story, along with the letter that
inspired the tale is provided. If you would like to see the actual photo, you can
view them at: www.goodreads.com/group/show/20149-m-m-romance.

Enjoy.


http://www.goodreads.com/group/show/20149-m-m-romance
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This ebook is distributed free by the M/M Romance Group
and should not be offered for sale. Each story appears
courtesy of its respective author and should not be
reproduced without express written consent from the author.

This ebook is published by the M/M Romance Group and is
not directly endorsed by or affiliated with Goodreads Inc.

M/M Romance Group Publication ©2013
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TINMAN
By Dani R.R. Hermit
Photo Deseription

A young man, chained to an old bed frame, is crying out. He is collared and
secured in what appears to be a basement.

Story Letter

Dear Author,

His name is Master, | have no name, just names he calls me like boy, fuck
toy, dog, pet—depending on his mood. Sometimes he calls me with a snap of
his fingers. | don’t get to talk, unless | am asked a question by him, which is
rarely since nothing | say really matters to him.

He bought me a month ago from my “mother”. She put an ad in the local
paper seeking a strong, dominant man to raise her son and teach me how to
behave and act properly, since | have no father. Apparently | got into too much
trouble for her liking and she needed money for bills. So she sold me to the
highest bidder without even asking him his intentions.

| get caged, cut, smacked, sense-deprived, chained, caned and many more
horrors.

This is my life now, and it ends any trace of the person | used to be, as if |
am a rag doll—no brain, heart, senses, or feelings.

| like dark stories, mind numbing and that disturb the reader.
Please include BDSM, punishment, humiliation, anything twisted. Non-con

| want to know what his first few months were like and show how he
changed within the first year of captivity. And anything else you want to add.

The captive needs to be very pale, black longish hair, blue eyes; Master—
tanned, cut body.

Sincerely,
Erica


http://www.goodreads.com/topic/show/1401306-tinman-by-dani-r-r-herman-7-08
http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/6923612.Dani_R_R_Hermit
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Story Inflo

Genre: contemporary
Tags: BDSM, dubious consent, non-consent, abuse, dark, slave, underage

Content warnings: dub-con sex, extreme humiliation and abuse,
mentions of long term child sexual abuse and rape, somewhat dubious
HFN ending

Word count: 13,040
[Back to Table of Contents]
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TINMAN
By Dani R.R. Hermit

PROLOGUE

It had been the same track playing on the alarm radio every morning since
the boy had first come to live upstairs with his Master. The obscure AM gold
song made very little sense to him at first, but after untold months he had come
to see how much meaning was behind the song. The references to the Wizard
of Oz and having everything you needed from the start of the journey had
made him think too much about his own inner feelings in those first days. He
wished he knew where the song came from but it was older than he was and
Master had never talked about it.

Some days, like today, the boy thought Master had chosen the song on
purpose. Or maybe it was just the need to find meaning in even the smallest
things Master did. Maybe it was his little trick to keep sane.

But the philosophical implications of Master’s musical choices were not
the important thing right now. The track was four minutes and seventeen
seconds long. That was all the time Master gave him to get up and prepare the
house for their morning routine.

The boy had it down now. Forty seconds to rouse himself from his blanket
on the floor and fold it up neatly. It was to be stashed away in the bottom of
the closet, out of sight. The bedroom, or wherever the boy was allowed to
sleep, had to be cleared of any evidence of him sleeping there. Normally, this
was quite easy, as it was a rare occasion that Master allowed him a blanket.

Another minute to get downstairs to the front hallway where he was to
fetch the morning paper that was stuffed through the old-fashioned mail slot.
He brought it into the kitchen, where he could linger for a full minute and ten
seconds. He had to turn on the coffee maker and lay out the paper on the table
just how Master liked it, with the sports section on top so Master could read
while he sipped his strong, black coffee without being bothered by the real
news right away.



Love Has No Boundaries ~ Volume 6
| 9

The boy’s routine then took him back upstairs to the Master’s bedroom.
Every morning, if he did his routine correctly, he had a few bars left of the
song to get himself arranged into the position Master most preferred. Entering
the bedroom, the boy was no longer surprised to see that Master was lying
awake in bed. He was always awake within the first couple notes, but he liked
to linger for a few minutes. He spent the time listening, judging if what the
boy was getting this morning would be a reward or punishment.

It had been a while since Master had been forced to punish him. There
were mornings the boy had been tempted to misbehave, to run late in his
routine or forget some detail, to draw out Master’s wrath. But then, as if he
were able to read the boy’s thoughts, Master dished out a reward as vicious as
any punishment he could crave.

The boy hoped this morning was one of those times.

As the song’s final notes faded, the Master swung his legs around to the
floor. He stood slowly, not saying a word to the boy. Not even looking at him
for more than a moment to check his posture as he passed him on his way to
the bathroom. The boy was to remain there, in the waiting position. He was on
his knees, hands locked behind his head with eyes downcast. He wasn’t to
move at all while Master dealt with his own morning routine.

The boy listened to the familiar sounds of water running and the toilet
flushing. Master had no use for a slave in the shower, helping him shave or
anything else he did in the privacy of his bathroom. He spoke with derision
about the people he’d known who acquired slaves and suddenly turned into
invalids, expecting their slaves to perform even the most basic of tasks for
them.

“I wiped my own ass before you came to me,” Master said haughtily on
more than one occasion. “I can still wipe it now.” Master believed that a slave
was to perform some of the household chores, take care of a handful of his
basic needs, but mainly existed for a different purpose, one the boy had
learned to fulfill.

He’d craved to ask about those other slaves and the people who owned
them but Master did not like questions. The boy had learned that lesson early
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on. In the time he’d been here with Master, he had not laid eyes on another
person. When Master had company, which was quite the rare occasion, he
stayed upstairs and silent. No one was to know he was living here with Master.
Even more than “no questions”, that was the most important rule. Master had
made it quite clear that if he were to break that one commandment, he would
be sent off to someplace much worse posthaste.

Master walked through the room, naked and still damp from his shower.
The boy watched his movements through lowered lashes, still struck by his
Master’s lovely body. He was nothing like what he was expecting when he
first realized he’d been sold to pay for his mother’s debts.

It was funny how he never thought about that anymore. It had consumed
his mind during those first days, but his life with Master was all he knew, all
he cared about now. Everything that came before he was owned was like a
nightmare that had stopped being important once it was over. His reality, his
waking life, was serving Master. All else was just that other time, that other
life, and the boy found it best not to dwell on it.

The boy was drawn out of his thoughts by a snap of Master’s fingers. He
went down on hands and knees, crawling behind Master down the hall to what
used to be the second bedroom. It had been converted to a playroom long
before the boy had come to live with Master.

He stopped two paces back from Master’s heels and sat up in the waiting
position. Master had taught him very well exactly how to behave every
moment.

The boy took the opportunity to get a long look at his beloved Master. He
was tall, every inch of his lean body a golden color that the boy had once only
believed existed in movies. For not the first time, he wondered if Master were
a model or an actor. He actually had no idea what Master did for a living. It
was information that had never been offered and the boy had never asked.

Master took down the key ring hanging over the door. It held three very
different keys. One was to the playroom. It was brass and well worn. The large
silver key went to the basement door. The boy hadn’t been back down to the
training room in the basement in quite a while. It was a space reserved for the
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worst of punishments. It was also where he’d spent the first weeks after Master
bought him, not even realizing he was in a house until Master had deemed him
fit to come upstairs.

The third key, the smallest and obviously least used, went to the small
silver padlock on the collar the boy wore. The thick leather band could be
loosened and tightened, but never removed. Not without the key on Master’s
ring. At first, he had been tempted to steal the key during the long hours
Master left him alone in the house, but somehow, it had never happened.

Master hung the keys back up on the hook above the door and made a
signal, beckoning the boy to enter the room ahead of him. On hands and knees,
he crawled into the playroom. Almost immediately, the lightweight cane came
down across his shoulder blades. Master never gave halfhearted beatings, even
as a reward. The cane hit hard and square. The boy didn’t stop crawling. He
knew he had to get to the raised platform in the center of the room. Each lash
with the cane jolted his body and the boy could already feel the red welts
rising on his pale skin. That was what Master wanted. He enjoyed seeing the
fruits of his labor on the boy’s body.

Pulling himself up onto the whipping block, the boy resumed the position
Master favored most. It was the hardest to keep up while being beaten. He had
perfected maintaining his posture, spine straight and hands cupped at the back
of his neck. His arms were held up and not allowed to sag even a little bit.
Knees held apart, square with his shoulders, keeping him in a straight line
from shoulders to knees. He was not allowed to sink back to rest his ass on his
heels, nor to even hint he might bend his knees at anything other than a ninety
degree angle. Master had trained him to take all sorts of abuse without
breaking this all-important posture.

The boy suddenly realized there was something wrong. The strokes of the
cane were no less accurate than any other day. The force and rhythm were the
same as always. That was maybe the problem. Master pushed. He challenged.
Nothing the boy learned stayed at the same level once he was satisfactory.
This beating was asking nothing of him. It set him on edge, making the posture
nearly impossible to hold.
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Master stopped, returning the cane to its hook by the door. He stood there,
staring at the boy’s back. Something was happening. Change was in the air.

“Come, boy.” Master’s voice was warm and smooth. The boy could detect
the vaguely British lilt to his words now that he’d been listening to him for so
long. But today, there was something else beneath Master’s usual tone of
seeming to be somewhat amused by all of life.

The boy hurried to fall in on hands and knees to follow Master down to the
Kitchen table. Master made himself a cup of coffee, another daily ritual he had
no interest in giving up into the hands of a slave. He sat down, but instead of
opening his paper, he stared at the boy.

The boy had to bite back the barrage of questions rising in his mind. There
were so many flooding in, he very nearly lost hold on all his training and
began asking them.

Master tapped lightly on the edge of the table with his finger, signaling for
the boy to come closer and kneel. “Do you know what today’s date is?” Master
asked.

The boy shook his head, answering silently like he’d been trained. There
was no need for him to vocalize if he could make a silent response.

He was very confused by the odd question and Master’s actions so far
today. Something was happening and the boy worried it was something he’d
done to displease his Master. Maybe the older man was bored with him after
so long. There didn’t seem to be anything left for him to learn. Master might
be considering sending him off to one of the other people he occasionally
spoke of, the other masters who had slaves. The thought both intrigued and
terrified the boy.

“Tomorrow will be one year since | bought you from your mother,” Master
informed him.

The boy was surprised. He wasn’t sure how it could have been that long
since Master brought him here, away from the rest of the world. But the days
had melted together. Master kept the exact same schedule every day. The only
way the boy knew it was the weekend was that Master put on khakis and a
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polo shirt instead of a suit. It wasn’t until much into his training that the idea
of counting the khaki days occurred to him, but it had been so long since he’d
been bought that the idea of counting the days and weeks as they slipped by
seemed pointless.

“In the morning, you’ll need to make a choice with the knowledge that you
cannot change your mind once you’ve decided.” Master’s words took a long
time to sink in. The boy didn’t understand what he meant. He wasn’t allowed a
choice about anything in his life. Master always knew best. “I don’t imagine
this will be easy for you.” But the boy had the feeling that Master didn’t
believe his own words. “The arrangement | made with your mother was...
unusual, even for this sort of purchase.”

The boy nodded. Master hadn’t spoken of how he’d acquired the boy since
those first brutal days in the basement. The boy found that it made him
horribly uncomfortable to hear about it. He still wasn’t sure what to make of
the circumstances that brought him into Master’s hands. But what person was
able to really grasp how to deal with being sold to a stranger by his own
mother? The boy had finally taken comfort in it being enough that he could
please Master.

“I only paid a portion of the price she was trying to get out of your sweet
ass,” Master continued. The boy wanted desperately to cover his ears, to block
out the details. “We came to this because my conditions of your purchase
eased her guilt, soothed her conscience. | agreed to take you off her hands, use
you as | saw fit, but most importantly, to train you. After a year, you were to
be allowed to decide if you wanted to go home to her or stay with me.” Master
paused, sipping his coffee as he looked down at the boy. He silently gauged
how his words were affecting the boy. After a second long sip, he nodded.
“You may speak if you wish. Ask your questions now. | will not permit them
later.”

There was really only one thing the boy wanted to know. “Why wait until
now to tell me this?”

Master didn’t have to think about his answer. “Your training would have
been ruined if you knew you could leave after a year.”
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The boy immediately knew he was right. He would have stubbornly
resisted everything Master tried to do to him, for him, if he’d known there was
an expiration date on his torment. He lowered his eyes, feeling shame at the
person he’d been.

“Master,” he tentatively spoke, unsure how long his permission to speak
was going to be in effect. “I want—"

Master’s hand struck his face hard. The boy could feel the trickle of blood
from his split lip. “I don’t care what you want. | am not telling you this so |
can counsel you on what to do. I’m telling you because you have to decide
what you want your next year to be like.” Master rose and put his coffee cup
next to the sink. “You will wake up tomorrow morning, the same as you
always do. You will either put on the clothes left out for you, unlock your
collar and leave; or, you will be waiting for me to rise, having completed your
routine, and your training will continue for another year.” Master crossed the
room to stand in front of the boy, his thick cock the only thing the boy could
see from where he was kneeling. “There will be no more discussions about
this. Is that clear?”

The boy nodded silently.

“Good. Your mind will doubtlessly be distracted, so | won’t hold you to
your usual duties today.” Master grabbed the boy by his collar and dragged
him towards the door to the basement. He rattled the keys he was still holding
in his hand and opened the door. Even after all this time, the boy felt the terror
rising up in him as he was dragged down the stairs to the torture room where
he’d lived out his first days with Master. “You will be left with your thoughts
and when | get home, you will resume your usual duties as if it were any other
day.”

Master pulled him across the dimly lit room and stopped in front of the
cage he’d used for the boy before he deemed him worthy of coming upstairs.
The boy landed inside, his back to Master as the door was shut and locked. He
didn’t move until he heard Master’s footfalls going up the stairs. The boy
rolled over and looked around the room, remembering the beginning of this
new life and wondering what it was he should do now that he had the choice to
leave.

**k*k*
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CHAPTER ONE
He really should have known better than to trust his mother.

He’d known since he was eight, or maybe even younger, that she hated
him. He didn’t know why it ran so deep, but it had something to do with how
much he looked like his father. The boy had never met the man. According to
his mother, he’d disappeared the night his son was born. She’d come back
from the hospital, already heartbroken over the voice mail breakup that had
occurred while she was in labor to find he’d taken everything out of their
apartment. Her clothes, the baby things, literally everything that wasn’t nailed
down.

The boy could not fathom why it was she hadn’t given him up, abandoned
him, done something to remove the last link to the man she hated more than
anything. Maybe she loved him at one point. Maybe she hoped he would be
the magnet to draw his father back to her.

But whatever the reason, he knew it had evaporated by the time he was old
enough to start looking like something other than a toddler, which all looked
the same to him. He was growing up to look so much like his father that
sometimes his mother would burst into tears just from looking at him. Even
that hadn’t lasted. She became cold and calculating as time went on. She
started seeing men as bank accounts and her own beauty as a blank check. She
dated, not for love or companionship, but for comfort.

She finally settled down with Darryl. He had a nice house, owned his own
business and was the first man who was halfway decent to her son. Not that he
Imagined that was part of her reason to move in with Darryl. It wasn’t until
that first night Darryl slept over at their tiny apartment that the boy understood
why he had always been so nice to him, always eager to spend time with him
as well as his mother. In the middle of the night, Darryl had slipped under the
blankets with the boy. He hadn’t really understood what was happening, but he
did know that it made him feel weird.

The boy told his mother first thing in the morning, only to be told that he
was the reason Darryl was willing to stay with her. She’d somehow run across
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Darryl’s secret stash of underage porn. Rather than be disgusted, she turned
into a shrewd businesswoman and bartered her son’s body for her own
comfort. Darryl was willing to take them in, maybe even marry her, in
exchange for unrestricted access to her ten-year-old son.

For Darryl, it had been a dream come true. But for the boy, it was the start
of his own personal nightmare. The horrible truth was, after the first few times,
it wasn’t so bad with Darryl. He was awkward but gentle. He genuinely liked
the boy and the boy found that, despite himself, he came to like Darryl as well.
They had an unusual but happy family life when his mother moved them into
Darryl’s house.

But once they were settled, his mother began to take advantage of the long
hours Darryl had to put into the garage and the constant stream of men began.
They all came to the back door, cutting across the yard from the parking lot of
the church behind the house. At first, they were all his mother’s callers. But
then she began to come home with men who wanted to “meet” her son. These
ones always handed her the largest wads of cash. He had been sworn to never
say a word to anyone, especially Darryl.

It was months before Darryl found out, but when he did, he was furious.
The boy was never sure if he was jealous of the other men who were allowed
to use him, or offended that he was being treated as no better than the strangers
his mother found online or at shady bars. Either way, Darryl’s house was the
one place they had lived that he missed the most.

They were homeless again, and his mother’s dreams of a nice wedding
were gone. She became colder than ever, angry at him for ruining her life yet
again.

Things were no different once they were in the new apartment. But this
time, the boy was a little older and began to make himself scarce. He found
places to be until late in the evening, making it impossible for his mother to
make appointments with men who wanted to fondle and fuck him. As they
were repeatedly forced out of one place after another, it became worse and
WOrse.

When all of their history was taken into account, the boy should have
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known better than to trust the food left out for him when he came in well after
midnight.

One minute, he was eating the reheated dinner, and the next he was waking
up in what he could only guess by the musty smell was a basement.

Sweaty hands were squeezing his thighs and a gruff voice was speaking.
The boy’s head was still too fuzzy to comprehend the words. He struggled to
move away from the unpleasant touch, only to find he was securely tied in
place. There was something stuffed in his mouth and his eyes were bound
tightly. He struggled but the bonds were too tight on his wrists and ankles.
Thin metal strips pressed into his chest and legs as he was held in place for the
sweaty hands to feel his ass cheeks through the cotton of his boxers.

A few more roughly spoken words and there was the chill of scissors
cutting away the remnants of his clothes. He recoiled from the touch of the
cold metal, trying to make it clear that the probing fingers that followed were
not welcome. When the hands moved away from his body, he expected much
worse. But it never came. He was left alone, though it wasn’t for long. More
hands, more voices came and went.

He was able to pick out his mother’s voice in between those of random
men. He listened as she negotiated prices. A few of the men obviously met her
demands and were allowed to fondle or fuck him. “Sampling the
merchandise,” she called it.

It was in this madness that he heard Master’s voice for the first time. Soft,
warm and not at all nervous. That was the quality that set him apart from the
others his mother had brought. Master didn’t lower his voice into
conspiratorial whispers. He didn’t use vague euphemisms or weighted silences
when discussing his intentions. The boy could clearly hear how uncomfortable
it made his mother. She had always seemed to prefer pretending she didn’t
know what the “nice men” wanted when they paid to “spend time” with her
young son.

“l can leave you to inspect the merchandise, if you like,” she said,
pandering to the man who must have been dripping money. At least, the boy
had assumed he was, based on the way she was talking to him.
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“No, that won’t be necessary.” Master’s voice sounded so loud in what had
been a deep silence just a moment before. “I can see your son has been
handled more than enough for one day.” It was the first time anyone had said
anything that counted as recognizing the boy as human. It was certainly the
first time anyone had reminded her that she was selling her own child.

“You’re right,” she hastily agreed, though her voice was quite strained.
“Has he ever been beaten?”

“Not more than he’s needed,” Mother replied. “Probably not as much as he
needed.”

“Your ad would imply the latter,” Master replied. “Where is his father?”
“Dead, if the Lord has mercy.”

Master made a sound like he was choking back an ironic laugh. “And when
did you begin pimping out your son?” Master might have been asking about
the weather for all the emotion he put behind his words.

“He had his first when he was old enough.” His mother was getting
defensive now, probably remembering how she’d sold him off for her own
comfort while he was still in grade school.

“He’s barely old enough now,” Master observed.

“He’s sixteen now. That’s plenty old enough for what you want.” The
righteous anger sounded utterly ridiculous coming from her, as she lied to this
stranger just like she had to every other man who’d asked. The boy had been
every age today from twelve to twenty-two, but he didn’t think she’d once told
anyone his actual age of eighteen.

“l suppose you’re right.” The man sounded like he didn’t believe her, but
he didn’t push the issue. “Would you say he definitely prefers cock over
pussy?”’

Now she was really stumbling over her words. “He’s never told me
otherwise. But | wouldn’t know what he’s up to. He’s never home during
normal hours for a kid his age.”
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“Well, if he’s old enough to be sold for sex, he’s old enough to keep his
own hours.” Master was starting to sound a touch annoyed. “Let’s step out for
a drink and discuss the terms of his sale.”

And then they were gone.

*kkk
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CHAPTER TWO

The boy was drugged again. This time with some juice his mother pressed
against his parched lips after roughly pulling out the makeshift gag. If she
apologized or said goodbye, he never heard it.

He woke up some time later in a dimly lit room. He was no longer
blindfolded or gagged. But the bonds were still in place and he could see now
that he was chained to an old bed frame. A new piece had been added to his
bondage—a collar. It was tight, and a pair of black cords held his head in place
near the frame. For a moment, he panicked, thinking he was being strangled.
But as uncomfortable as the collar was, it was not meant to deprive him of air.

Turning his head as far as he was able in either direction, all he could see
was the brown wall extending out into darkness and a bare floor made of faded
gray concrete.

His hair felt damp and he wanted to brush back the dark locks sticking to
his forehead. The air was cool against his naked skin. He thought maybe he’d
been bathed while he was unconscious. That didn’t seem like something his
mother would do. Maybe it was the man she’d been talking to.

At least, he hoped it was that last one who had taken him away. The others
she had brought around had been real creeps. Not that a man who’d buy a boy
was an outstanding example of humanity, but he’d at least seemed the least
horrible of the lot.

It was so quiet. The boy’s ragged breathing seemed to echo in the large,
empty space. He couldn’t find a way to hold himself against the metal frame
that was even remotely comfortable. He’d been shifted up the frame just
enough to keep his feet off the floor. He wasn’t sure how he’d stayed in place
while he was unconscious, other than leaning into the bare metal of the
crosshars. That would take the pressure off his feet and ease the tenseness in
his arms. But he just couldn’t do it. He had to keep the tension, to fight. If he
didn’t, he would be sucked down into the darkness, swallowed up by the
despair and surrender his mother demanded of him.

He was so caught up in his struggle, the boy didn’t hear the footsteps
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coming across the room behind him. It wasn’t until he felt the crack of the
leather strap across his ass that he realized he was no longer alone.

“What the hell?”” The leather stung his tender skin. The blow forced himto
fall against the metal mesh of the frame.

The strap hit him again, a little lower, catching the lowest curve of his ass.
While the pressure being taken off his calves and ankles was a release, the
strap was rattling his body and banging him against the bed frame.

“Seriously, man! Knock that shit off!” He tried to turn his head to see who
was wielding the strap, but whoever it was stood outside of his line of sight.
The strap responded to him by coming down across the back of one thigh and
then the other. The supple leather wrapped around to sting his inner thigh,
closer to his genitals than he liked. “I said stop!”

He was surprised to not feel another blow. Just as his body was starting to
relax, a cool hand reached between his spread thighs to cup his balls. He let
out a surprised hiss as the chilly fingers ran over his sac then up and down the
length of his cock.

“You shave your balls.” The observation was made by the voice he’d last
heard speaking to his mother, but now the boy was far less relieved by the
reality than he had been by the idea of it being him. Master’s hands slipped up
his back to rub under the boy’s arms. “Your armpits and legs as well?”

“My customers like their fucks smooth like little boys.” He felt his voice
crack. Puberty was running a little late and he was just starting to feel the
effects of his voice changing. “And | don’t shave, | wax.”

“You won’t pass for a little boy much longer. I’m surprised you can now.”

“I can find new customers when that happens,” the boy retorted. “There are
always horny men willing to pay.”

“You are correct.” The appraising fingers stroked over the boy’s black hair.
“Is this from a bottle?”

“You can’t tell?”” The boy was feeling more brazen now that there was no
strap hitting him. He’d met this kind before. They were just dirty old men who
liked to spank mouthy little boys.
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“I wouldn’t ask if I could. But, we’ll see soon enough.” Master came into
sight. He wasn’t old at all. He looked to be in his late twenties, though it was
hard to say exactly. The fine blond hair and golden tan might have skewed him
a good ten years younger than he was. “I have bought you to fulfill a specific
purpose. If you fail to perform adequately, | will have no use for you and—"
He stopped suddenly. “Well, there’s no good to be served by levying threats, is
there? Let’s just see what happens and deal with the consequences as we need
to.” He stopped talking long enough to step back out of the boy’s view. “And
on the subject of consequences, you’ve earned five lashes for every time
you’ve mouthed off to me.”

The first few lashes were met with protests and angry jibes. But the boy
soon learned that every act of defiance added five more lashes to his
punishment. After a while, he lost count of how many he was given. Unlike
the men who’d wanted to play spanking games with him before fucking, this
man was relentless in his beating. He wasn’t playing a game.

Each stroke landed in steady succession, moving from his thighs to his
back and down again. He didn’t stop to check if the boy liked it. He didn’t
pause to catch his breath. He just administered the punishment without treating
it like a game or a way to incite either of them to sex.

Every inch of the boy’s body burned and ached by the time his new owner
finished beating him. The wire mesh of the bed frame was biting into his skin
and the leather strap had left his back, ass and legs feeling swollen and raw.
There wasn’t another word said, even when Master was done beating him. He
was left hanging on the bed frame and the lights were turned off.

*kk*k
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CHAPTER THREE

It was hard to say how long he was left hanging in the darkness. The boy
drifted in and out of sleep, or something like it. Whatever it was, it wasn’t
truly restful. He was left utterly alone during those dark hours, with only his
own thoughts and the burning pain of his back. The feelings of rage and
betrayal faded as time wore on. Every moment, he could feel how utterly
useless those feelings were. He was where he was. No amount of rage was
going to change that. What he needed was to be clever. But it was hard to be
clever when his stomach was empty and cramping from his need to use the
toilet.

By the time the lights came on again, only one of those issues was still a
problem.

The soft footfalls came right after the lights blasted to life. They stopped
and Master made a disgusted noise. The next thing the boy knew, he was being
hit by a harsh stream of ice cold water. It beat on his bruised skin, moving
slowly from the back of his neck all the way down to his soiled legs.

The boy whimpered and cried out as the icy water hit the most tender
spots. He let out an embarrassing squeal as the stream was narrowed nearly to
a laser point and ran down his ass crack, pausing at his hole for an excessively
long time. The pressure was turned up even more or Master was stepping
closer. Either way, the freezing water was forcing its way into his ass.

He felt like his dry throat was tearing open as he screamed. It was too
much, and the worst thing, the most horrible part was the pressurized water
was pushing against that special spot in his ass that made his cock ache for
attention. The only relief he had was that his tormenter was behind him and
couldn’t see his embarrassment.

The pressure from the stream grew even more, the man now obviously
stepping closer. The boy could hear his feet slapping in the rivulets of water on
the concrete floor. When he was close enough to touch the boy, one hand
roughly took hold of his ass cheek. He was held firmly as the nozzle of the
hose was brought to his hole, then pushed inside of him. The metal was
hideously cold and the stream of water didn’t stop.
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The boy was crying out, his entire body shaking with cold and shame. He
could feel the heat of tears coming from his eyes, a stark contrast to the water.

After what felt like forever, the water was turned off and the nozzle
removed from his sore ass. He hung limply in his bonds, silently sobbing and
praying it was over. Master’s steps grew quieter as he walked away.

The boy had just relaxed when he heard the steps returning, accompanied
by the jingle of keys. He dared to hope that this was the end of the sick game
and now he would be set free.

“l was under the impression you were already housebroken.” Master’s
voice hit him as hard as the cold water. “Well, if you’re going to act like a bad
dog, I guess I’ll have to start treating you like one.”

The tanned hands moved deftly to unlock the padlock holding the chains
securing his ankles and wrists to the bed frame. He unhooked the cords
keeping the boy’s head in place from the sides of the frame. The boy felt like
he was melting. Without the restraints to hold himin place, his body refused to
support itself. Master let him crumple to the floor, stepping back to give him
space to do it properly.

Master reached down and grabbed the thick metal hoop on the side of the
boy’s collar. He drew him up high enough to clip a heavy leash to it. He
dropped the boy back to the floor and tugged on the collar using the leash.

“Heel, boy.” When his command wasn’t immediately followed, Master
yanked hard on the leash. The already dazed boy was dragged forward a good
foot, losing what little balance he had regained. “When I give an order, you are
to follow it immediately.”

“Why should 1?” The boy pulled back on the leash, trying to find good
purchase on the wet floor with either hands or feet.

Master turned and yanked the leash again, pulling the boy to the left. As he
fell, Master kicked him, planting the heel of his dress shoe in the boy’s side.
“You will obey because | own you. | am your master now.”

The boy moaned, wanting to fight back, to do something more than lay
there. But there was no strength left in him. He had no idea when he’d last
eaten and what little sleep he had was the result of drugs or utter exhaustion.
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“You will have to do better remembering that.” Master took his foot off
him and tugged on the leash again. “Heel.”

Again, the boy didn’t respond quickly enough. The leash was tugged, then
yanked. The boy was dragged, protesting and struggling, across the room.

Master stopped, winding the leash around his fist as he drew the boy
closer. He hooked the loop on his collar with two fingers, but he let go almost
Immediately. Master instead took hold of his hair and used that to draw him
up. When the boy tried to get his feet under him, to ease the pressure on his
scalp, Master kicked his shin, making the boy fall. His hair felt like it might be
pulled from his head as Master’s grip became the only thing keeping him from
crashing to the ground.

“You are my pet, a stray dog I’ve taken in. There’s no reason for you to
rise up off all fours unless you’re doing a trick.” Master unhooked the leash.
He turned his body, stepping to the side and out of the boy’s line of sight. Now
he could see the three-foot-square cage, the kind designed to hold an animal.
Master reached down and pushed the partially open door all the way open. “In
you go.”

“Fuck you!” The boy struggled to get away from Master’s strong grip.
“I’ve had enough of this! Enough of you! Let me go. Give me my clothes
back. I’ll call the fucking cops, you goddamn pervert!”

He started swinging his fists and flailing his legs in a desperate bid to get
away. Master gave him a shake by his hair and brought the leash in a wide arc
to slap on his side.

The boy let out a gasp but didn’t stop his struggling. Master brought the
leash hard across his face then on his side again. Master swung his arm over
and over, the leash cracking against the boy’s skin. Even after the boy went
limp, Master kept beating him. The leash left uneven welts on his arms and
legs and long, ugly slashes across his sore, bruised back.

Finally, it stopped. Master was breathing heavily, a thin sheen of sweat on
his face. He used the still tight grip on the boy’s hair to throw him into the
cage. The boy fell, a tangle of limbs, against the bars. He was softly sobbing,
every movement a shock of pain so overwhelming, he stopped moving
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altogether. He didn’t look up as the door to the cage fell into place and he
heard a padlock click closed.

*kkk
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CHAPTER FOUR

The food Master brought to him was cold and there wasn’t much of it. But
the boy didn’t care. He ate it with relish out of the bowl, not caring how it
looked. He gulped down the cool water, trying to ignore how it numbed his
tongue. He was also ignoring the way Master stood there, watching him eat
and drink. For a moment, after he had all there was to have, the boy paused to
wonder if he was supposed to be putting on a show. Master hadn’t ordered him
to lap up the water like an animal but maybe he was supposed to just assume
he should. When Master said nothing about it, he let the thought pass.

The boy settled back down in the cage, trying to find a position that didn’t
put too much pressure on the welts and bruises from his beatings. He waited
for Master to say or do something but nothing came of his visit. He was left
alone in the dark for what felt like several hours.

When Master finally returned, he was carrying a long black tube and the
thick leash. He turned on the bright lights over the boy’s cage. In the glare, the
boy could see several pieces of equipment around the room. He had no idea
what the shiny leather and metal contraptions could be used for, but he was
certain he probably didn’t want to find out.

“I’m glad to see you were better behaved this time.” Master beckoned the
boy to the door of the cage. He opened the door and waited with false patience
to be obeyed. When the boy didn’t listen, he reached in and grabbed him
roughly by the leg. “Don’t be a bad dog.”

“I’m not a dog!” The boy found his voice. “I’m a person and | have a
name! It’s—"

Master slapped his face with all the force he could manage from his
awkward position. “I’m quite aware of which species you are. Genetically, at
least. But if you insist on behaving like an ill-trained animal, then I will have
to treat you as such.” He snapped the leash into place. “Now, be a good dog
and heel.”

The boy moved to obey, not willing to be dragged around by the leash as
he had been earlier. Master gave a little nod and began crossing the room. As
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he crawled behind Master, the boy was able to identify the object he carried as
a flashlight. It was one of those big, long ones carried by security guards and
rent-a-cops on TV. He instantly worried about what it might be used for. He
was quickly learning that Master was willing to use just about anything as a
tool for his torture.

The boy was led over to the farthest corner of the room to a door. While
Master dug the key out of his pocket, he turned to look at the boy. He frowned
down at him. “You do look like a dog. We’ll have to work hard to correct
that.”

He didn’t say anything else about the matter. Master turned to open up the
door and led the boy up a set of stairs, out to a lush patch of grass. It was
nearly completely dark outside. He wondered for a moment if they were
outside at all. He stayed next to Master for a long time, until he was nudged by
the toe of Master’s shiny black dress shoe.

“Well? Go on, dog. You surely need to relieve yourself by now.” Master’s
voice was more amused than usual. “I won’t have you going in the house
again.”

The boy was shocked, but the pressure in his abdomen told him he should
take advantage of this opportunity. He certainly didn’t want another
punishment with the hose. He began to push himself to his feet. The flashlight
hit him on the shoulder. Master’s condescending voice was clear, reminding
him that he was Master’s dog and dogs were meant to stay on all fours.
Hearing it said aloud stung more than the thwack of the flashlight.

He crawled forward into the darkness to the limit of the leash. It was the
height of humiliation, but at least it was dark. From where he was, the boy
could barely make out Master’s silhouette so he felt it safe to assume he was
nearly invisible as well. The same moment the boy thought that and had
resigned himself to the act, the flashlight came on. Bathed in the harsh beam,
the boy felt his face burning with shame. Hot tears filled his eyes. He wanted
to scream for the light to be turned off, but all he could do was whine softly
and finish what he’d started.

He was turning carefully, doing all he could to avoid the mess so he could
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crawl back to Master when a long pole landed in the grass in front of him.
“Clean up after yourself, dog.”

The boy stared at the pole with the scoop and baggie on the end. He was
beyond appalled, pushed right to the edge of his tolerance. He started to shake
his head, to open his mouth to defy Master.

“Hurry up.”

The tug on the leash warned him to obey or suffer the consequences. At the
moment, if Master tugged on the leash, he would be dragged through his own
filth and certainly face the hose again. With shaking hands, the boy cleaned up
his mess and disposed of the soiled baggie where Master indicated. He
couldn’t look up as he was lead back through the door and into the basement.
He very nearly tumbled down the stairs several times as he tried to figure out
how to crawl down them.

The boy barely registered the ice cold hose-down before he was put back in
his cage and left alone in the darkness again.

**k*k*k
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CHAPTER FIVE

One day blurred into the next with Master appearing only to feed him and
take the boy outside to use the bathroom. It was always dark when he went
outside. It didn’t become easier to do what Master asked of him. There were
more beatings and ice cold hose-downs. The only reprieve from sleeping in the
cage was when Master left him tied to one of the various contraptions in the
basement.

The boy found he could still be shocked when Master appeared with only
the leash. There was no flashlight or food in his other hand. The boy waited
with a touch of fear in his stomach for Master to tell him what was expected
now.

“I think it’s time for you to begin to serve your purpose. It’s a waste of
money to keep you down in this hole where you are not available for use.”

The boy looked up at Master with wide eyes, wondering what he had in
mind now. Maybe he was bored with the sick games and was going to be rid
of him. Or it might be he intended to fuck him. The boy had seen Master grow
hard during some of the punishments, but he had yet to fuck him. Actually, the
boy hadn’t even seen more of Master than the occasional short-sleeved polo
shirt revealed. This was the first moment he wondered why that was.

Master opened the cage, attached the leash and led the boy towards the
door to the outside. At the top of the stairs, instead of going through the heavy
white door to the yard, Master turned to the left and opened another door. It
was painted the same shade as the wall. The boy had never even noticed it
there before now.

The door had opened only a crack to reveal glistening white linoleum when
Master paused. He looked down at the boy and spoke softly.

“Upstairs is no place for a misbehaving dog. If you continue to behave as
one, you will be sent back to your cage permanently. I know a few people who
would love to have a naughty puppy to break in. None of them are as kind as |
am.” Master stopped for a moment, giving the boy a long look. Seemingly
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of the way.

The boy followed him into the room, eyes wide as he looked around. He
could hardly believe how normal it all looked. It was like something out of the
magazines his mother had always sighed over. His wide-eyed reaction seemed
to amuse Master.

“Did you expect the entire house to be a Gothic torture basement? How
would that look to my Auntie Lucille when she visits?”

The boy blushed brightly and looked down at the floor. He wanted to
speak, to snipe back at the man who tormented him. But he couldn’t think of
anything to say that would be worth the beating he’d surely get.

“Now, our first order of business is making you presentable for upstairs.”
Master pulled on the leash, leading him into a small bathroom. There was
barely room for the two men between the sink and the wall. It also held a
pristine toilet and a narrow shower stall. “This will be your bathroom. You
will never set foot into mine unless you are specifically ordered. You are
expected to keep yourself and this space clean and orderly.” Master pointed to
the various objects in the room as he spoke. “Shave that pathetic excuse for
facial hair. You will keep your face smooth and clean. The rest of your body
hair will be kept clean and neat but you will not shave it. You’re not a child
anymore and | will not have you looking like one.”

He continued on, very specifically outlining the boy’s daily regimen of
cleaning and grooming himself. From the acceptable length of his hair to
explaining how to use the attachment for the shower hose in order to keep his
asshole clean inside and out.

“Every night, or when I’ve had enough of you, I’ll put you back in your
cage. If you’re well-behaved, | may let you sleep upstairs. But | don’t expect
that to happen anytime soon.” Master reached down and unclipped the leash.
“Normally, you’ll have only twenty minutes but today, you have forty-five.
Make good use of your extra time. You have quite a few days of crud on you.
When you’re done, present yourself to me in the kitchen.”

With that, Master left the room. The boy could hear him on the other side
of the door, opening and closing what sounded like cabinet doors in the
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kitchen. He just stood there, shaken to the core. The sudden assault of a normal
bathroom and the normal sounds of Master making coffee hit the boy at the
center of his tightly controlled emotions. He crumpled to the floor, wrapping
his arms around himself and wept.

He curled up on the floor, letting the misery of his situation overwhelm
him. The boy wasn’t sure when the last time was that he cried, let alone when
he let himself be so utterly destroyed by mere sobbing. He had no idea how
long he was laying there, body trembling with so many emotions he would
never be able to catalog them all. But the allotted time must have passed
because the next thing he knew, the door swung open and Master was glaring
down at him.

*kk*x
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CHAPTER SIX

The beating was the same sort of brutal, unfeeling whipping Master had
given him on the first day. His body was sore, covered in welts and left
dangling on the X-shaped wooden frame. He was still crying through the
whole ordeal.

Master had left him, openly disgusted by the boy’s tears and wailing.
Every word of pleading, every cry for mercy only brought a harder beating.
The boy finally let go of the notion that he’d be shown kindness or even be
given the chance to try again. He was past the point of being allowed to prove
he could do what was asked of him.

It was some time later that Master returned, the leash in his hand. He
clipped it to the boy’s collar before freeing him from the wooden frame. He
snapped his fingers and pointed to the spot just behind his feet. He didn’t slow
his steps, but instead walked at a much quicker pace than usual across the
basement and up the stairs into the yard.

It was the middle of the afternoon. The warm, bright sunlight burned the
boy’s eyes. His vision came into focus on the large metal tub placed in the
grass. The boy didn’t understand what was going on. Besides being out in the
daytime, the metal tub was quite a mystery.

“Since you’re not capable of preforming the most simple tasks of basic
self-care, we have to do this the hard way. Pay attention because | will not do
this for you again.”

Master grabbed him under his arms and lifted him up. The boy was
surprised to find that Master was more than strong enough to carry him across
the yard to the tub and drop him into the hot water. It was just short of burning
his skin, but the boy didn’t dare object.

He wasn’t in the water long enough to get used to the heat before Master
was pushing his head beneath the water. The water tasted slightly salty and as
it hit the cuts on his skin, it burned. He wasn’t held under for more than a
couple of seconds but it felt like an eternity.
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Letting go of the boy, Master reached down beside the tub to grab a bar of
soap and a scrub brush. “Hold still,” he ordered, slipping both items into the
water. He set to work, scrubbing the boy’s body. The bristles on the brush
were hard and dug into his skin.

The boy winced as Master raked the scrub brush across the tender skin of
his back. Between the stinging salt water and rough bristles, he was not able to
escape the pain. To make it even worse, every time he moved even a little, the
boy was freshly reminded of the heat of the water.

The lather of the soap smelled strongly of lemon. It made the boy’s eyes
tear up. He trembled under Master’s harsh, silent treatment. He thought he
could push the man away and make a run for it. He so very much wanted to
get away. Everything about this forced bath was painful, humiliating; and
when the boy saw the tool that Master had shown him in the bathroom, the one
intended for cleaning his ass, lying out on a towel on the grass, he knew he had
to run.

They were outside. There was nothing stopping him from bolting from the
tub to the fence around the yard. Once he was over it and in the neighbor’s
yard, he could beg for help. Or maybe there was a gate around the corner of
the house that would let him escape onto the street. He’d have the element of
surprise on his side and Master was in the awkward position of kneeling in the
grass with his entire focus on scrubbing the boy’s body raw.

He should go now, while his body was still aching and covered in welts.
He’d make sure both this horrible man, and the mother who’d sold him, went
to jail. He’d go to the police and tell them everything. He’d have to go into the
foster care system or an orphanage or something. But could that possibly be
worse than what he’d been through so far?

Master took his hands off the boy to lather up the brush again. The boy
took that as his chance. He pushed out of the tub, moving in the opposite
direction of Master. He was heading for the fence and what looked to be a nice
two story house on the other side. The people who lived there would surely
help him. He hoped so, at least. It was possible that Master’s neighbors knew
what kind of man he was and what he had in his basement.
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The boy was about halfway to the fence and drawing breath to scream for
help when Master caught him. He grabbed the boy by his hair and drew him
roughly back. The boy lurched and would have fallen had Master not caught
him in his arms. He was furious, glaring down at the boy.

“Let me go,” the boy begged softly. “I don’t want to be here. | didn’t ask
for this.”

“That’s life,” Master replied.

He threw the boy over his shoulder and stalked towards the house. The boy
struggled until Master threatened to throw him down the stairs. He expected to
be immediately thrown back in his cage, or to be tied down to be beaten
senseless. But instead, he was dropped onto the top of a cushioned square. It
was raised up a couple of feet off the floor, creating a sort of platform. Master
turned away, moving to the wall nearest to them and began to grab several
mysterious objects off pegs embedded in it.

“It’s past time you learned that you are mine. | own you and expect you to
perform for me.”

The boy thought of running again. The cold rage in Master’s voice scared
him. He dreaded what might be in store for him now more than anything else
so far. Master threw a pile of straps and buckles down in front of the boy.

He took out one piece at a time, beginning by tying the boy’s hands behind
his back with a pair of leather cuffs connected by links of chain. Then he
pushed the boy down onto his back and secured more leather bands to his
ankles. Between the bands was a stiff, leather wrapped pole. It forced the boy
to keep his legs spread apart.

The final piece was the most terrifying. He was pulled up into a sitting
position, not easy to maintain in his current state. In his hand, Master held
what at first glance looked like just a tangle of black leather and buckles.
Then, as he unzipped it, the boy realized it was a mask. It went over his face,
completely blocking his sight. A thick rubber piece was forced into his mouth,
gagging him as the leather was pulled tight. The thick pads settled over his
eyes, then another set covered his ears.
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Everything was gone. The zipper being pulled down the back of his head
was the last thing the boy heard before being plunged into a terrifying world of
nothing. No light, no sound. Nothing at all. He had no way of objecting to
whatever Master wanted to do to him, but worse was having no way to
anticipate what that might be.

*k*k*
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CHAPTER SEVEN

The boy had smacked his face on the side of the raised platform when he
was flipped over roughly. He had to assume that Master used the bar between
his ankles to do it because he didn’t feel him touch any part of his body. It was
only the padding in the oppressive hood that kept him from splitting his lip or
getting a bloody nose. There had to be some kind of holes for him to breathe
but they didn’t let in any light or sound.

His legs were pulled up, forcing him to bend his knees or be pushed off the
other end of the platform, face first onto the cement floor. He was manipulated
into place, thrown this way and that, until he was exactly the way Master
wanted him. His ass was exposed in a way he had never experienced, making
him feel even more vulnerable than ever.

A finger rubbed over his asshole, teasing and applying a thin coat of lube.
The boy felt his entire body tense. He was struggling, but there was no way to
stop what was happening. It was hardly the first time his ass had been
penetrated, but it was so much more terrifying than any time before. Maybe it
was the lack of sight and hearing or his inability to vocalize anything at all.

Being trapped inside of his own head made everything happening to his
body seem completely impersonal, as if he were just a thing without needs or
feelings of his own. He had no control as one finger, then a second, slipped
into his ass. They pushed him wide, testing his limits. Then they were gone
and he was left untouched and wondering what was to come next.

Hands were on his thighs, holding him firmly in place. His ass, though
teased and lubed, was not ready for the sudden plunging thrust of Master’s
cock. Or, he thought it was his cock. It was slick and smooth, slightly cool as it
first slid into his warm hole. He assumed that was from Master wearing a
rubber.

The boy’s entire slim body shook as he was fucked. There was no pretense,
no consideration for anything but Master’s own need to get off. He thrust
deep, over and over. His hands gripped the boy’s thighs then moved up to his
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hips. The fingers digging into his flesh were strong, unrelenting. The boy
could feel the bruises forming already.

It took forever, but then Master pushed deep and gave a little shudder as he
came. He stayed like that for a few lingering seconds, before pulling away.

The boy relaxed as best he could. It was over. Master had done what he
needed to do and, unlike the porno novels his mother had left out for him to
read, his cock wasn’t going to magically reinflate with need. He’d need some
time to recover before he wanted to fuck again. Only, that didn’t seem to be
true. Moments after he pulled out, Master pushed into him again, his cock
chilled from a fresh rubber.

He was being fucked for a few horrifying seconds before the boy realized it
wasn’t Master’s cock but rather a thick butt plug being inserted into him.
Somehow, that wasn’t any better. He squirmed but there was no making the
large plug comfortable. Once it was in place, there was nothing else. Master
just left him like that.

The boy had no idea how long he was left waiting for Master’s return. He
stayed on his knees because he couldn’t think of a more comfortable position
to move into with the butt plug in place and the awkward bondage holding his
hands and feet. When he next felt the touch of Master’s hands, his entire body
was stiff and cramping.

What he discovered was that Master had not returned to offer him relief,
nor comfort. He pulled out the butt plug roughly and began to fuck the boy
again. This time, it was slower, more relaxed, but still the boy felt
disconnected. The different pace did nothing to make him feel less like a
lifeless toy, something for Master to use and discard.

Over and over this happened. The boy lost all track of time. He lost count
of how many times Master fucked him. He even lost the ability to tell if it was
Master’s cock in his ass, the butt plug or maybe some other toy. All that he
knew was it was becoming more and more obvious he was only made for
fucking. He only existed to satisfy his Master and nothing else.

*kk*k
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EPILOGUE

The day in the cage dragged on and on. The boy should have been upstairs,
doing his usual duties. He was expected to perform light housekeeping, take
care of Master’s laundry, and, as it drew closer to time for Master to come
home, he would engage in his daily ritual of cleaning himself. Having to skip
that because of his time in the cage made the boy feel grubby. He longed for
his tiny bathroom, still mostly the same as when he had first been taken to it.

What had really changed over the last year was the boy himself. The naive
child who’d broken down, crushed by the pain of betrayal, had been replaced
by a careful, well-trained slave. He no longer indulged in the selfish beliefs of
adolescence. He’d learned that they were useless, frivolous thoughts. He had
no reason to stay wrapped up in the illusion of safety they represented. What
he now had was true safety.

Even if he didn’t love the boy, Master was fond of him. He kept him
protected from the uncertainty of the outside world. The boy knew just what to
expect from every day of his life. Even when Master varied from their routine,
it wasn’t a scary event. It was a part of pleasing his Master. It was still safe.

But not today. Today, Master had presented him with a true uncertainty.
The boy had no idea what choice he was to make. If he left, would he go back
to his mother, a woman he did not love and could never trust? Would he have
to take to the streets, hustling for survival? And what if he stayed? Was he
going to be in training forever? How long would Master keep him? Did he
intend to sell him off, now that he was trained and had chosen to stay a slave?

The myriad of potential futures spun in the boy’s head. It was too much to
think about. But one question still rose to the top of his mind over and over.
What did Master want him to choose? He wished he could answer that with
absolute certainty. That one answer would decide his fate. If Master was tired
of him or displeased in any way, the boy would take his chances with the
outside world. But if Master wanted him to stay, he would never leave.

The boy was no less confused at the end of the day, when he could vaguely
hear the clock in the kitchen chime six o’clock. Master would be back any
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moment. He should be upstairs, kneeling by the table where Master would
have left him if not for the unusual circumstances of the day. He was Master’s
toy and at the end of every day, no matter what he did while Master was gone,
he was expected to be waiting where Master had left him.

It was quite a while later, well after the chime for eight o’clock, when he
heard Master coming in the front door. He wanted to run to the front door and
greet him like an eager puppy, but he could only wait in the cage for Master to
come down and let him out. Master didn’t stop anywhere in the house on his
way to the basement door and down the stairs. He appeared and the boy did his
best to not call out a relieved greeting.

Master took him upstairs, into the kitchen. The boy was following him
without the need for the leash. It had been hanging unused on the wall for
quite some time now. On one of the kitchen chairs, a bag from the mall was
sitting. Master didn’t say a word about it, but the boy guessed that those were
the clothes he was to wear if he decided to leave tomorrow. Somehow, looking
at the bag made the boy a little sad.

But it also jolted him into an acute awareness of what his life was with
Master. All the things he was missing, all the experiences of the world outside
came rushing into his mind. He felt the heat of tears building in his eyes. The
boy tried to blink them away. It wouldn’t do for Master to see him this upset.

He should want to go out, to experience what there was for him on the
outside. The world was happening without him. People were falling in love,
having fun, living and dying while he stayed here and suffered under Master’s
cane. The pain of being so separate from the normal world of malls, clothes,
people, hit him much harder than he thought could be possible.

But there wasn’t time for him to think about anything more. Master was
waiting in the doorway of the kitchen and snapped his fingers to get the boy to
hurry up. The boy followed him down the hall into the living room. Master
had apparently already eaten while he was out shopping. It was now time for
the boy to do what he was here for. Once in the living room, the boy was
bound in the familiar way Master preferred to fuck him. Hands behind his
back and ankles tied to a spreader bar. But instead of the usual comfort of the
black-out hood, he was merely gagged.
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Master positioned him on the floor, bent over his ottoman. He used the
boy’s ass as a foot stool, leaving his socked feet in place long after it became
uncomfortable for the boy. By the sounds, he was reading his paper. This was
not unusual. During the cold weather, Master had used his body to warm his
icy feet.

It was the bondage that had the boy confused. This position was used
almost exclusively for fucking. Master had made the pattern. He had taught the
boy this was how things worked. Why would he break the carefully structured
pattern? The boy did his best to hold still, to not let his agitation show. His
patience, or what passed for it, was rewarded with Master’s cock pounding
into his ass. The boy wasn’t sure what he’d expected when it happened
without the insulation of the hood, but this wasn’t it.

There was nothing from Master but the sounds a man couldn’t help but
make while he was fucking. No words of mocking or approval. No
endearments or insults. Nothing but a man fucking for the sole purpose of
getting off.

The boy had never felt more like an object. He’d never come so hard
either.

He was left on the ottoman as Master went on about his night. He watched
the news, worked on something at his laptop and returned to fuck the boy once
more. But not once did he give any indication that the boy was anything other
than another piece of furniture, no more important than the ottoman he was
lying across. This was what he never saw while he was hidden under the hood,
caught up in the sensations of his own body.

Master had revealed to him what really happened during those hours
between dinner and bedtime, while he was bound and hooded. This was how
things would be forever if he stayed. If he left, this last night would haunt him
and Master would always own a part of him.

Finally, as the night wound down, Master untied his arms and legs. He left
the gag in place. He put the implements back inside the ottoman and began to
turn off the lights. This was the signal that it was time to go upstairs, time for
bed. Once Master left the room, the boy had a few minutes to clean himself
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before going upstairs to the bedroom. He was expected to be in place before
Master was done with his evening ritual.

The boy settled in the kneeling position Master liked most, on the spot on
the carpet that to his eyes was worn from his knees. He had only moments to
prepare himself before Master appeared from the bathroom. This was the time
when Master would decide where his behavior would allow him to sleep.
Master pointed to the floor at the foot of the bed, the same spot the boy had
slept the night before. He reached down and took off the gag, throwing it to the
floor for the boy to clean in the morning.

Master then made his way to the bed, where he sat on the edge. He stared
at the boy for a long time before snapping for him to come over. When the boy
was close enough, Master grabbed his hair and drew his mouth to his cock. He
leaned back, propped up by his other hand while the boy’s tongue began its
work. Like nearly every other night, the boy sucked Master’s cock, getting him
off one last time before bed. Then he was released to go to his spot on the
floor. Master turned off the bedside light and went to sleep.

The boy was certain, as he settled into his place, that he wouldn’t be able to
get to sleep with as fast as his mind was running. He quickly found that habit
took over and he was asleep in minutes.

The alarm was playing the familiar song before he knew it. The first rays
of sunlight were coming in from the window. The boy rose and began his day
like he always did, putting away his blanket and heading downstairs to start
the coffee.

It was only when he saw the bag from the mall and the small silver key on
the table that he remembered how important this morning was.

He kept going, turning on the coffee pot, arranging the morning paper.
Every few seconds, he glanced over at the bag. He dared a peek inside. There
wasn’t anything special. A pair of jeans, black T-shirt and some socks. A shoe
box was jammed down the side of the bag next to a wrapped package of
underwear. The boy could only assume everything would be a perfect fit.
Master knew his body better than he ever dreamed anyone could. He would
not allow his boy to wear ill-fitting clothes. It would be an embarrassment.
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Everything was so clear to him then. The entire journey from the drugged
food his mother had given him to the bag of clothes Master had bought him.
Every step meant something. Every humiliation, every pain, had burned him,
but it had also forged him into something new. The boy closed his eyes and

listened to the music as the song from Master’s alarm was just loud enough to
reach him.

He took a deep breath, feeling all the tension leave his body and knowing
in that moment that his decision was made.

THE END
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BRANDON’S LAUGHTER
By Ellen Holiday

| remember hearing it from the time we were children. Babies, even—our
birthdays were just a few weeks apart, and to hear my mom tell it, she and
Mrs. Burns next door used to take walks in the park together, pushing their
strollers or toting their bundles of joy on their chests like good mamas. | sang,
she tells me, and Brandon just laughed, a burble of infectious baby laughter
that made old men playing chess and teenagers having a smoke near the fence
turn and laugh in return.

And when we were six and seven, and we played games of tag across the
yard or dragged our scooters out to the edge of town to tear across the
pavement, he’d always laugh the whole way, laugh and win, and 1’d sit there
afterward with a skinned knee, glaring at him and wondering why it was that
he didn’t take anything serious.

Brandon used to change the rules midway. When we were tearing for the
fence, and | reached it first, he’d say “and back” as he came up behind me,
barely touching it, and race back the other way. Of course he won when he did
stuff like that, but he’d just laugh and laugh in triumph and enjoyment. | got
sore about it. Mom would say “Richie, for Pete’s sake, it’s just a game,” and
all I knew was that Brandon was a terrible person who was an awful cheater
and a liar and he didn’t even care that he was a terrible person, and nobody
else cared either cause when he laughed everyone else would laugh too. But |
glowered and | demanded that wrongs be righted—and everyone just told me
not to take it so seriously.

Not surprising | shook myself free of Brandon as soon as we were old
enough. Middle school was the way to do that. Everyone was separating,
cracking apart like ice under a stream of warm water, into their own little
groups. By then | was a musician. | had picked up my dad’s old guitar at the
age of seven and been picking at it ever since. A few chords | needed to be
taught, and the rest just fell into place. After school you could usually find me,
Eddie, Dara, and a couple of the others out on the back stoop, scaring off the
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squirrels with a little country jam. Dara had a sweet voice and liked to bang
out a rhythm on her knees. Eddie wrote lyrics about dusty roads and the moon,
and I set ’em to music. Dara and | worked out harmonies, and we had our own
little concert to get us geared up for the homework we still had to do.

Brandon was an athlete. He played baseball after school, on the other side
of the yard. He slammed that ball farther than I’d ever seen. And every time he
rounded the bases and came back on home, he laughed. Laughter that echoed,
caught the sunlight like the wing of a bird, scattered all around us in iridescent
fragments. Laughter | could see and feel deep in the heart of me. It got in the
way of our songs, and | used to break off, my chords useless against the
resonant everywhereness of all that laughter.

Dara called me on it. “You gotta stop cuttin’ off every time Brandon
laughs, or we’re never gonna be ready for the talent show.”

“He’s gotta stop laughing,” | said. “Sounds like a hyena.”

“He doesn’t,” said Eddie. “It’s not even that loud. Why you care so much,
Richie?”

“l don’t care. Itannoys me.” As far as | knew that was the truth. | pouted at
Eddie defiantly and took a loud strum of the guitar to cut off the conversation.
“C’mon, one more time, from the top of the second verse. In the wind—"

We were damn proud of that song. It was a mutual writing effort, everyone
giving their little bits of lyrics and chord changes and vocalizations, and in the
end we were sure it would propel us straight to fame and fortune. Richie, Dara,
and Eddie—someday we would think of a decent name for our group. For now
we were going with R.E.D., because of our initials. Didn’t matter if you
pronounced it RED or R-E-D. Half the time we went one way, half the time
we went another.

The announcer at the middle school talent show pronounced it R-E-D. We
went on after the majorette and before that weird girl who could juggle
beanbags while standing on one foot. Dara, Eddie, and me, shuffling onto the
stage, Dara with her single cymbal, Eddie holding the microphone for both of
us and me on the guitar with my pick. We sang our little hearts out, and just
after that part where we did the three-part harmony, singing about the way our
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hearts filled up like a river and dried out again into sand, | swear you could
have heard a pin drop in that auditorium.

Boy, we were right about fame and fortune, or at least the middle school
version of it. At fourteen years and three days, my life was made. The way
people clapped and cheered. The way the teachers came up afterward to tell
me they had no idea | was that talented. | shuffled my feet and went aw-shucks
to it all, but inside | was doin’ a jig. Felt so good. Got my first hit of the fame
monster then and God, was | addicted. And the best of it hadn’t even happened
yet.

The best of it was the weekend after the talent show, Brandon hanging over
the fence that separated our yards. “Hey,” he said.

“Hey.” | still wasn’t liking him much. Nothing but a stranger with an
annoying laugh. The races of our childhood weren’t pleasant memories, and
they were a long time ago.

“I liked your song,” he said. There was something about the way he was
peering at me, like he was curious, like | was some kind of weird animal. | felt
caged in, sized up. | muttered out a thanks.

“I mean, | thought it was really good. I think you’re talented. I hear guitar
playing some days but | never thought it was you, | thought it was your dad.”

“Oh.” What did he want? “Well, it’s me.”
“Do you write them, too?”” he asked after a moment. “The songs?”

“We write ’em together. The band and 1.” And now | felt a flare-up of
pleasure. They were the band. Even though we were just a cymbal (sometimes
a drum set, when we practiced at Dara’s place) and a guitar. Now, that felt
good no matter who | was telling it to.

“That’s cool,” Brandon said. “I can’t play anything. Dad says | can’t carry
a tune in a bucket.”

“You play baseball,” I pointed out.
“Yeah, not the same kind of play, though.”

“No,” | agreed, “not quite the same kind—Why are you talking to me?” It
just came out, spitting itself out of my mouth like an unruly cough. “We don’t
talk.”
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“Told you.” Brandon eased upward onto the fence. | could see his whole
body now, line of his arm, cock of his hip against the picket. He was wearing a
clean white T-shirt that ought to have been dirty from the way he seemed to
shinny up the fence. “I liked the song. I liked your voice.”

“And | said thank you.” This was getting weird.
“Anything wrong with me talkin’ to you?”
| fidgeted. “I don’t know you very well.”

“You used to.” He grinned and with all those white teeth bared | could hear
his laugh without him even letting it loose. “We used to be friends.”

“We were kids.” | was fourteen saying it, as far from a kid as | could
Imagine at the time. The gulf that separated then and now seemed a universe
wide. “And you were...”

His eyebrows shot up. “l was what?”
“Nothing.” | looked at my feet.
“C’mon, Richie, what?”

“You were kind of a jerk.”

“l was?” He leaped over the fence then, and a flash of tight stomach flesh
passed before my eyes when | looked up in surprise. His T-shirt was riding up
around his chest and something hot sunk in my gut to a place | wasn’t
expecting. | took in a breath. “I’m sorry. | remember you were fun.”

*“Yeah, ’cause you got your laughs messing with me.”

“Well, I’'m sorry.” He walked toward me. Cornered in my own vyard, |
looked to and fro for a place to hide. “I didn’t mean to make you sore at me,
honest.”

What was | supposed to do with that? His eyes, little brown buttons, were
grabbing mine. *’S okay.”

“So friends, then?”

“Whatever,” | said, and his face fell. I’d never seen him that disappointed,
and it was my fault. | extended a hand. “Sure, then. Friends.”

His hand fell into mine, warm and big, the hand of a jock. “Cool.” And he
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smiled full and bright again. “So do you have other songs you wrote? | wanna
hear them.”

“They’re no big deal,” | protested, but he kept needling at me until | was
heading inside again to grab my guitar. That day | sat on the back porch ’til
night had fallen and the mosquitoes were out, just playing songs, Brandon
Burns on the steps listening raptly.

*kkk

Things changed after that. Brandon said hi in the halls. He came to listen to
R.E.D. jam. Eddie gave him odd looks at first, but Dara smiled as sweetly as
she could and started wearing more skirts to school. I don’t think Brandon ever
noticed. His eyes were on me every time. | could feel them, steady and
admiring. It was a good feeling, to have Brandon think | was so cool,
especially since the whole world seemed to think he was so cool.

And as high school wore away and he popped over the fence a few times a
week to hang out and talk, I guess I grew to admire him too. He had a sense of
humor that was always pulling a breezy comment from the most serious of
subjects. And I still couldn’t help being serious about too much: tests, and the
band, and my parents asking me too often if | had a girlfriend. (It was a pain.
They kept asking about Dara, even though it was obvious Dara only had eyes
for Brandon. Even when we were eating dinner together, along with Eddie,
after a practice, Dara would go on and on about how Brandon had hit two
home runs the last game, and Mom would nod and smile and look vaguely
distressed.)

Brandon saw me practice, so | started going to baseball games when |
could. It was only fair. But at sixteen, | felt like a hopeless dummy sitting there
in the stands by myself, along with all the parents, with the kids all clustered
along the fence cheering. | asked Dara if she wanted to go with me, a few
times, but she was always going with her girlfriends. Besides, the way she
came up to Brandon between innings, offering him water and a towel, made
me feel kind of sick to my stomach.

Watching Brandon stretch his glove high in the air, watching his feet leave
the ground like he was some kind of rocket ship—it made me feel things |
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really didn’t want the other kids to know about. Or see. Because they’d be able
to see it, if they got close enough.

We knew about queers, of course, in a nebulous sort of way. I didn’t know
any, and I was pretty convinced that there weren’t any in our town. We didn’t
know much about how it worked, except for it was something pretty bad and
basically turned a boy into a girl. There was also something about bath houses
that we heard people grumble about. But as far as | knew, they were some kind
of other species. | didn’t ever expect it to touch my life.

Still, I was a teenager, and | did stuff, in the shower or late at night, and
when | did stuff there were tight muscles and long legs in my mind, not girls’
breasts or curvy backsides. Afterward, | felt weird and guilty, but nobody ever
knew or caught me, so it didn’t matter in real life. What I thought about in
private was my business.

Dara wheedled Brandon into going out with her, and they were an item for
a little while, but they broke up pretty fast, and Brandon stopped coming to
practices. It hurt, not to have him there, but | got it. Still, Dara was changing,
too. She was starting to wear all kinds of weird makeup and listen to pop
music on the radio, and somehow she ended up like a ghost—fading away
from the band one absence or excuse at a time, sometimes showing up but not
singing, sometimes thumping on a drumbeat absently like she didn’t much
care what song we were practicing. By the time we were juniors, R.E.D. had
winnowed itself down to R.E.

Eddie was pretty cool with it. He liked the harmonizing, and he’d started
taking voice lessons. For a while there was no band, because he got the lead in
the school musical and had to practice every day after school. Those
afternoons | would just watch the baseball team practice, or head home with
my guitar and write songs into the night. Songs about being alone, and not
knowing what | wanted to do with my life, or who | wanted to be with.

“That’s a depressing song,” Brandon said when I finished playing one for
him. “You really don’t have any idea what you want to do?”

“You do?” The thought was alien to me. | couldn’t imagine being that
together.
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“I’m going into the army.”

The answer was as ready as it was shocking. Brandon’s dad had fought in
Korea, so it made sense, but this wasn’t a time to think about joining the army.
Not with what was going on in Vietnam. My heart clenched with fear, but |
wasn’t going to show it.

“That’s okay,” | said dismissively, picking at the strings of my guitar,
trying to look idle, unconcerned.

“Yeah.” If Brandon picked up on my sudden nerves, he didn’t show it.
“But you should go to Nashville. Get famous.”

| laughed. “Yeah, that’s right. I’ll get famous.” As good as we were, it was
always about playing here and there at clubs when we got old enough to do
that. We weren’t gonna end up on the radio.

“I mean it.” Brandon leaned in. It was dark out, and the porch light was a
dim, blinking bulb above us. When he towered over me, hunching over so |
could look up and meet his eyes, I was thrown into shadow. My heart skipped,
then danced an odd, quickened two-step. “You’re good, Richie. You’ve
always been so good.”

Dollars and Opry engagements flew past my mind. I couldn’t help it. It was
a tempting fantasy.

“See?” He grinned. “You’re thinking about it.”

Whatever expression 1’d let creep onto my face, | wiped it out in a second
and scowled. “And you’re laughing at me.”

“I’m not.” But the giggles were threatening to escape his mouth even so.

| got up. The guitar made a terrifying creaking sound as | swung it
downward and held it loosely by its neck. For a moment | thought 1’d broken
it, and looked down. It was still in one piece. When | looked up again, I was an
inch from Brandon’s face.

Something happened, something I couldn’t name. It happened in less than
a breath, just with Brandon’s eyes on me and my eyes on him in the dull light.
Something jumped between us and stood there, throbbing like a beating heart,
invisible, but I couldn’t rid it from my vision. My whole head started ringing
with the reverberations from its every beat.
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“Look,” | said, and | could barely get the words out. “I take things too
seriously. So if you tell me I’ve got what it takes, I’m gonna believe you, and
I’m gonna try, and I’m gonna fail, and then you can laugh at me even more.
Don’t be that jerk you used to be. Don’t do that to me.”

He sighed. Though I wouldn’t have thought it possible, he inched a little
closer. I could barely see his features, just a pink, out-of-focus stretch of flesh
with hazy eyes and lips somewhere.

“| told you,” he said, “I’m not laughing.”
The hazy pink of his eyelids drooped. | heard myself swallow.

Then cicadas were buzzing and the porch light fizzled out entirely, and |
was standing so still | couldn’t bear it and started to tremble. It took time for
the realization to work its way to my brain that Brandon had closed the
distance between us and sealed his lips on mine, that he was kissing me, and
that | was letting him. With the realization came a sudden flare of sensation
dropping down into my gut and through to my toes. | thought I was being set
on fire.

It was over in a moment. Brandon gazed at me, eyes half lidded, mouth
curled into the barest smile. The kind that didn’t even hint of laughter.

| searched for words. But Brandon already had them.
“Nobody has to know,” he said.

It was all | needed to hear. | wanted to feel that plunge of heat, the one that
was still making my knees shake, one more time. When | reached out to pull
him in by the back of the neck, when his lips hit mine again, there it went,
crimson washing in front of my closed eyes and prickles making everything on
my body that could stand on end do just that. And over and over it returned,
when his mouth moved on mine, when | opened my mouth and he licked along
the shape of my lips. When he touched his tongue to mine, brief contact
though it was, | heard myself make a noise 1’d never made before in my life.
He had grabbed my hand on the neck of the guitar, covered it with his own.
The strings made some strangled noise and then fell silent.

| don’t know how long we stood out there, just kissing and kissing. It felt
like forever. And when it stopped, it was way too soon.
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“Richie,” he said urgently, and repeated himself: “Nobody has to know.”
| nodded. My lips were tingling too hard to let sound through.

“I should go back,” he said, nudging his head toward the fence between our
houses.

Another stupid nod from me.
“Good night,” he said.

He was off the staircase before | managed to mumble a hoarse “good
night” back.

The minute he was gone, | made a break for my bedroom. My head was
swirling and I didn’t want to talk to anybody. | had too much on my mind, and
too much tension in my body.

God, I slept so well that night.

**k*k*x

Brandon still played baseball. He still got girlfriends. Hell, I had one for a
few months toward the end of junior year. And Eddie finished his play, and
came back to the band, for a while. But things were different. Eddie had fallen
in love with theater. He wanted to study singing, seriously. He wanted to do
opera, he said. And some of those new musicals by some guy from London. |
was on my own when | played my guitar, so I did it mostly in my own
backyard, or on the bridge over the creek, or somewhere dark and isolated
where nobody could ever find us.

Because it was always me and Brandon. He listened to every iteration,
every new verse and chorus | worked out. He suggested better rhymes. And
then we kissed. And kissed and kissed and kissed some more, and pressed our
bodies close together on the blanket or the porch steps, or in the back of Dad’s
pickup when he let me take it out. His hands were warm and wandering under
my shirt, on the bare skin of my back. Our hips moved together, like they were
their own animals. | had to pull back so | wouldn’t come in my pants most
nights. Sometimes | just did. Sometimes | brought another pair of boxers with
me. Sometimes | just hoped nobody would notice.

Like Brandon said, nobody had to know a thing. We just did what we did.
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It didn’t mean anything. We weren’t queers, we were just... doing things. As
friends. It was okay. We liked it, so what did it matter why?

In the meantime, | found a guitar teacher in town and started to look
toward college. Maybe | could study music. Maybe | had a shot at Nashville
after all. At least | could try. And then I could come back here if | messed up,
and Dad would have me join the family business and it’d be all okay.
Optimism had started to brighten all my days. | saw a future for myself for the
first time.

Mom and Dad asked me if there was a girl once or twice. | said no. They
looked at each other knowingly and told me to take good care of her. I rolled
my eyes and went on doing whatever | was doing. They could think what they
wanted. | was just happy.

Brandon had a girlfriend when senior prom time came around. Elaine was
pretty, with ringlets of brown hair and a bright smile, and it was never in doubt
that they’d go to the prom together. | thought maybe | wouldn’t go at all, but
Brandon convinced me, told me it was the only senior prom I’d ever have. I’d
rather have been playing on the stage than dancing on the floor, but I asked
Dara to go with me and she said sure, why not.

So off we went to the school gym, plastered with ribbons and balloons as it
was, Dara in a green dress that looked good with her dark hair and me in a
tuxedo that itched. We didn’t hang out that much anymore. I didn’t know what
to talk to her about. | drove in silence the whole way.

Once we got there, Dara immediately splintered off into a group of
girlfriends. They were clucking and gossiping away, and | ended up standing
against the wall, watching the goings-on, with no date to dance with and no
appetite for the punch. | was just existing, just breathing against the backdrop,
as much a piece of furniture as any of the folding chairs that sat abandoned, or
occupied by similarly awkward types, around the corners of the room.

Not Brandon. He and Elaine made a splash from the minute they walked
in, arm in arm like some sort of royal couple, and his teammates immediately
surrounded them, their dates in tow, creating a wide circle of chatting that
turned quickly into a dance circle in the middle of the floor. They all clapped
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their hands together and moved in time to the music in an effortless wiggle
that | was sure would look stupid on my own body. Taffeta shimmered and
tuxedo jackets were thrown over shoulders as the guys got sweaty. Eventually,
one by one, they retired to the side to leave their jackets on the folding chairs. |
was surprised nobody left one on top of my head. That was how useless and
inanimate | felt.

| closed my eyes and tried to tune out the music. There was a song here,
something about being the musical chair, watching the kids go round and
round and never settling down on me. | lined up rhymes and put words in front
of words, starting to nod my head to my own beat. Maybe the night wasn’t a
total waste after all.

“Ugh,” Dara said in my ear, “that is so disgusting.”

My eyes flew open, and | glanced at her before following her gaze. She
was staring at Brandon and Elaine, who had moved into a slow dance in each
other’s arms. Elaine was gazing up raptly at Brandon, who was smiling down
at her, saying something funny that made her laugh. They were as handsome a
couple as I could imagine, and Dara staring at them with such animosity only
meant one thing.

“You still like him?”

“I never stopped liking him,” she said, scowling. “You know, in three
months of dating he never even kissed me. How much do you suppose he
Kisses that girl? I wonder if they’ve done it. | know I’ve seen him making out
with her after games.”

| froze. Of course Brandon and Elaine would make out. They were
boyfriend and girlfriend. But having it pointed out to me felt weird and
uncomfortable, like 1I’d been splattered with mud. | wanted to go hose myself
down.

“I wonder how his lips feel,” she said. “I bet he’s a really good kisser.”

And now it was guilt that kept me frozen. | knew the answer to that
question. Yes, he was. The best. But what we did was just for fun, because it
felt good. It didn’t mean something the way a boy and a girl did. I shouldn’t be
feeling anything. Brandon was my friend. | should be thinking about a



Love Has No Boundaries ~ Volume 6
| 58

girlfriend too, especially since | was going to college soon. I’d have to get
married someday, right?

| turned to her. “You know,” | said, trying to be clever, “you could make
me jealous if you talk like—"

But then Dara took in a breath and covered her hand with her mouth. |
looked over and had to clench a fist at my side to keep from crying out. There
they were, kissing. Right on the dance floor. Brandon’s lips on hers the way
they had been on mine, with the same tenderness. Her body arching toward his
with the same heat | had felt so many times. His body stayed stiff. | knew his
body better than that. It moved, arched, too, when it wanted more.

“Lucky,” Dara muttered.

“Yeah,” | might have said, and turned away. My stomach was lurching.
She laid a hand on my arm. “Richie?”

“Um.” | cleared my throat. “Um, you want to dance?”

“We might as well,” she said, noncommittal.

| put my arms around her, led her onto the dance floor, strategically placing
Brandon out of her line of sight. | could see him, though. Odd angle, but | was
pretty sure they were still kissing. | didn’t want to watch, and | pulled Dara
closer, lowered my head toward hers.

“You’re not gonna try to kiss me, are you?” Dara said.
“What? No.”

“l guess it would be okay,” she went on. “I mean, we don’t have anyone
else.”

| shook my head. “I don’t want to do that. It’d be weird.”
“It’s no big deal, it’s only a kiss.”
“I thought you didn’t want to.” I lifted my head to scowl at her.

On the way, my eyes met Brandon’s. Another shot of adrenalin raced
through me, and Brandon broke his kiss with Elaine, staring at me, his lips red
stained with her lipstick.

| never saw Dara coming. For the instant when she first touched my mouth,
| froze, eyes closing, and then | came back to myself and pushed her away.
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God, no. Just... no. I sought Brandon’s gaze again, and caught it a moment
before he grabbed Elaine by the shoulders and wheeled her around. The two of
them retreated from the dance floor, and | watched them make their way
through the throng and toward the door.

Dara stared at me like | was crazy. “What’s wrong with you?”
“I don’t,” | said, and nodded over her shoulder. “They’re gone.”

She turned, spinning out of my arms, and stomped her foot in frustration.
The dance was spoiled. | wanted to tear off my tuxedo jacket and run home
full tilt. This whole prom had been a mistake.

**k*k*x

Somehow we made it through the rest of the night, and these are the times |
guess when friendship really helps... Dara and | kept assuring each other that
we weren’t going to let them ruin our night, that we could have just as good a
time as friends, and there was nothing wrong with that. By the end of the
night, we managed to dance together a few more times, but there was no more
kissing—just talking, and maybe a little laughter, even if neither of us felt
much like laughing.

| dropped her off and headed home. Mom and Dad were still up. They
wanted to hear all about it. “It was fine,” | told them, “and I’m really tired.
Can | tell you in the morning?”

Thank God they said yes. I’d have til the morning to come up with a half-
decent lie.

Taking off my jacket and tie, shirt, and pants felt like a labor and a relief all
at once. As they fell from my body, | felt the weight of too much knowledge,
too much of the outside world melting off me. Here, in my own room, in my
plaid pajama buttons and a sleeveless white shirt, | was free, myself. The guy |
knew | was, the guy who only came out when | was playing my guitar or
talking with Brandon somewhere where nobody could see us. But just
removing the layers was exhausting, and the knowledge that in the morning
I’d have to put them back on—not the tuxedo of course but the other layers,
the ones that hid who | was—made my eyelids droop and my heart sink into
my stomach. Why couldn’t the rest of the world just leave me alone? Why
couldn’t I hide here, in my own room, totally myself, forever?



Love Has No Boundaries ~ Volume 6
| 60

Answer number one—because someone was throwing pebbles at my
window.

One hit with a loud clunk, the others missed and fell in a scattering sound
along the siding. | ran to the window and opened it. No doubt who it was.
“Shh,” I hissed, scowling down at Brandon. “My parents will hear.”

He dropped the pebble in his hand and lifted his other to beckon at me.

| didn’t want to go. The image of him and Elaine kissing was still
swimming in a sick circle around my brain. To get close to him, to feel the
magnetism, would be like being turned upsidedown. But his eyes were steady
as he kept on beckoning, and he said something in a stage whisper that | could
barely hear. In the end, | was going to have to go down to him, or he wouldn’t
go away.

| eased through my window onto the eave over the porch then dropped
down onto the wooden planks, landing quietly on the balls of my bare feet. A
quick look behind me, to make sure nobody was watching from inside, and |
hurried down the steps onto the cool grass. Brandon stood still, a warm
presence, drawing me in like a moth against a lantern. | had to force myself to
stop a few feet away, or | would have gone right into his arms.

From this distance | could see the distress on his face. His lips were drawn
tight and his cheeks looked sunken in, more than usual, as though he’d lost ten
pounds in a single night. “Richie,” he said, and reached out, then forced his
hand back.

| had more control, or more fear. One of the two. “What?” | said, carefully,
after biting down Why are you home? Or, shouldn’t you be at a hotel
somewhere with Elaine?

“l was at a hotel,” he said, “with Elaine.”
Damn him for reading my mind.

“She wanted me to,” he said, and | didn’t need to ask what she wanted him
to do. “I was supposed to.”

“Did you?” | asked. My whisper ached like the scratch of chalk against a
blackboard.
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“I tried,” he said. “I did my best, | got—she got me to—" He shook his
head. “I was thinking of you.”

My heart swam with fear and joy and sick anticipation. “You did it with
her and you were thinking of me? That’s—that’s not fair.”

“I didn’t,” he said. “l couldn’t. Richie, I—"

In another minute he was stepping forward, sliding his arms around me,
and his mouth was on mine in a heartbeat, hard and insistent. That mouth,
God, I’d missed it, I’d craved it on the dance floor, even when it was on
Elaine’s and | was dancing with Dara it had felt like we were dancing with
each other, just our eyes in contact but our bodies aching. And it had felt so
good, and it felt so good now, so good | wanted to pull him down over me in
my own yard and—

“Shit,” I whispered, and pushed him away. “Shit, stop it. Stop it, you were
supposed to be kissing Elaine, you’re supposed to be with her. She’s your
girlfriend.”

“No, she’s not,” Brandon said. “She’s a mask. She’s a good girl and I’ve
been terrible to her because | have never kissed her and not thought about
you.,,

“Stop saying these things.” | kept shaking my head, like I could push them
out of existence if | just rattled them hard enough.

He reached for me again, pulled me close. Our bodies, our thighs, our
stomachs, our chests, both flat, both boys’, so right together alone in secret
places but so wrong here, accompanied by words | never wanted to hear, truths
I was determined not to acknowledge.

“I love you, Richie,” he said. “You’re the one | wanna be with. Not Elaine,
not anyone but you.”

“Stop it,” | said. “Stop it.” I summoned all my strength, placed my hands
flat against his chest and meant to push. | meant to, but my hands slid upward
Instead, across his neck, prickling at his stubble, cupping his face. “Stop this.”

“l know you love me, too,” Brandon said. He kissed me again, and the
bright fire that leaped through my gut never felt so sweet. | wanted to lie down
in the grass with him more than anything, wanted to let him touch me all over.
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“I’'m not...” My voice sounded hollow in my own ears. “Damn it,
Brandon, we’re not queers...”

And he laughed. Brandon laughed, loud enough that I looked around to
make sure he hadn’t woken the neighborhood. That goddamn laughter, my
curse ever since | was born. “Really?” he said. “Richie, what do you think
we’ve been doing?”

Blood rushed to my face. “We—that’s—that’s just between us. It’s just—
it’s nothing, it’s our secret, it doesn’t mean—"

Oh, God.

With his laughter still echoing in my ears, | felt like the world’s biggest
fool. “Brandon, I can’t be. You can’t be. They won’t let you in the army—"

But then his hands were gliding over my chin, and his smile so gentle in
the dim night, and when his lips met mine | felt the tolling of a church bell
deep inside me, and all | knew was | wanted to kiss him like this forever,
wanted our bodies to slot together as perfectly as they always did, wanted
anything and everything so long as Brandon was next to me, and none of it
was right, all of it was a mistake and dangerous, and yet my hands were on his
back, one taking a fistful of his shirt, holding on tight.

God, he was right. He was always right, and | loved him, and soon he’d be
leaving, going off to boot camp and I’d be left alone and | didn’t want to let go
of him for even a moment before that inevitable parting. But the implications,
the fallout, if | called myself that word, if | let myself be that thing... | was
terrified, shaking against his body, and for all the solidness of him reassured
me it was also a reminder of all the things that were wrong with this, with us...

“We can’t,” | whispered against his mouth, and then “I can’t,” and then |
was pushing him back, not just pulling but shoving, hard, forcing him away
from me until he stumbled and nearly landed on the grass, his long legs
buckling. He stared at me, hurt, shocked. “Richie,” he said.

“Go away,” | said, and the words tasted like bitter medicine in my mouth.
“Go home, don’t come back, don’t come see me anymore.”

“Richie, don’t.”
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“No,” | said, shaking my head. “No, you don’t. You have to go to the
army, you have to, and, and you’ll be far away and it’s not worth it, you’ll get
over it, and you’ll think, why the hell did | spend my days on this? And... and
you’ll find a girl, and what are you gonna tell her, that you thought you were
queer, and how’s she gonna feel about that? You’re gonna ruin your whole life

and | won’t let you. 1 won’t be part of it, so go home.”

| was probably crying. There was a salt taste on my lips. “Go home,
Brandon.”

He made an unsteady step toward me, “Richie, don’t, you don’t mean it.”

“Go home,” | said, and turned away, heading for the back door. Didn’t
matter if Mom and Dad caught me, punished me for sneaking out. It was better
than staying out here with everything that hurt so bad and felt so unfairly
good. It took all my strength not to look back, take one last look at Brandon’s
face. But | couldn’t, or I’d be lost. | was already too close to the point of no
return. My body, my aching heart, everything but my common sense wanted
nothing more than to launch myself into Brandon’s arms and damn the
consequences.

The door slammed behind me. I leaned my back against it, breathed hard,
tried to control my racing heart. For a long time | counted my breaths, tried not
to look back through the window. Eventually | gave in to the impulse. The
yard was empty. Brandon was gone.

My parents slept through the whole thing. | crept upstairs, threw myself
into bed, and curled up, trying to squeeze my body around my broken heart
like the press of hard fingers around a wound. It just made my whole body
throb, pain radiating out to every muscle and inch of skin. I’d never be with
him again. I’d never touch him again. Even though | knew the pain would
fade, right now I couldn’t imagine how I could make it through the night. How
| fell asleep I didn’t know, but somehow | did.

Somehow the morning came, and somehow life went on. | saw Brandon in
the hall at school, but it was like seeing a stranger. Our eyes would meet, and
we’d look away. Where electricity had once set my whole body buzzing there
was nothing but ice. It was over. We were over.

*kkk
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We graduated in late May, and Brandon left for the army that summer. |
didn’t talk with him about it, but | knew everything through the conversations
Mom and Mrs. Burns had. She related them over dinner, without a glance at
me, without a word to acknowledge that Brandon and | had any kind of
friendship. Either she figured | was talking to him on my own, or she had
picked up on the way my whole body froze up at the sound of his name and
figured we had some kind of falling out. | never loved my mother so much as
in those moments. She understood, and she respected my feelings, even
without knowing what they were.

Without Brandon next door, | wasn’t living so much as waiting for the next
chapter of my life to begin. I was enrolled in the local community college, and
in September 1’d begin classes. The normal lot, but also guitar and voice and
composition, and my excitement at starting those classes tore through my
boredom and melancholy. My guitar was my best friend in Brandon’s absence,
and all summer | wrote songs, melancholy ballads and toe-tapper tunes alike,
about leaving old lives behind and looking back on mistakes and waiting for
the next sunrise. | must have churned out two dozen songs by the time classes
started. Eddie came by every so often to give me advice and help me work out
the tough bits, but he was going to a fancy music school in New York I’d
never heard of and in the fall he’d be gone. Dara wasn’t in the picture
anymore. The disastrous prom had ruined what was left of our friendship.

But college would bring new friends, and teachers who could help me
write even better songs, and despite my leftover sadness, | was excited. It was
just a shame that Brandon wasn’t there to listen. Finishing a song no longer
meant | had an audience to play it for. | just had to move on to the next song.

So when class started, | had a hell of a repertoire built up to share with my
professors. They tried to fit me into a classical mold, to teach me basics and
make my sound into their creations, but | knew after every lesson that | wasn’t
playing or singing what | wanted to play and sing. As much as | got the
concept that you gotta learn the fundamentals, my heart was throbbing with the
desire to make my own kind of noise, and | couldn’t do that in their classes.

And college wasn’t the new life and new freedom I had wanted it to be. |
made some friends, but not good ones, and a terrifying number of people from
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my high school were wandering around, as though I’d never graduated at all.
Guess that’s the way it happened in a town like mine. Nobody made much
money, and you had to be something really special to make it out of the city
limits and off to a university somewhere else in the world. | thought about
Eddie a lot. Wished | was something special, like him. But no, | was just a
country singer like every other country singer, with a guitar on my lap and a
sob story or barrel of laughs to sing about. And I was only really happy when |
had a chance to just let loose and do what | did best.

There was a sandwich shop on the corner near where the campus gave way
to an ugly strip mall, and one day | wandered in to the strains of a guitar and
the crooning of a voice, amplified so it echoed around the café. A girl inared
cowboy hat and equally red boots was singing, covering an old tune that had
been popular about five years before, and in a second | forgot that | had
actually come in to buy a sandwich.

“Can anyone sing here?” | asked the manager, who was in the back pulling
packages of brown paper napkins out of huge cardboard boxes.

“Not anyone,” he said. “You gotta make a demo tape for us and get some
references.”

“l can get that,” I said. “Just tell me where to go and what to do.”

| probably sounded like an idiot. Overeager, too young, whatever. All |
knew was | saw an opening for a place where | could play my music, and I had
to take it. And so for the next week, as | begged my professors for reference
letters and sang into my tape recorder (and listened, and curled my lip, and re-
recorded over the old tape until I could live with what | sounded like), my
brain was locked into sandwich-shop-singer gear. It was the biggest dream |
could imagine, singing and strumming while folks around me chowed down
and maybe, just maybe, tapped their feet or nodded their head to the beat.
Applause wasn’t even a part of the picture.

So when | finally booked the gig, and sang my first song, the applause very
nearly scared the living daylights out of me. I’d sung, just one little song that
always cheered me up when | felt blue about the world, and for a while all 1
could hear was my own voice, weird through the amp, and the comfortable
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strum of my guitar. It felt right, and | sang, enjoying the silence around me,
thinking maybe nobody was even there to listen.

It’s like I hit the sky and now
I’m travelin’ down, to meet the sweet green earth again.

When it was over, | looked up and realized 1’d misjudged the silence. |
hadn’t driven folks out. They’d put down their sandwiches, stopped slurping
their soda pop, and were watching me from behind the counter, in the booths,
even the doorway to the store. And an instant later, every last one of them put
their hands together and applauded.

It sounded like an avalanche and it went on forever. | sat there, my guitar
still buzzing from the last chord, and stared like a dumb owl. It didn’t even
occur to me to say thank you. I just waited for it to die down and went on to
my next song.

By the time my set was done, the sandwich shop was packed with
people—students mostly, including some kids | knew, but strangers too, who
had been wandering by and stopped to listen. I didn’t know what to make of it.
Something small and exciting was beating inside my heart, a trapped bird,
itching to fly out and take over my whole body, make me tremble all over. It
was something | hadn’t felt since the last time Brandon had kissed me.

Brandon. The memory came like a punch to the gut when | wasn’t
expecting it, and I looked down, my fingers tightening on my guitar. A piece
of me wanted to crawl away, hide from them all.

But the manager was approaching now, and asking if | could do the same
hour next week, and students were pressing forward to shake my hand. Before
I knew it | was pledging to perform at the student fair the next week and the
meeting of the country-western club the following month. And sometime,
when it was all dying down, someone said to me, “You should go to
Nashville.”

“But you should go to Nashville. Get famous.”

| heard it in Brandon’s voice. And for the first time, it didn’t seem
ridiculous. As much as it stung to think of him, he’d been my biggest fan since
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day one. He’d been determined to see me get this kind of recognition. And |
couldn’t help a smile thinking he’d be so delighted to watch this breakout
performance. That’s sure what he’d call it. And he’d give me a huge hug, after
everyone was gone. | imagined him there, laughing, his arm slung around me
as | buried my head in his shoulder, and started laughing myself, just from the
excitement, and the birth of a new dream, and Brandon there beside me to
witness it and help it happen.

And even as | headed home, the sound of Brandon’s laughter followed me,
as though it had really been there, ringing loud and joyful over the hubbub of
the shop’s patrons and the excited throbbing of my own heart.

*kkk

| made it through the year without dropping out, but in my head | was
already packing. There was no feeling like the one I got when a song ended
and the applause started, whether it was in a sandwich shop or ata party orina
concert hall. Oh, yeah. | got to do an end-of-year recital with my fellow music
students, and all I can say is, it’s great to be the only guy in the whole show
whose songs everybody sings along to. I’d performed enough times by then
that people knew the lyrics.

Mom and Dad were the last to be persuaded, but when I told them about
the money I’d made, they added a little of their own to my starting funds. |
shipped off to Nashville with the best wishes of the whole college, and my
family to boot. It was a good start.

But when | arrived in Nashville it was raining, a dismal summer rain that
blanketed the whole town in gray, and the dim neon lights of the Opry could
barely penetrate the darkness. | sat in my new, unfurnished apartment,
watching the rain outside the window, my clothes hung in the closet and my
suitcase open and empty on the floor. At least | had my guitar, safe in its case,
battered and loved. | kept it company on the floor that night. A mattress would
have to be first on my to-buy list.

There was a song itching in the back of my mind that first night, something
about gray days and lonely nights, but even when | strummed out a chord
progression for it, it wouldn’t go past the first verse.
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The city got sunnier, and | started to pound the pavement looking for gigs.
Problem was, | discovered, you had to know someone, you had to have a
reference, and community college concerts didn’t much count. | gave demo
tapes out, but at some point my master tape got warped and | couldn’t make
copies anymore. And | couldn’t sing loud enough in my apartment to make a
decent demo, or the guy next door to me started whacking the side wall and
yelling for me to cut down on the racket. Didn’t make me feel very good about
my music.

No word and no job, four months in. Money was running out. | had been
singing on the sidewalks near bus stops for a few hours a day, but my music
didn’t turn heads like it did back home. | was a little fish in a big pond, like
they say. Even wrote a song about it. I came home with money in ones, not
twenties, but it kept me eating, barely.

And then, finally, | caught a break. | was pleading my case to every
performing house in the city, crossing off names in the Yellow Pages as | went,
and | walked into a café across town with a “Help Wanted” sign in the
window. See, this was why | didn’t have a job. | was holding out for one that’d
let me perform. And finally, a heavyset fellow named Barry looked at me and
folded his arms over his chest and said, “I’ll tell you what. You wait tables for
me at rush every night for a month, and you can do a set then.”

| could have kissed him. I didn’t, obviously, partly because it would have
nullified the job offer, and partly because he wasn’t my type.

Yeah, it was happening. | was starting to notice men—notice my reaction
to them, and not hide it under a pile of bullshit seven stories high. Part of it
was knowing now that gay people—I didn’t call them queers anymore—were
people, not some different species, and there were enough of them to put out a
magazine. Part of it was being alone, in a town where nobody knew me, where
| didn’t have to hide from anybody but myself. Then there was the part of it
where | just couldn’t afford the effort it took to fight it anymore.

| worked that dinner rush as best | could, seven nights a week, for Barry. |
dealt with complaining customers and drunks, eat-and-runners, and fickle
tempers worthy of Goldilocks, smiled and returned orders to the kitchen and
apologized for lukewarm fish and sour beer, which nobody seemed to mind a
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minor serving. No days off, no gold stars from Barry. Occasionally a good tip,
which | cherished. And all the while I was listening to the live entertainment,
comparing myself, imagining being in that spot, scaring myself with images of
the patrons’ disgust at having to put up with the subpar strumming and
crooning of some just-out-of-high-school wannabe from the sticks who
couldn’t even please his next-door neighbor. By the time the end of the month
had rolled around, | was starting to think maybe | should just keep waiting
tables.

But Barry was as good as his word. “Tomorrow night,” he said. “Bring
your guitar.”

It’s amazing | even made it through the next day. | was shaking so hard
through the dinner rush, you would have thought 1’d drop every tray and break
every glass in the restaurant. My head was a mess of what-ifs and oh-nos. My
feet were itching to run away. This was going to be a disaster.

But all I had to do was get onto that stool, perch my guitar on my lap, and
pull the microphone close, and my body knew what to do. A strange calm
settled over me like a sudden, heavy fog. My guitar resonated calming chords
into my gut, and by the time | sang my first note, | was in my comfortable
place again. This was something | knew how to do. How people liked it,
whether | got applause or not, was something entirely different. I could deal
with that part later. For now, sing.

| sang “Falling” and “Dusty Roads” without a break, just lost in my own
music. Then | looked up and remembered the restaurant around me. It wasn’t
like the sandwich shop; | didn’t have people wandering in from outside,
people dropping their sandwiches with slack jaws. But the patrons were
attentive, some were smiling, some were holding hands with their dates and
maybe swaying a little, coming to a standstill as the final chord faded out. And
then, yes, there was applause.

| grinned hard. “Thank you,” | said into the microphone. “Thank you. I’m
Richie Wilkins. This next song is called ‘I Think | Was Dreaming.’”

A grin near the bar caught my eye—just in my peripheral vision—and |
thought for a minute Brandon was there, watching me. | didn’t want to look
and be proven wrong. | folded the thought into my heart and kept on playing.
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At the end of my set, | left the stage in a jumble of emotion. A euphoric
kind of assurance had settled over me—yes, this is what | wanted to do my
whole life, even if just in restaurants, even if it meant a month of waiting
tables for each gig—»but it was paired with sadness that this gig was over, that
I had no prospects for another, and that now it was back to reality. | kept my
head down as | returned my guitar to the back room and reaffixed my waiter’s
apron, trying to control it all so it wouldn’t show on my face when I returned
to the tables.

| nearly head-butted Barry in the chest.

He put one big hand on each shoulder and said, “Have you got more
songs?”

It took me a minute to look up and face him. The smile on his face was
totally uncharacteristic. He’d never so much as given me a nod of the head
before. | had to blink to make sure this was the same guy. “Yeah,” | said, and
wouldn’t you know it, a new one was trying to hatch itself into my head as |
looked at him in puzzlement. “I’ve got about thirty original tunes total.”

“You’ll do five more of them next week,” he said. “Same day, but this time
at nine.”

| had to set my jaw to keep it from dropping to the floor. “Really?” | must
have stuttered like a kid.

“Really,” he said. “Take the rest of the night off, Richie. Have a drink at
the bar.”

My heart still hammering, | wandered back out to the restaurant in a haze.
A million possibilities were trying to etch their way into my mind. | was
brilliant, a prodigy songwriter. Barry was putting me on and | would show up
Saturday to a roomful of people pointing and laughing. | should go to the
record companies tomorrow and tell them | was too good to miss. | should get
out now, while I still had the applause ringing in my ears, before | screwed it
all up again. My head was swimming so hard, | got dizzy and had to clutch the
bar to keep my balance.

“That was great,” said a fresh, tenor voice next to me. | looked up and saw
Brandon.
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No. It wasn’t Brandon. It was the grin | saw earlier in my peripheral vision,
but it didn’t belong to Brandon. This was a man a few years older than me,
with chestnut-brown hair and broad shoulders. He slid his elbow onto the bar
and reached out his other hand to steady me. A curl of warmth went through
me at the contact. “’You doing okay?”

“Mm,” | said. Not very eloquent, but it was all | could manage.
“Want a drink?” | shook my head. “My treat.”

“l can’t.” His eyebrows shot up. | gave him a shaky grin. “Ask me in nine
months.”

“You must not be local,” he said with a laugh, and the laugh was nothing
like Brandon’s—it was adult, deep and knowing, where Brandon’s had been
full of fresh, joyful innocence. “You think you’re the only minor at this bar
right now?”

| squinted. “You?”

“Not me,” he said, laughing again. “But look around. This town is full of
Kids trying to make it big. Richie, right? I’m Josh.” He held out his hand.

“Yeah.” | shook his hand, and kid though I might be, | knew what he
wanted. It was in the firm press of his palm, the way his fingers moved on
mine as the touch lingered. “Thanks for the compliment.”

“I mean it,” he said. “Those were originals, right? There’s a nice sense of
small-town innocence to them. You’ve got roots.”

| nodded, though it was actually a little disheartening. | had hoped to shake
off my hometown, not bring it with me to Nashville. “Thanks,” | repeated.
“But do me a favor. Don’t tell me you’re a record producer here to help me
make it big.”

He threw back his head and laughed. And again, he reminded me of
Brandon—not the sound of the laugh but the look of it, the way he looked like
he was having so much damn fun just being alive. “Are you kidding?” he said.
“That’d ruin my chances.”

“Your chances?” | immediately regretted reflecting his words back at him.
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But he was unashamed, nodding. “I think you’re cute. And I can tell what a
guy likes.”

It was too much. Another whirl of dizziness upset my head and | white-
knuckled the edge of the bar. “I, uh...”

Now he looked taken aback. “Don’t tell me I was wrong.”
“1...” I gave him a wan smile. “I’ll have a drink now.”

*kkk

| didn’t go home with Josh that night. But he returned to the bar, and over a
week we talked when I had a break and he bought me beers when my shift was
over. And at the end of the week, after my second set was finished, | let him
kiss me. It was a warm Kiss, exciting, and my body thrilled to the sudden
presence of that feeling, thought so long gone when Brandon disappeared from
my backyard two years ago.

And the first time | referred to myself as gay, it was with Josh. The first
time I lay down on a mattress and felt a body come down on mine, completely
naked and vulnerable, it was Josh, and it was Josh who taught me how men
could make love to men, who taught me to love the burn and sweat of it, and it
was Josh who first slung his arm around me in public and introduced me to his
friends as his boyfriend.

He wasn’t a record producer, but he was a reviewer, and his work appeared
in Nashville Out. And though | hadn’t noticed in the whirlwind of our romance
and the feel of his eyes appraising me during every one of my sets, he’d
coaxed more and more of them to come out on Saturday nights to listen to me
sing. He couldn’t review my work, but he could give me an audience. And
eventually one of them had a friend with a small recording studio, and
eventually | found myself there, recording a demo tape worth listening to.

When | took off the headphones after listening to the first track—expertly
mixed and fleshed out with a piano riff and drums—I looked over at Josh,
standing in the back of the mixing room with a small smile in his face, and
said, “I didn’t know | sounded like that.”

“The magic of the music industry,” Josh said. His grin gave me strength.
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| still had no record deal. But somehow Josh had found a way for me to
sing in a place that wasn’t Barry’s restaurant. It was a small club, and | was
opening for another act, but I never heard cheers like that in my life. I’m pretty
sure they were just cheering for the main event. But for whatever fraction
belonged to me, I’d take it without complaint. And when the lead singer of the
band following me shook my hand and told me | had real talent, | felt as
though | could fly.

That night Josh told me he loved me. | didn’t know if | could return his
love, not with this whirlwind zooming around me, but he said I didn’t have to.
| told him I hoped I could, in time.

| wanted to. | truly did. But something was holding me back. Something
that had taken hold of my heart long ago and wouldn’t release it to just
anyone, no matter how kind or good-hearted he may be.

| went home that night and wrote another verse to that same song that had
wormed its way into my brain the night I arrived in Nashville, when the rain
felt like it’d go on forever. | still didn’t know the chorus. 1t’d come to me,
someday. When everything worked out.

**k*k*

In the meantime, the nation was at war. Men were being drafted, plucked
from their prime to go someplace where the heat and the stickiness rivaled the
worst Louisiana swamp, and from what | heard whispered, things were
happening there that warped a man’s brain. | was thankful my number never
came up. What happened on the other side of the world didn’t concern me. |
had enough trouble turning the gears of my own life.

But, I knew guys. I got to know guys who came into the restaurant for their
last beer before basic training. | saw angry men yelling in street protests that
were brought down by police carrying shields, as though the street was itself a
battle. The city filled with men in uniform. A part of me had learned to
appreciate that, but an undercurrent of sadness had crept into every interaction.
There was fear everywhere—of being shipped out, of dying, of killing, of
being used as a pawn in the chess games of a few very powerful people. And
there was also the knowledge that if the government had turned to a draft, that
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meant most volunteer enlisted men were already fighting. It meant that
someone | hadn’t spoken to in years, someone | still thought about, was
probably there.

| didn’t like to think of how Brandon might be changed by the war. For me,
the greatest sorrow would be if it stole his laughter. | prayed that wherever he
was, whatever he was doing, he still found reasons to laugh. Amazing how that
sound had been an annoyance when it was inescapable. Now, | longed to hear
it again.

Josh and I broke up. I couldn’t return his feelings, and I didn’t know why. |
was sure it was because | was starting to get regular gigs, paying ones, and I’d
even been invited to play at one of the side tents at a festival in the summer. |
was writing songs a mile a minute, testing them at the restaurant and then
putting them out there in clubs if they did well enough.

That was my reason for not making things work with Josh. | was too career
focused. But Josh was sure it was something else, and when it came right
down to it, I wouldn’t say he was wrong.

There were other men, as the months wore along: some one-night stands,
some one-date disasters, some that lasted longer, and got further than others.
But where my repertoire kept growing, until 1’d filled a second album with the
sounds of a little guy in a big city somewhere in a dangerous world, they kept
crumbling. Some foundational step was missing. Something very basic, left in
the dust a long time ago, and | couldn’t recapture it with anyone.

Josh’s friend, the studio owner, signed me. My first record had fair to
middling sales. “Dusty Roads” made it onto the radio as a single. | didn’t hear
it often, but when I did, I had to smile. That song wasn’t the same as the song
Eddie and Dara and | had been so proud of, but it was based on it, and |
wondered if either of them would hear it and recognize me. They didn’t play a
lot of country up in New York where Eddie was surely still singing though,
and God only knew where Dara had got to. | asked my parents, during one call
home, if they had any idea. They said they thought maybe she’d gone to
Atlanta to get married.

“There’s mail for you, though,” Mom said, as an aside. “I’ll go to the post
office tomorrow and forward it on.”



Love Has No Boundaries ~ Volume 6
| 75

The way she put it, and the way it rolled through the conversation, |
thought she meant mail from Dara. Looking back on it, that didn’t make much
sense. If there was mail from her, Mom would know where she was. But my
mind was on songs and verses and the new bed | was planning to buy
tomorrow with the profits from the single release of “Dusty Roads,” and |
wasn’t thinking about anything very hard.

So a few days later, when | went to collect my mail, | nearly dropped the
sheaf of bills and papers, and nearly slid to the ground myself. | had to collect
my breath and straighten up. The lady in the first-floor apartment near the
mailboxes asked me if | was feeling all right.

The letter was from Brandon.

*kkk
Richie,

Hey, man. | hope you get this. | only know your parents’
address. Maybe they can send it to you, wherever you are.

| wanted to write to tell you that I’m all right. I’m doing
good. The Army’s been good to me. | got to live on a base in
Hawaii for a little bit, and then "Nam happened. But I’m keeping
away from the worst of it. We’re taking care of a small city that
we managed to hold before | even got here, so it’s just about
keeping healthy and not letting the locals rob you blind. But it’s
hot here. You can’t imagine. And the mosquitoes are so bad.

They tell me we’ll be heading home in another month. It feels
like forever that I’ve been here, and | can’t even imagine what a
McDonald’s hamburger looks like anymore. When | get back,
I’m going to visit my folks, and then I’m going to McDonald’s.
Richie,
and here a few things were scratched out, hard, with black pen. What he’d
decided on was:

There are guys here. But none of them are you.
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I hope you’re still singing.
Love,
Brandon.

| pressed the paper to my nose, trying to smell him, trying to catch a whiff
of his sweat that might have made it onto the page and traveled around the
world to make it to me. A little piece of Brandon. My eyes were stinging.

| wiped them, sniffling, glad nobody could see me, glad I’d waited to come
upstairs before opening the envelope. Blinking, swallowing hard, | went to
reread the letter and saw something on the folded-back edge of the page. |
turned it over.

P.S. Don’t take everything so seriously. Laugh a little!

The paper fluttered to the floor. I’d pick it up later, treasure it, tuck it in a
book and take it out to read every night from then on. But for now, | scrambled
for my guitar.

| finally knew the chorus to the song 1’d been writing since | came to
Nashville. And | knew what it was called.

*k*k*

“Dusty Roads” faded from the charts. “Think | Was Dreaming”—they’d
taken out the first “I” from the title, some sort of advertising thing—flopped.
But | released another single, not on the album. This one was called “Sorry,
Baby.” It was about Josh, even though the “baby” in the song was a girl. And
this one took off.

| started to get fan letters. | was interviewed for magazines. Not big ones,
like People, but important country music magazines. And | was playing,
traveling even. | did a gig in New Orleans, another one in Jacksonville. Both
opening for other acts, but people knew my name, and when | sang “Sorry,
Baby,” they sang along. Even had a girl tell me it was an awful song and | was
a terrible person for dumping that girl. I told her it was just a song. I told her it
was years ago. | never told her it wasn’t a girl, of course.

Eddie got in touch. | went up to New York to visit him. He was in the
chorus of a Broadway show. He had learned to dance, too—even ballet. We



Love Has No Boundaries ~ Volume 6
| 77
had a good laugh over it. | told him a little about my life, and he congratulated
me on my success—as though one single meant success. He asked me what it
was like to be famous. | told him | was really just in the chorus, too. Nobody
would remember my name in five, six months. But he laughed at that.

“It’s gotta be amazing, to have your own concerts,” he said. “I wish | could
get anyone besides my voice teacher to listen to me sing. I miss the band.”

“Me too,” | said. It was funny. | was coming to miss a lot of things about
home.

Eddie wasn’t the only one from home who wanted to know what it was
like to be famous. Names from high school started to filter their way back into
my life through my mailbox at the studio. | wrote back to a few, sent an
autographed photo to the rest. Josh’s friend—Darren—was frantic. His studio
hadn’t gotten so much play in a long time, and he barely knew what to do with
me.

As for me, it was still all about the guitar and my own voice. The applause
was nice too. The marketing was hard work. But the music was simple. |
didn’t have anything better to tell them than that, so what could | say?

*k*k*k

“l want to put you on TV,” Darren said. | squinted. | didn’t even own a
TV. Everyone else did these days, but | only ever got depressed at the news.

“They put singers on TV?” | said dumbly.

He laughed. “Yes, they put singers on TV. Haven’t you heard of Soul
Train? American Bandstand?” | nodded, but my brain was muddled. | couldn’t
Imagine what | would do to entertain anyone on a little screen.

“Anyway, this isn’t any of them. It’s a telethon. To help the soldiers
coming home. They’re busing in a bunch of guys from Fort Campbell to the
Opry and...”

“Did you just say Opry?”

Because really, that’s where everything stopped—my heart had seized up
and exploded out all my pores in a burst of giddy sunlight. | never dreamed.
Really. I never even considered it a possibility. | was an opening act. A two-hit
wonder. | couldn’t play the Opry. 1’d never play the Opry.
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“Don’t get too excited, they just want you in for five minutes to play your
two singles. It’s not a paying gig either. It’s for charity, that’s the whole—"

“I’ll do it.”
“Hold on, Richie, don’t...”
“I’ll do it.”” It was the Opry. Who was going to say no to that?

When | calmed down enough to stop grinning and listen, Darren filled me
in some more. The Gls from Fort Campbell would be the studio audience, and
it would play on regional TV, since northern markets had little use for country
music, even for the sake of the troops. The money was going to a charity to
help veterans, especially disabled ones, find work and homes again. The
statistics on homeless veterans blew me away. Turned out what they said
about ’Nam was mostly true. You came home from that country so broken
that, at worst, you still thought you were being shot at, and you couldn’t live,
couldn’t work. I’d seen them from time to time in town with cardboard signs:
HOME FROM NAM; NO WORK; PLEASE HELP. Half of them talked to
themselves. It scared me half to death. | used to cross the street. Now | wanted
to go out and find them all and give them each a twenty. They called it some
kind of syndrome, what was wrong with them all. Most folks | knew just
called it crazy, but suddenly it was simultaneously more and less scary. More,
because | had shut my eyes to just what was going on in that country so far
away. Less, because if Brandon were one of them...

| closed my eyes. A wave of nausea rolled over me. The thought of
Brandon homeless with a cardboard sign, or jumping every time a truck
backfired, made me want to sink down onto the floor and die. He had to be
okay. He couldn’t have been one of the unlucky ones. Not when his letter had
been so upbeat and full of his trademark gentle humor. Not with that postscript
tacked onto the other side. He had to be fine.

But there hadn’t been another letter, and it was well past the time Brandon
said he was coming home. And the news out of ’Nam was worse and worse
with each passing day. Talk of soldiers forced to retreat, helicopters lifting
them away. What if Brandon hadn’t even gotten out? What if...?

The what-ifs would kill me. So | resolved to concentrate on the gig instead.
I’d sing my heart out for those Gls who had made it back. If I could soothe
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their hearts with my tales of dusty roads and love gone wrong, it was my
solemn duty to do so. Even the excitement of an Opry gig faded into the
background. This was the work | wanted to do.

The logistics of the gig were pretty keen, though. They were holing all the
performers up in a nearby hotel, which meant a room larger than my whole
apartment, fancy food, maids to turn down my sheets for me. The hotels were
often the best part of traveling. To get to stay in one right here in Nashville,
without even having to deal with trains or planes to get there, was a luxury,
and | was going to enjoy every minute of it. The other perk was a brand-new
guitar, a gorgeous, gleaming slab of golden wood whose strings reverberated
sweet sound with the barest strumming of my fingers. I’d come a long way
since my dad’s guitar and the back porch.

My parents would be watching. | offered to fly them in, but they said it was
for the soldiers, not them, and it would be their honor to see their little boy on
the television. | wished they lived closer. They were so proud of me and what
I’d achieved, and all I wanted to do was embrace them. | could hear the tears
in their voices.

Then, in what seemed like an eyelash’s blink, the night had arrived, and |
was standing backstage, with my guitar in tow. Darren paced behind me,
anxious as a mother hen, but | was barely conscious of him. I’d brushed
against people I never thought I would share space with in my life. Rosemary
Clooney. Kris Kristofferson. These were the people who had volunteered their
time for the local boys coming home from war, and somewhere among them,
Richie Wilkins was supposed to fit in? The whole thing would have been
laughable a year ago. | chuckled, and Darren looked over my shoulder,
concerned. “Don’t crack up,” he warned me. “No funny business. This is live.”

“I know live,” | told him, putting on my most serious face. “I’ve been
playing live for years. You’re the one who’s used to re-recording when things
don’t go well.”

“Which is why I’'m so nervous!” Darren said, and despite myself, | up and
laughed. The craziness and nerves and excitement and dread shot through me
in a peal of laughter that loosened my whole body and made me feel as though
| was buzzing with sunshine. Now | was ready to perform.

*kkkx
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| had makeup on. That was the one thing that hadn’t bothered me and
suddenly started itching as | made my way onstage in the dark. In a minute
they were going to introduce me and the lights would come up and | was
supposed to start performing even before they were up all the way, and all |
could think about was how badly I wanted to claw the foundation off my face.
But that would create a mess on the strings, not to mention make me look as
though | were the Striped Man. | fought the urge until I heard the announcer
start to introduce me. And then | just wanted to keel over and die. | was sure
my heart was trying to beat its way out of my chest and help me get there.

“Here to perform his hit singles, one of Nashville’s brightest talents—"
well thank you, but I still want to die—*“Richie Wilkins!”

My fingers moved to the strings. The opening chords of “Dusty Roads”,
their resonance, on the new guitar and with the microphone in front of them
amplifying each tone, shocked me into total awareness. The crowd in front of
me was massive, a black sea only marked by the flash of dog tags in the dark. |
suddenly became aware of all of them, of all their desires and their pain, all
projected upward, seeking comfort for what they’d seen and what they’d been
through. They all wanted to go home.

| sang “Dusty Roads” for them. | sang about the river that headed south of
town, the streets that were never driven on and were created for children’s
play. | sang, my new guitar and my voice resonating in the huge hall, about
that place we all want to go back to. And if I missed home a little more than
I’d missed it in all my years away, if that showed in a tear on my cheek,
glistening in the harsh glare of the television spotlights, well then, maybe it
was their fault. Their desire overwhelmed me, and I sang for them—I sang in
their place. I’m pretty sure they sang along.

Spotlights roved over the crowd as they erupted into cheers. Roars, really.
These men, standing up, applauding. I thought | saw tears on some cheeks, but
maybe that was the wavering of my own vision. My fingers stung from the
plucking of strings. My throat ached. And | was sad, and | missed home. |
missed the part of me that 1’d pushed away.

| leaned forward into the microphone. “Um,” | said, and heard my own
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voice echo around the huge arena. In my peripheral vision, | could see
production assistants stiffen. | wasn’t supposed to speak.

“Um, | was going to sing ‘Sorry, Baby.
Cheers at the name of the song. My heart lurched.

“l was going to, but I’d like to sing a different song instead. This is—" |
strummed a B flat major on my guitar, got the feeling of it. “This isasong I’ve
been working on for a long time. It’s about a friend of mine, good friend, who
went to war just like all of you.” My fingers were working on the intro now,
on automatic pilot. For all the panic | was causing backstage, this moment,
right now, felt totally natural. “I’m sending this out to him and to all of you,
who did the bravest thing | can imagine, and who came home. And I’'m...” |
looked up at the ceiling, blinded by the lights, as though he were somewhere
up there in a bleached-out heaven. “I’m just hoping you’re home by now too.”

The arena was quiet. | nodded and settled forward in my seat to sing.

Made it through the desert
Found my way to town

But the pavement here is thirsty
And the water’s pourin’ down

Who’s gonna see me in all this rain?
When am | gonna feel like | belong somewhere again?

’Cause the sound of Brandon’s laughter
The way he used to laugh at me

That used to be my true direction

That used to be my family

He used to be my family

Scraped myself up off the pavement
Found somebody who loved me
Found a place to play my music
And now I’m living and I’'m free

But there’s a chorus missing from every song
And I’'m still not sure if this is the place that | belong
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And still the sound of Brandon’s laughter
Just keeps on rollin’ round my heart
How long’s it been since I’ve heard it?
How long’s it been we’ve been apart?
How long we gotta be apart...

My voice cracked. | swallowed hard, and a rush of tears burst from my
eyes.

And if we could laugh together just one more time
And if I could tell him anything at all

I’d say the earth used to turn around your smile
I’d say you’d better make it back here

Because I’ve got so much to tell you
I’ve got so much to show you

I’ve got so much that’s missing

And only you can find

| couldn’t see anything through the tears. They were running down my
cheeks, streaking the makeup from my face. Maybe ending my career. | didn’t
care. | had to sing, and somewhere far out there in the world, even if Brandon
couldn’t hear it, he had to feel it.

So now the sound of Brandon’s laughter
Echoes forever in my soul

And someday | pray I’ll hear it

And that day | will be whole,

Doesn’t matter what comes after

Or what battles we will fight

Just bring me back Brandon’s laughter
Bring him back to me

Bring him back to me tonight.

| don’t know what happened. | don’t know whether they applauded or
booed. | don’t know if | was shuttled offstage like an embarrassment or hailed
as a hero. | don’t even remember leaving the stage. | just knew what | had
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sung was true, truer than anything I’d ever sung, and | felt as though my heart
were lying on that stage still, pale under the lights, beating desperately against
the tide of a life that was taking me somewhere | didn’t want to go.

I missed home.

“Why’d you never play that song for me?” Darren was hissing in my ear. |
think he was angry, or maybe he was impressed. It was hard to tell, and |
didn’t care. | trudged my way through the trample and rush of the backstage
crowd and made my way out into the night. I lost Darren somewhere along the
way. | might have stepped on the toes of somebody famous. None of it
mattered.

| made it out past the security guards and the media tents, finally finding
unobstructed sidewalk, and | set out for my hotel. Or I tried. But a hand caught
mine.

One of the vets, a brown-skinned young man with earnest eyes, had been
running after me. He’d reached out and grabbed me with, I realized, his only
hand. The other arm was cut off at the elbow. | stared at the stump a second,
then forced my gaze back to his face. And if the amputation had made me
catch my breath, his eyes riveted my attention.

They knew.

“You’ll get him back, man,” the vet said in a shaking voice. “You just
gotta have faith. You just gotta keep praying.”

| opened my mouth, closed it again. What could | say?

“l know what it’s like,” he went on. “But you have got to have faith. It’s
the only thing, it’s the only thing that makes it worth it, knowing that you’ve
got him back there at home waiting for you.” It took me a moment to realize
he wasn’t talking about me. “You fight and you hurt and you lose things, you
lose people and friends, and you remember he’s there and you keep on
fighting. You gotta live. Because you’ve gotta see him one more time.”

| nodded. The tears that had been stuck behind my eyes came flowing
forward, two hot streams that wet my face and tingled with salt taste when |
licked my lips. “I don’t even know where he is,” | said. “I haven’t seen him in
years.”
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“He’ll find you,” he told me. “I promise, he’ll find you.”

| reached out and pulled him into a hug. He hugged me back, fierce, the
stump of an arm pressing against my arm, his one hand on my back. The
whole night stopped around us, letting us be brothers, letting us understand
each other.

“Pray,” he whispered in my ear, and even though I’d never been a praying
type, that’s all I did the whole way back to the hotel.

*k*k*k

Morning came too suddenly and too early for my liking. My head was
pounding and I felt dry from the bottom up. I stumbled into the bathroom and
drank three glasses of water straight from the tap before I could even turn on
the bathroom light without being blinded. My throat ached and my hands felt
stiff and useless.

They’d stuffed a note under my door, information about checkout, saying |
had to be out by noon. I figured some of the big names staying had transport
waiting for them, but I just had the bus. Which was plenty for me, but | wasn’t
looking forward to it so much. I stepped in the shower, let the water run over
my body, and slowly awoke to the memory of what happened last night.

| realized | had no idea how things had worked out. How the telethon had
gone, whether my outburst had caused a storm or been hailed as brilliance, or
maybe ignored completely. For the first time, those things seemed like they
might be important. | had made it so far past the goals 1’d set for myself that |
realized | had a career that could be broken. As in, I could actually ruin my life
with a mistake like this. If it was a mistake. All I’d known in that moment was
that it was a song | needed to sing.

| wondered if Darren would have a message waiting for me at the front
desk. It seemed like the sort of thing he’d do. After my shower, I picked up the
phone to call downstairs, but the sound of the dial tone made me feel sick. At
least if | wandered downstairs, | could wear dark glasses. This was the worst
hangover I’d ever had, and I’d managed a few since the night Josh took me out
to celebrate my legality.

I might as well just gather my things and check out now, I figured. | only
had a duffel bag for clothes, plus my guitar case. It took me a few minutes to
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put everything together, and | took a long look at the room. Big bed, fluffy
pillows, clean and quiet and starched, a luxurious respite from the apartment |
had to scour and sweep myself if | wanted to keep it free of ants and rats. 1’d
miss it even more than 1’d miss the stage at the Opry, miss that moment of
bittersweet triumph when a thousand military men put their hands together for
a scrawny singer who wasn’t even brave enough to face his feelings. With a
sigh, | retreated to the door and headed downstairs.

“Sir, I’m not allowed to give out that information!”

A concierge’s voice, booming and full, hit me the minute | stepped out of
the elevator. A group of hotel patrons were standing close to the elevator
banks, looking at something around the corner and whispering to each other.

“Did you not hear what | just told you?”

“I heard you, sir, but we have confidentiality, please, I’m going to have to
call the police.”

My head pulsed. Some loudmouth was stalking one of the celebrities
staying here. Maybe | would go back upstairs and hide in that room until it all
blew over. | hit the elevator button.

“Didn’t you watch the damn concert? That song. It was about me.”
My guitar hit the floor with a slam and jangle of strings.
“The song was about Brandon. I’m Brandon. Look at my license, that’s

me.

| didn’t hear my duffel bag hit the floor. I didn’t hear my own feet scuff
against the tile. | felt it all, but everything was muted. All that mattered was
action. Was getting around that corner. Was coming face to face with—

Brandon.

| lifted my sunglasses from my eyes and stared, open-mouthed.
Brandon.

“Richie?”

Oh, my God. The curly hair. The arms. The eyes. It was. It was him.
“Richie, it’s me.” The corner of his mouth, quirking upward—that smile—
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his fingers reaching out... “It’s me,” he said, again, but | knew, | knew from
the smile, and when | propelled myself full speed into his arms, he laughed.

He laughed. Thank God.

| held him, shaking, not caring who saw, not caring if my career imploded
and | received death threats from fundamentalists for the rest of my life, all the
nightmare scenarios flashing by me like slapstick comedy, too ludicrously
unimportant to be anything but cause for laughter. And soon | was laughing
too, my head buried in his shoulder, feeling the warm rich rumble of his voice
as his laugh joined mine, as his arms held me tight and everything that was
wrong with the world righted itself.

He kissed me, right there in front of everybody, and his lips were soft and
it was as though no time had passed, as though we’d just kissed goodnight on
the back porch of my parents’ house the night before. | don’t know if | was
laughing or crying into the kiss. Maybe both. Probably both.

The first sign that any time had passed was the flash of his dog tags in my
vision when | pulled back. I slid my hand under them, remembering a pair
winking at me from the blackness last night. “Were you at the concert?” |
asked. The idea seemed too wondrous to be real.

He laughed again, and if he never answered me and just kept making that
joyful noise for the rest of my life it would have been okay. “We watched the
concerton TV,” he said, “My folks and me. | told you I was going to see them
first when | got back, didn’t 1?”

| nodded. I’d reread that letter enough times to recite it from memory.
“Then how’d you—"

“You should have seen it, Richie,” he said, grinning. “You played that
song, and it ended, and | was just sitting there with my jaw on the floor. And
my parents looked at me, and my father cleared his throat, and suddenly | was
all ‘1 gotta go.” And I rode all night ’til I got here.”

He nodded toward the front doors, big glass affairs with a revolving door
in the middle. On the other side, a policeman was busy writing up a ticket for
an ostentatious motorcycle parked right up on the sidewalk.
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“Oh, my God,” | said, and Brandon looked back and took note, but didn’t
care. | wanted to yell at him. A parking ticket like that was going to cost real
money. But it was Brandon, and he was here, and suddenly | understood why
he never took anything seriously. He knew the things that really counted, and a
parking ticket wasn’t one.

But he looked like he’d remembered one just now. His face had drained of
color. “Richie,” he said. “There’s not—there’s nobody else, is there? | didn’t
just screw you up, did 1?”

| looked him square in the eye. “There were others,” | said. “But none of
them were you.”

The recognition of his own words flashed through his face and then he was
bringing me in for another kiss, and though there were scoffs around me and
maybe that policeman was headed in here next to break us up | didn’t care.
Brandon’s lips were on mine again and we were pressed together so tight
nobody could break us apart. Everything that mattered was all right.

“Think I can fit on that?” | said, looking back toward the motorcycle.
“With my bag and my guitar? | wanna go back home with you.”

He blinked. “You do? To your folks?”

“I miss them. Besides,” | shrugged, “I’ve never been on a motorcycle
before.”

“You—" He kept blinking, as though somehow his sight could clear and
make sense of my words. “Let me get this straight. You’ve played at the Opry,
but you’ve never ridden on a motorcycle?”

| frowned. “So? So what?”

Brandon just threw back his head and laughed. And after a moment |
laughed too, pressing my face into his leather jacket, my grin wide and my
heart sailing. It was pretty funny, when | thought about it again. But my
laughter wasn’t amusement, it was happiness. Brandon and | were laughing
together again, just like I’d prayed. That missing piece of me was back, strong
and unbroken by time or war. Brandon’s laughter was ringing in my ears
again.
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“Get your stuff,” he said, kissing the top of my head.

| looked up at him expectantly, and he gave me a grin and nodded.

“C’mon, Richie. I’ll take you home.”

THE END

88
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LUCKY PANTIES
By MC Houle

Byron Leighten’s grin could have reached the sky, if he weren’t walking
on clouds already. He’d woken at peace, something that hadn’t happened in
months. His first day at MeShoes had gone well. And after that, when he went
to Pink Laces to buy a pair of lace panties for a non-existent girlfriend, he
hadn’t stuttered to the clerk over there. Nothing could compare to that feeling
of pure happiness.

Silence reigned when he arrived home, as his calls for his sister went
ignored. He assumed she was with friends or listening to loud music. Two
years had been enough to change his sweet little sister into a twelve-year-old
rebellious teenager.

Then his father appeared from the kitchen, holding Byron’s washed-out
black backpack. The last time his father had looked that red and puffy Byron
had broken the window of his father’s beloved car. He was seven at the time,
and that face still scared Byron to the bones.

“Dad?”
“Don’t you fuckin’ call me Dad.”

Byron stepped back. His voice was smug and confident, but he didn’t feel
as such. “What have | done this time?”

One twist of fate and the day had turned sour.

The slap stung, but not as much as the act itself. His father was known to
anger easily and violently, but never against them. The wall, sometimes, but
never Byron, Amber or their mother, while she still lived.

“Get out of my house.”
“What? Dad!”

Byron stopped listening to his broken pride and implored him. They had
moved after his mother’s death, just before college. He had nowhere to go,
knew no one in the neighborhood.
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His father got very close, very fast, and his breath smelled strongly of
bourbon. Byron’s body tensed in expectation of a slap that didn’t come. “Get
out of my house, faggot.”

His first reflex was to deny it. He wanted to deny it. He did it for twenty-
two years, one more wouldn’t hurt. Hell, two days ago he would have denied
It.

The words stuck in his throat.

That morning, for the first time in months, years, he had accepted he was
gay. And now he was forced out of the closet.

He closed his mouth without saying anything.

His father leaned in. Byron’s reflexes kicked in, and he squeezed against
the wall. If he hadn’t moved, the edge of the door would have hit him in the
shoulder when his father opened it.

His father grabbed him by the shoulder and pushed him outside. Byron
stumbled out the door where he was able to stand in the wild garden instead of
crashing onto the cement.

His father slammed the door.

Byron knocked furiously, calling for his dad, even calling him “Daddou”
like he hadn’t done in years.

“Please, let’s talk about it.”

After a while, he accepted that his father wasn’t going to answer. He
stepped back and caught Amber looking at him. Her hand rested against the
window as if she wanted to reach out.

He blew her a kiss for comfort, as tears began to pour down her face. She
opened the window.

“Don’t go. Please don’t go.”

“I’m fine, Gem.” He even used her childhood nickname, hoping to make it
better. “Don’t worry about me.”

He saw his father go into her room and force the window closed. Just
before he lost contact, he heard his sister yelling that she didn’t care, and that
she loved him.
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Byron promised to call her, but he didn’t think she heard him. He waited to
be sure his father didn’t hurt her, only left her to cry in her bedroom.

Instead of contacting her again and risking his father’s wrath falling on her,
Byron opened his bag and checked what he had: some clothes, his wallet, his
uncharged smartphone, and his non-refundable airline ticket for the end of the
summer. At least he had money to survive on until a solution came along. He
still had school tuition and the rent on his apartment back in Philly to worry
about.

After glancing one last time at the house, he walked down the street and
headed toward the rest of his life.

*kkk

Byron drifted away from the suburban neighborhood. The sky had
darkened before he made it to the downtown area. He used his credit card to
pay for the last train to leave that night.

“I’m sorry sir, but the card has been declined.”

Byron’s nerves exploded in laughter, but he calmed when he realized that
the woman at the counter was looking at him as if he had two heads. He
walked away.

“Sir, don’t you want your card?”

He didn’t turn to her, just gestured that he didn’t care. And there went his
sleeping plans. Hell, there went any plans involving money. The twenty bucks
in his wallet wasn’t going to get him far. For a second, he thought about
sleeping on the station’s benches, but the large lettered sign “NO SLEEPING
HERE” was a dead giveaway.

Besides, he already shivered from the cold. That early in the summer the
nights were still fresh and cool. The only idea he had was to head back to
Philly where he might find some friendly soul to shelter him. Unless the word
has already gotten around about what happened with his ex-roommate,
Truman. He still needed to get there. He couldn’t get the money back for his
ticket, but he hoped maybe he could sell it.

He put his hand in his pocket and grabbed the panties he bought at Pink
Laces. He had forgotten about them but now that he thought about it, the soft
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fabric between his fingers made him feel somewhat safe and optimistic, like
suddenly the situation wasn’t so miserable anymore.

He wanted to wear them so badly he went to the closest restroom. An odor
of piss and bleach assaulted him and he gagged. He sighed at the feel of the
fabric against his thighs, and it felt even better on his cock. Maybe a little
tight, but he would know to get a larger size next time. He put his forehead
against the door. The soft blue paint crackled, but he smiled anyway.

He felt it again, the sense of power he had when he’d picked them up in the
shop, and it didn’t faze the salesgirl. She’d assumed they were for his
girlfriend, and he hadn’t contradicted her. He’d gotten out of the store feeling
as if nothing could put him down anymore, like he was the king of the world.

And he felt it again.

The door of the restroom opened, and he jumped at the sound of two
strong, drunken voices. He buried his boxers in his bag and slipped on his
jeans. He washed his hands, somewhat intimidated by the aura of the two bear-
type, forty-something drunks. As he was leaving, one of the men stopped him.

Byron had a great view of his soft cock, still dripping with urine. He
stepped back when the man shook it.

“You’re not leaving already, are you, sweet pea?”
“I need to take the train before it leaves.”

The other man laughed loudly, sending a displeasing shiver through
Byron’s spine. “Well you’re not in luck ’cause it already left.”

Byron wasn’t afraid of fighting, but he was tired, and they were taller, and
bigger, and probably stronger than him. He could have gotten away with it if
the guy was alone, but two to one was against the odds.

He could almost read the headline. “Pansy-boy found dead in downtown
restroom. He was wearing women’s underwear.”

He wasn’t planning on letting that happen. He moved one of his legs back,
ready to pounce at the first sign of attack. The first man stepped toward Byron
when the door behind him opened. The light from the outside lamp blinded
Byron, and all he could see was the silhouette of a man about the same size
and shape of the other two.
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He stepped into the restroom, and Byron got a good look at his face.
“Everything okay in here?”

Byron muttered something about having a train to catch and left in a hurry,
trying to put the most distance between those men and him.

*k*k*k

The street was empty of pedestrians, and the cars drove by fast, heedless of
him. He ignored the eighteen-wheeler truck that slowed down, but he couldn’t
ignore the low voice calling for him. The truck had the black logo of Aboil
Inc. The driver opened the passenger door and Byron noticed it was the same
man who had given him the opportunity to escape earlier.

“You going somewhere, boy?”
“Rosetown.”
“You need a lift?”

Byron didn’t hesitate for long. He was sick of walking. And how much
trouble could he get into in half an hour? He pulled himself up into the truck.

“Thanks.”

The radio played alternative-rock shit. He yawned and leaned his head on
the seat. He was almost asleep when the man spoke again.

“Bad day, eh?”

“Yeah.” He kept his answer short on purpose, hoping the driver would
understand and shut up.

Byron closed his eyes, and leaned back again. Yet he couldn’t fall asleep.
He kept having the freaky feeling of being watched. He opened his eyes to get
confirmation that, yes, the driver was glancing at him. The driver smiled at
him, and Byron’s bad feelings were confirmed when he suddenly felt a hand
caressing his thigh.

He moved his leg away, and sat up, alert.
“Don’t,” he said loud and clear.
If he had apologized, Byron would have let it go.

“You didn’t think you could get a lift without paying your dues, did you?”
The driver grinned at him.
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“l have cash.”
“l don’t need your money, boy. Just a blow job.”

The driver put his hand behind his neck and pulled Byron in the direction
of his crotch.

Byron pushed back and made an attempt to open the door, but it was
locked. The hand gripped his hair, hard, and pulled again. This time, Byron
pushed against the man’s shoulder. The truck swerved in the middle of the
road, as if unable to decide which lane to take.

The driver ignored Byron as he tried to right the truck; so he used the time
to shake the door handle to open it.

“It’s locked, little bastard, and don’t you dare leave without delivering on
your promise.”

“I never promised anything.” Byron’s voice was shaky and breathless.

“You did when you got in the truck. NOW. SUCK. MY. FUCKING.
DICK!”

He grabbed Byron by the hair and pulled. He forced Byron’s head down
towards his thigh. Resisting didn’t get Byron far away from the driver, but it
did help him not to get too close.

Byron had his nose an inch away from the guy’s cock, which he must have
freed while Byron was trying to escape.

He grimaced in disgust, as the driver’s hand got harder to fight off. In a last
attempt, he grabbed the man’s throat with his left hand and pushed back while
his free hand grabbed the half hard cock and pressed until the man screamed, a
high-pitched cry of pain.

As the man pushed him away from him, Byron grabbed the steering wheel.

He felt the vibration when the truck hit the shoulder of the road. The street
seemed to dogleg to the left, as Byron’s head hit the roof of the truck. He felta
sudden pain in his back and then everything went dark.

*kkk
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It seemed to Byron that he had a ton of bricks on his chest, making sitting
up impossible. He wanted to speak, but something lodged in his throat
wouldn’t let him.

He didn’t know where he was. Last thing he remembered was—Amber
begging him to stay. No wait. The driver trying to—he shivered just thinking
about it. Wanted to throw up. Someone came in—a cute, blue-eyed man, and
Byron fell back into limbo.

When he woke for the second time, he felt better until he sat up too fast.
He coughed, and his vision blacked out. The room spun, but his balance came
back after a second or two. This time, the whiteness of the room and the
backless gown gave away his location: a hospital. He was alive, and that was
better than the alternative. The small but persistent pain in his left leg turned
out to be related to the cast that went from his toes to above his knee. He had
to use his hands to help move his broken leg, and just doing that took so much
effort it left him breathing heavily. He thought about lying down again, but
then the cost of the hospitalization came to mind, and he decided against it.

He put his good foot on the ground, but when he did the same thing with
the other one, a flash of pain travelled up his leg and he hissed. He grabbed the
edge of the bed, refusing to let the tears escape his eyes.

A blonde nurse came over to him and pushed him to lie back on the bed.

“But I need to go.” Byron wasn’t proud of the whining in his voice.

“Your doctor needs to see you before we let you leave, okay?”

“I don’t—"

“It’s hospital policy. We just need to make sure your situation isn’t life-
threatening anymore.”

Too exhausted to oppose, he surrendered to the confines of his bed.

The next person to enter into the room was a tall man wearing black pants,
a light blue shirt, and a black tie under his white coat. There was an authority
in his demeanor that excited Byron in the same way Professor Goldbarth had
during his first semester.

“I’m Doctor Cobin Shrenk. Can you tell me your name?”
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“Byron.” He seemed to be waiting for something, so Byron continued,
“Leighten.”

“Well, Byron Leighten, how are you feeling today?”

“Really good. Can I go?”

“How’s your leg.”

“I’m telling you I’'m fine.”

“How old are you, kid?”

Byron was exasperated, but he answered anyway. “Twenty-two.”

The doctor was skeptical; Byron could see it by the way his eyebrows
flinched.

“Look it up. | have a file here. L-E-1-G-H-T-E-N.”

Doctor Shrenk made note of it in the little pad of paper he had with him,
then tore off the sheet to give it to the nurse. “Get me his file,” he told her,
before going back to Byron. “You have insurance?”

“l used to, but not anymore.”

The nurse was back with the file, and the doctor ignored Byron while he
read it. Byron shifted. He didn’t like being ignored.

“Actually, your insurance seems to still be valid.”
“Not for long.” Byron muttered.
“Why the hurry then? Stay at least one more night.”

Byron hesitated, but seriously, where else would he go? His father
wouldn’t think about the insurance for a while anyway. And it wasn’t like his
father wasn’t somewhat responsible for his predicament.

“Good, because you did give us quite a scare you know. If you need to call
someone, ask one of the nurses or there’s a pay phone in the hall.”

Byron nodded. There wasn’t anyone to call.

“If you’re good now, I’m going on to my next patient, and you can ask the
nurse if you think of something.”

“My leg does hurt, and | kind of have a headache.”
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“Of course you do, especially with the whack to your head. I’ll get you
some acetaminophen.”

Byron wanted to look at the hot doctor some more, but he didn’t say
anything as the man left. He couldn’t help thinking about how his ass must
look under the coat.

*kkk
The nurse needed to clean the cut on his back.
“Couldn’t I clean it myself? Haven’t | had enough humiliation for today?”

Earlier that day, he was given the clothes he had been wearing, with the
panties on display. Byron hadn’t been able to look into the girl’s eyes. She had
a great view of his bum as she cleaned his lower back.

“There, it’s over. It wasn’t so bad, was it?”
“Did you hear what | said about being humiliated?”

She wasn’t angered by his dry tone, and she didn’t look guilty at all.
Instead, she sent him a compassionate glance and he hated her more just for
that.

Byron was alone for five seconds before the nurse was replaced by a cop.
Byron knew it had to come at some point, but he preferred not to think about
his father, the driver, or the accident. There was too much to think about, too
much anger and frustration, and deep down, pain and sadness.

“I’m Officer Rick March. | have some questions about the accident.”

Despite himself, his voice cracked. “Did anyone die?” He wouldn’t be able
to forgive himself if someone had died because of him.

“The driver didn’t survive. But there were no other casualties.”
Byron sighed. “I don’t want to talk about it.”
“It’s just a few questions.”

He couldn’t bear talking about the attempted rape. “Don’t | have the right
not to answer?”

“You do. But it doesn’t look good. The driver was found unzipped. Ifitis
proven that you were—hum—satisfying him before the accident, you could be
arrested for manslaughter.”
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“What? No!”” Suddenly, his mind was going to the worst-case scenario. He
didn’t consider himself pretty, but he was sure he wouldn’t survive being
around those kind of men he’d find in jail and getting away untouched. “I
didn’t do anything. He—he was—"

He couldn’t talk. The words collided together; his heart beat so hard he
was convinced the officer could hear it. He was saved by Doctor Shrenk.

“| said to take it easy, not to attack the poor kid.”
“You don’t really have a say.”
“l do have a say if it’s for the well-being of my patient.”

They looked at each other, both trying to out-dominate the other, and
Byron glanced between the two men. It was really impressive.

The cop finally bent. “I’ll come back with a warrant.”

With the cop gone, Byron muttered, “I didn’t want to.”

“I believe you.”

“You do?” Byron couldn’t hide the surprise or his pleasure in hearing that.

“People do stuff they don’t want to when they don’t have money or feel
lonely.”

Crestfallen, Byron shook his head. “You don’t get it. I didn’t let him, and
then [—”

Doctor Shrenk touched his shoulder and squeezed. “It’s okay. You don’t
have to explain yourself to me.”

Byron wiped his eye with a rude gesture. “I’m not going to cry over this.”
He was glad the doctor didn’t say anything about his moment of weakness.
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Just having Doctor Shrenk—or Cobin like he’d started to call him in his
head—in the room was enough to relax Byron. He was always nice to him,
and despite knowing it was only his job to do so, it gave Byron a warm
feeling.

The cop didn’t come back with a warrant, but he did bring Byron’s
backpack to him. The backpack smelled of smoke, and it was burned in places.
Byron was lucky to get the rest of his stuff back.
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Byron was feeling more comfortable now that he was wearing his real
clothes (including his brand new underwear), so he barely felt himself
blushing when he asked Cobin point blank if he was single. Damn panties
were making him do stupid stuff.

It was better received than he expected from someone he wasn’t even sure
was gay. Cobin smiled at him and didn’t actually reject him.

“l can’t date a patient.”

“Well, I wouldn’t be a patient anymore if you were to release me.”
Byron would swear that Cobin’s laugher was flirtatious.

“And have you on the streets? | much prefer to have you well.”

He wanted to tell Cobin he didn’t need his help, but he did need it. He just
wasn’t going to tell him that either. Plus, it was really sweet of Cobin to say
that.

Byron gazed into his eyes and only glanced away when he heard a familiar
voice from the reception desk. It wasn’t even close to the room but the loud
voice carried.

Cobin went into the hall and headed in the direction of the desk.

Byron gripped the crutches next to his bed and hobbled towards the hall
but stayed inside the door.

“Is there a problem?”
“Doctor, this man here wants me to cancel a paid insurance claim.”

“Sir, you need to contact your insurance company for this. We only send
them the bill. If you really want to, I can direct you to the billing office.”

Byron was really impressed with the way Cobin was able to get his father
to back down. His father calmed down, but when he saw Byron in the
doorway, he bypassed Cobin and came screaming at Byron.

Byron’s retreat was hampered by his cast, and he could only back up
towards his bed. He heard the nurse calling a Code White and Cobin needed
the help of two guards to keep Bryon’s father away from him. He was still
calling Byron a fag as he was escorted outside.
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Other patients came out into the hall to see what was happening, but Byron
didn’t care because he had Cobin asking him if he was okay as Cobin put a
hand on his shoulder.
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Byron held both crutches in one hand so that he could dig the folded
pamphlet for the local shelter out of his pocket. Despite his efforts to keep
them under his arm, the left crutch slid on the ground and it took all of his
balance to stay upright. He cursed and bent down to pick it back up. Damn cast
didn’t allow himto bend at the knee, so he had to get into an awkward position
to retrieve it. Doing so without putting any pressure on his broken leg was
nearly impossible. He had just enough reflexes to put the palm of his hand out
on the cement to protect his nose as he fell. He sat and placed his leg in a more
comfortable position by using his arms to move it.

He wasn’t going to cry. He’d promised himself that, but it didn’t make it
any easier.

A nervous laugh bubbled inside him, and he had no other choice than to let
it go. If only he hadn’t alienated the few friends he had, maybe he would have
someone to call. It didn’t help that his cellphone was destroyed in the accident.
Now, all he could do was find a way to survive until the end of the summer so
he could catch his flight and mend his friendships. Maybe he could convince
his ex-boss to hire him again. He was going to need a new job more than
anything. Of course, he could always keep the one at MeShoes, but the long
commute would be a pain.

Feeling confident of his new plan, and with hope warming him (despite the
already warm day), he used his good leg and his hands to stand again. He was
almost there when he fell again. He didn’t reach the ground this time because
someone was suddenly holding him from behind.

“You okay, kid?”

Byron recognized that smooth voice because he’d been fantasizing for days
about it whispering the most obscene things to him.

Byron turned to the left, but Cobin didn’t move. His arm slid around
Byron’s lower back and left a heated path in its wake. With his nose almost in
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Cobin’s neck, Byron picked up the scent of his cologne. It was intoxicating,
but not as much as feeling the strong, obviously-well-maintained body against
him, or Cobin’s touch.

“What are you doing outside?”
“l was leaving.”
“Already? I thought we had decided you’d stay until tomorrow?”

Byron’s voice echoed the regret of Cobin’s demeanour. “It wasn’t really
my choice. My father revoked the insurance.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.” Byron believed him. “You have somewhere to
go?!l

“They gave me the address of a shelter close by. I guess I’ll go there until |
get a job or something.”

Byron tried to not sound defeated, but Cobin picked up on it. “Not the most
fun, eh.”

“Well, 1I’d much rather stay with you, but I don’t suppose it’s a
possibility.” He said it like it was a joke (a really flirtatious one at that), but
deep down, he couldn’t be more serious.

Whatever he thought Byron’s intentions were, Cobin moved slightly and
squeezed his shoulder. “I’ve been told my couch is really comfortable.”

Byron coughed, hoping he heard right. “I didn’t mean your couch—" He
couldn’t help the childish inflection on his last word. He figured there was
nothing wrong with some flirtation. It wasn’t like it was going to go
somewhere, was it?

“I"'m afraid it’s all I can offer for now.”

“Really?” Byron stepped back as he realized Cobin was serious. “Because
that would be way better than the shelter.”

Cobin smiled and pointed towards the parking lot. “My car is that way.”
Byron took a step and then stopped. “Wait? Aren’t you working?”

“Oh no, | just forgot something in my locker yesterday and was picking it
up. I can get it later,” Cobin said quickly.
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“No really, you should go. | can wait.”
“You sure? Well, at least get back inside and sit in the waiting room.”

Cobin led him inside and hurried away. “Can you believe | forgot my
phone at work?”” Cobin said as he returned and Byron smiled back at him. The
apartment building they drove to was on the north side of town, not so far from
the hospital. A safe, middle class neighborhood which had been developed a
lot in the last couple of years.

Acting like the gentleman Byron was hoping he wasn’t, Cobin unlocked
the door and let him go first.

“You don’t want the elevator to be out of service.” Byron said when he
saw Cobin clicking on the twelfth floor button.

“They have a great service. The first and second basements are for storage,
and the first also has the utility room.” Five girls took that moment to stop the
elevator door from closing and got inside. Cobin nodded at them, and had to
move closer to give them space, but didn’t stop talking to Byron. “The
janitor’s office is on the ground. There’s a gym on the fourth; I’ll try to put
you on my membership if you want.”

Byron had a hard time concentrating on something other than Cobin’s
scent and his proximity.

“I’d like that.”

“Good. We also have a playroom on the fifth, and the rest is all apartments
and lofts.”

“WOW. 7

“Yeah | know. All that’s missing is a pool, but there’s one about two
blocks down the street.”

The group of girls left them on the seventh, but Cobin didn’t move away.
They were quiet for the last few seconds of the ride. The hallway smelled like
cleaning products and there were only three doors. Cobin unlocked 1202 and
once again let Byron go through first.

The loft was narrow but long, with a lot of empty space. The walls were
neutral colors but Byron loved the art that hung on the walls. It was classy,
warm and welcoming.
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Byron heard the patter of feet on the light hardwood floor, then a whimper
as a pug ran to them. He was the cutest little thing, all black and compact, and
Byron bent to rub his head.

“You’re a good dog, aren’t you?”

“His name’s Percy. | have a cat too, but he’s most likely hidden under the
couch. I hope you’re not allergic.”

Cobin told Percy to go to his bed.

Byron faced the kitchen at the corner to the left of the loft where the
counter made a U-shape with the stainless fridge and stove. Byron didn’t look
long though, as the whole wall behind it was actually a window. He skirted the
counter, passed under the spiral staircase, and hurried to the window as fast as
his leg allowed him. If it wasn’t for the crutches, he wouldn’t have been able
to stop himself from leaving his handprint on the window. Beyond Rosetown,
which he bet had a view that was even more beautiful at night, he could see
Lake Erie.

“Wow.”
“You should see it at sundown. It’s worth the price of the loft in itself.”

Byron turned from the window to smile at Cobin. At his left was the living
room, with an actual real fireplace instead of one of those fake things. Behind
the black leather couch was a painting—a colorful interpretation of a romantic
walk in the park. Bryon went closer in an attempt to see the painting at a better
angle. He bent his healthy knee on the couch in between the green and purple
cushions—there were six in total, each one of the colors of the rainbow. His
other leg dangled over the couch’s edge. A black and white cat ran from
beneath the couch back towards the kitchen.

The couple on the painting was holding each other close under an
umbrella.

“It’s two men!”

He heard the soft laugher of Cobin behind him. “According to my mom,
it’s me and the future love of my life.”

If Byron would have turned his head any faster he would have broken his
neck in addition to his leg. “Your mom?”
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“She painted it.”
“Really?”
“She’s a talented artist. Every painting in the loft is by her.”

“You’re really lucky.” Byron could barely hide the little bitter part of
himself from being heard in his voice. It made him miss his mother. She would
have been okay with him being gay and she would have been able to calm his
father.

Cobin put a hand on his shoulder and Byron sat on the couch. It was good
to have his leg in a normal position for once.

“My bedroom and the bathroom are upstairs. You can’t see it from here,
but the bathroom door is on the left. You just have to push.”

The upstairs was about a half of the total loft, protected from falling by a
curved stainless railing. The peculiarity of the loft was that, from where he was
sitting, he could see himself.

“A mirror. The wall is a mirror?”

Cobin shuffled his feet. “Not my idea. | should tell you that it’s a one-way
mirror, so it’s basically a window from my side of the bedroom. We’ll have to
find some way to give you some privacy.”

Byron was honest when he said he didn’t mind. It was so much better than
the homeless shelter anyway, and he didn’t have to do anything to have a safe
place.

“At least they put an actual wall in the bathroom. They did, right?”
Cobin shrugged apologetically. “You get used to it.”

“Oh my God!” Byron put his hand on his mouth. “Who designed that
shit?”

“I don’t know. Someone with a weird God complex.”
Byron lowered his voice on purpose. “I see everything. | am everything.”

Cobin burst out laughing, and Byron liked how it made his shoulders relax,
how he bent in two and held his chest, and mostly, how the strong, low tone
sent sparkles up his spine.
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His cock hardened. He was young, and hadn’t had sex since things had
gone to shit with his ex-roommate/fuck-buddy/boyfriend/whatever. He
grabbed Cobin by the belt and pulled. Cobin fell atop him. His cologne made
Byron’s head spin, and he felt Cobin’s minty breath against his skin. Cobin
glanced into his eyes and then at his lips. He wasn’t making any moves, so
Byron didn’t hesitate to stretch up and kiss him.

The touch was electric. Byron reacted to it, opening his mouth to welcome
Cobin’s tongue. He moaned, or maybe Cobin did.

Byron reached behind Cobin to pull him closer, wanting to touch him. His
free hand reached for his belt.

But Cobin didn’t let him. He moved backward, breaking the kiss. He
pulled Byron’s hand away from his belt. “You don’t have to do this.”

“But | want to.” Byron went to kiss him again but Cobin moved away from
his reach.

“I’m serious, kid. You don’t owe me anything.”

Byron opened his mouth to deny it, but Cobin was already on another
subject.

“Are you hungry? | know you missed dinner at the hospital. Or you can
watch TV. I have cable and all.”

And as Cobin went to the fridge and babbled about what he had and could
do, Byron kept thinking about how now he was going to have blue balls all
evening.
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By the time Cobin put something into the microwave, Byron made his way
slowly to the wall opposite the window where a display was installed on the
wall. A curvy contemporary piece of dark reflective metal was in the middle,
with two frames on each side. Cobin was in the first picture with a baby
wrapped in his arms, a young teenager, barely older than Amber, maybe
thirteen or fourteen, and an older woman with a salt-and-pepper version of
Cobin’s hair color.

The next picture showed a man in his thirties, looking a lot like Cobin—the
same nose—but bulkier and wearing flannel and overalls. He had a fishing
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pole in one hand, and the other was holding up a trout. The boy at his side,
around eight, was holding up the tail of the fish. His chin was high, his eyes
gleaming, and his father looked just as proud himself.

Byron recognized Percy the pug in the third picture. A baby in a white
dress was holding the dog by the neck but Percy didn’t seem to mind. The cat
was trying to get into the fun too, putting its paw onto the baby’s back.

Cobin was also in the last picture, this time with a shorter man. He had an
arm around Cobin’s shoulder and was laughing into Cobin’s neck. There was
so much emotion in the picture, in the way their eyes sparkled, in the way the
man held Cobin close, and in the laugh lines on Cobin’s face.

Byron smiled derisively. The boyfriend, he thought. “You look happy
together.”

“What?”

“You and the hot guy, you look great together. I’'m sorry | pushed. I didn’t
know you had a boyfriend. I’ll keep my hands to myself from now on.” Byron
hadn’t heard Cobin coming, so he shuffled back a step, right into Cobin’s
chest.

“That’s Nathan, my best friend. We’re not—we’re just friends.”

Byron turned to face Cobin, but he didn’t move away from him. “But
you’d like that, wouldn’t you.”

Cobin’s eyes on him, his scent, and his proximity, all hypnotized him.
“Some things aren’t meant to be.”

Byron bit the corner of his mouth. He only had to move forward a little; he
didn’t even have to move his injured leg, just stretch his neck, and his lips
would touch Cobin’s.

But then someone knocked on the door and Cobin was walking away.
Byron hunched and tightened his lips but didn’t say anything.

He forced a smile when he saw the man from the picture at the door. The
man was keeping him away from Cobin so Byron resented him. What was he
doing here if he didn’t want Cobin anyway?

The man—Nathan—was welcomed by Percy, but as soon as he saw Byron
he gasped, and slowly stood up.
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“Hi.” The sound was drawn out.

“Nathan, this is Byron. Byron, meet Nathan. He’s also the man who
rescued you from the truck.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, you look great. | mean healthy.” They glanced at each other. No
words. No gestures.

“l was making sandwiches, do you want some?” Cobin said.

Nathan glanced away from Byron and told Cobin he had already eaten.
Byron couldn’t stay now. He didn’t think he had ever been with so many hot
guys in the same room before.

Cobin went back to the kitchen counter and the sandwiches, and Byron
followed Nathan’s glance at Cobin’s ass.

Byron made his way to the counter as he imagined how totally hot Cobin
and Nathan would be together in a bed, naked. Nathan joined them at the
counter.

Cobin slid a plate to Byron who sat on the bench and took a bite. He
devoured the sandwich like he hadn’t eaten in a week, which might as well be
the case with Rosetown Hospital’s food.

Byron swallowed. He wasn’t sure what deity had possessed him to torture
himself like this but he asked Nathan how long he’d known Cobin.

“He patched me up after | got shot the first time.”
Fucking shit, Byron thought. “You’ve been shot? That sucks.”

“And it hurts like shit. But anyway, he operated on my shoulder and got
the bullet out without ruining my shoulder and the rest is history.”

Byron ate the rest of the sandwich, emptied his full glass of water, and
excused himself.

“l don’t want to get in the way of whatever you have planned.”

“Don’t worry.” Cobin put a hand on his shoulder, and Byron pushed away
the sudden happy jitters that gave him. “We were just going to the gym.”

“You should go then. | can entertain myself. I’ll try to call my sister and
watch TV.” Please stay, he thought.
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“If you’re sure—" Cobin grabbed a piece of paper and scribbled
something. “This is my cell number. I’ll have it with me and | won’t leave the
building. Call if there’s anything. You can use my computer on the living
room table.”

Cobin and Nathan hesitated a little, but in the end Byron looked secure
about not needing them. He refused to be a burden.

Nathan picked up a gym bag near the door as Byron was walking to the
living room area.
Fa—
Byron bypassed his father by calling Amber on her cellphone.
“You give me just a minute, Kerry.”
“So I’m Kerry now. Is Dad nearby?”
For a moment, all he heard was Amber breathing on the phone.
“Not anymore.”
“He’s treating you all right, isn’t he?”

“He’s an asshole, that’s what he is. Can you believe he actually went
through my cell and blocked your number? Now the only one I have access to
Is the one from my contact list.”

“How did you—"

“l asked Lindsay to hack into Dad’s account and we played with the
parental permissions.”

“Amber.” He wanted to scowl at her but he couldn’t pretend he wasn’t
happy to hear her voice.

“He won’t know. He had to ask Lindsay’s father how to change them in the
first place.”

“Just don’t make it difficult for him, okay?”

“Don’t defend him. After what he did to you!”

“I’m not defending him but you are living with him.”
“I could go live with you.”
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Byron heard the whining, but he refused to encourage it. “Gem, it would be
illegal for you to come live with me without Dad’s permission.”

“l don’t care.”
“We’re both too pretty for jail.”

Her laugher caught in a sob and Byron’s chest tightened. “You know it
wouldn’t be realistic. But, eh, I’'m fine. I’m living with a—friend.”

He hadn’t been sure how to classify his budding relationship with Cobin
but he had figured that friend worked.

“A boyfriend? Are you like doing it with him?”

Byron thought he was going to choke on his own saliva. “A friend friend,
Gem. Why in hell would you think something like that?”

“Girls think about sex too, you know.”
“Not twelve-year-old ones, no.”

He could almost see her roll her eyes. “Thirteen. And Ashley already did it,
you know.”

No no no. That could not be happening. I need to ask Cobin to steal deadly
drugs and kill me before it gets to be too much.

“You mean sweet little Ashley? With her ponytails and sparkling ribbons?”

Amber had hummed on the phone but she hadn’t stayed serious. “You’re
so gullible.”

“Don’t joke about that. | almost had a heart attack.”

After that, they talked a little and Byron was all smiles when they hung up.
He was still smiling when Cobin came back from the gym.

“Someone’s happy.”
Byron sank back into the couch. “Yeah.”

Cobin smiled back and said something about a shower before going
upstairs. Byron watched him, thinking that it couldn’t feel better than at that
moment.

*kk*k
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Cobin had been in the shower for two minutes when Nathan entered the
apartment. He was still sweaty, his hair stuck to his forehead, and still wearing
his workout clothes. He called Cobin’s name so Byron told him where he was.

He was jumpy and his breath was fast and shaky. “Oh. You mind if [—”
He fingered the couch.

With his tight T-shirt and shorts, his square build, and the muscled arms,
Byron’s brain couldn’t find any good reason why he couldn’t sit there too.
With friends like that, no wonder Cobin hadn’t accepted his proposition. He
wouldn’t want himself either if he had someone like Nathan in his life.

Nathan sat next to him, but kept two pillows between them and crossed his
arms on his chest. Byron would have taken it personally if it wasn’t for
Nathan’s tensing at every movement.

“You okay?”

Nathan waved him off; his teeth tightened and pain flashed through his
eyes, eyes that seemed too blue to be natural. Byron pushed the pillows to the
ground and used his hands to get closer to Nathan without hurting his leg.
Nathan’s trapezius muscle tensed as Byron gripped his shoulder. Byron’s
mouth was dry and his voice flirtatious as he whispered in Nathan’s ear that
his ex-boyfriend loved his massages. Byron’s eyes followed Nathan’s Adam’s
apple as it moved up and down. He rubbed Nathan’s back muscles and
shivered when Nathan moaned low. It wasn’t long before Byron’s
ministrations and Nathan’s reactions got Byron hard.

If Nathan was this hot with just a massage, he didn’t want to imagine what
he would be like if he was blowing him. The image was just too clear in his
mind—on his knees, worshipping him with his tongue.

His cock was pressing against his jeans so Byron moved on the couch to
find a more comfortable position. He thought that maybe his cock may have
brushed against Nathan’s lower back, but Nathan didn’t react. Instead of
backing off, Byron raised himself up, kneeling behind Nathan with his broken
leg touching the wooden floor.

His hands slid down Nathan’s back, and Byron lowered his head. He was
close enough to kiss the base of Nathan’s neck; his cologne was reaching his
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nostrils, stronger and spicier than Cobin’s, when the bathroom door opened
and Byron jumped in surprise.

He was glad when Nathan moved away from him. What kind of whore was
he, jJumping on the best friend after having been rejected? Suddenly, he didn’t
want anything more than to disappear, to be anywhere but there, feeling so
dirty.

“I think I’d like to go to the bathroom.” His words were fast, and he stood
as he said them. He hurried as fast as he could to the stairs. He heard Nathan
moving behind him.

“Need help?” Nathan’s voice went straight to his cock.

His refusal was louder than he had intended it to be, and the stairs were
harder to go up than he thought. He almost fell twice and then Cobin was
grabbing his arm. Cobin forced him to stand and Byron’s arm circled his back
to make things easier, only realizing his mistake when Cobin’s fresh-out-of-
the-shower smell, and the heat of his bare chest against Byron, doubled his
arousal.

As soon as they hit the top of the stairs, Byron pushed open the bathroom
door and disappeared inside.

Just before the door closed behind him, he heard Cobin asking Nathan
what the hell had happened while he was in the shower.
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Byron purposely avoided watching them through the one-way mirror. He
didn’t want to know what they were saying. He still couldn’t believe what he
had almost done. If Cobin hadn’t been there, he would have propositioned
Nathan too. He watched himself in the mirror above the counter and couldn’t
stop a nervous chuckle. No wonder the two guys at the station and the driver
had wanted a piece of him. His mouth had a sour tang to it; his lips curled, and
he swallowed.

Cobin had said the neat, light scars would fade with time but Byron
couldn’t bring himself to care.

He was a fucking easy slut.
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He turned away from the mirror. The bathroom was simple—white, with a
bath and a shower, but nothing outside of the ordinary either. Well, besides the
one-way mirror.

He glanced at the living room. Cobin must be dressing in his bedroom
because Nathan was alone on the couch, crossing and uncrossing his legs,
readjusting himself. A flash of desire vibrated through Byron and he turned
away.

He splashed cold water on his face, hoping it would calm his erection or
his fast-beating heart. He didn’t do anything more than that, both as
punishment for being such an easy lay and because he was too petrified to do
that with both men so close.

He looked back at the living room but it was now empty. Deciding that he
couldn’t stay hidden forever, he left the bathroom.

Cobin joined him upstairs, taking two steps at a time. “I’m going to help
you.”

He didn’t trust his voice and nodded. Back downstairs, Byron looked
around.

“He’s gone back to the gym. He wasn’t done yet | guess.”

Byron rolled his eyes. Really? Asshole, he thought. “Well, there goes all
my effort.”

Cobin’s question could be seen all over his face.

“He was over-exerted so | massaged his back. Now he’s going to undo all |
did.”

He hated that sort of patient. When he did his first internship at the school
gym, he always had to fight with the students to listen. He thought a cop, of all
people, would know not to overdo it. It was making Byron moody but Cobin
laughed it off.

“That’s Nathan for you. He probably was trying to impress some twink
with how much he can lift.”

Byron frowned. He felt his cheeks reddening and his words rushed together
as he spoke. “It’s not funny. He could hurt himself. Gravely, even. Maybe
even have to leave the police force with just one little injury.”
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Cobin raised his hands, and realizing he was getting a little too
enthusiastic, Byron apologized. “It’s what I’m—was majoring in. Physical
Therapy. | want to work with athletes.”

“So you like sports?”

“All of them. Hockey, football, soccer, baseball, swimming, even fuckin’
artistic skating. I like to watch and play, but I’m not good enough to be a pro.
And | could never choose just one sport.” Once again, his arms moved in
excitement as he spoke, and he hit a frame which crashed to the floor. Byron
put his fist in his mouth. “Fuck.”

Cobin bent to put it back. The glass was broken right from the area of the
baby’s head ending on the cat’s ear.

“I’m so sorry.”
“It’s nothing. Just a frame. I’ll buy a new one.”
“I’ll pay you back.”

Byron thought he was going to refuse, but he must have looked imploring
enough, because he didn’t say anything. Byron sighed.

A growl took his attention away from Cobin and the picture. He hadn’t felt
it but Percy was patting his cast. Byron grabbed Percy under his front legs and
took him in his arms. He nudged his nose against Byron’s neck as Cobin was
looking for the cat.

“Not the most gay-friendly job, is it?”

Byron didn’t want to talk about it. Didn’t want to think about it. About
how much of a homophobic ass he’d been in high school, and even in college.
How he hurt his childhood best friend because he was gay, all the while
crushing on him, or how he hurt his roommate, Truman, because he was so
damn terrified of anyone finding out they were having sex.

He fidgeted on his feet but he didn’t have to say anything because the
clock chimed five and Cobin’s smile wavered.

“What?”
Cobin’s lips pressed together in a slight grimace. “It’s injection time.”
It didn’t explain much to Byron who frowned.
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“Horace is a diabetic.”

Byron tilted his head to the side. “Horace?” Who the hell was Horace? Not
another hot friend was he? Wasn’t Nathan enough to torture him?

Cobin laughed and the sound sent shivers through Byron’s body.

“The cat. He needs insulin, but he’s a brat. Let me just find him and you’ll
see.”

*kkk

Nathan was back just in time to see Horace fleeing the living room. He
threw the gym bag near the door.

“I see you still haven’t flogged him into submission.”

Cobin, his clothes and hair flattened by his struggles with Horace, burst out
laughing. “You’re the one who likes impact. I’m more of a punishment kind of
guy myself.”

The light sexual undertone made Byron blush. His plan was to ignore the
attraction and not act on it. That didn’t help him much. All he could think
about now was Cobin, ruler in hand, scolding him for some fictional
homework he hadn’t done.

He shuddered and found an escape by concentrating on Percy in his arms.
He heard a cough but he ignored it and still nuzzled the pug. Nathan laughed
deep and shoved Byron’s shoulder. The impact gave Percy the opportunity to
jump to the ground and escape to his bed next to the couch.

“So now you’re getting prudish.”

Itdidn’t really matter if it was Nathan’s intention to elude the massage, but
Byron didn’t like to be made fun of, and he still had the dirty feeling of
wanting both men. He kept his back straight, his chin high when he said with a
calm that contradicted his queasiness, “Well, maybe next time I’ll let you hurt
yourself by overworking.”

Nathan opened his mouth to say something but Cobin put a hand on
Nathan’s chest.

“Down boy. No need to get aggressive. Are you staying for supper?”
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The way Nathan responded to Cobin’s gesture and tone surprised Byron,
but if Nathan was anything like he was, Nathan would want to please Cobin
above everything else. It was fascinating to see Nathan nod and submit
completely to Cobin. Byron licked his lips and kept them apart. It was so hot
to see them like that. The sex between Nathan and Cobin would be passionate,
no doubt, if only they let go.

Byron’s chest felt heavy at the thought. It was just his luck to meet the two
hottest men in all Rosetown and have them so close and yet so out of his
reach.

Cobin stepped back from Nathan. “Sorry, kid.”

Byron ground his teeth. “What’s with you two calling me kid? You’re not
that much older than me.”

“We’re thirty!”

Like that explained everything, but Nathan coughed, apparently also
disagreeing with Cobin’s statement. “We’re twenty-nine, thank you very
much.”

“Not for very long.”
“Don’t talk to me about it.”

Cobin leaned on Byron to whisper loud enough for Nathan to hear, “His
birthday’s this month while mine’s next year. He’s cranky about it.”

Byron laughed into his hand and Nathan glanced at them.

“So what are we eating? Takeout, or is there anything edible in that kitchen
of yours?” Nathan asked Cobin. Then he turned to Byron and he whispered in
his ear, “He likes to pretend he knows how to cook, but really, don’t eat
anything he tells you he made.”

“Once. You were sick once, and | still hear about it every fuckin’ time.”

Byron liked the bickering between them and he forgot his earlier behavior
and no longer felt stuck in the middle. For a second, he cultivated the fantasy
of an us instead of a them.

Nathan went to the fridge, and Byron sat on one of the forest-green stools
while Cobin stood behind him. Byron tried to ignore Cobin’s hand on his
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lower back but all he could see was the equally distracting Nathan bending
over. That ass was just too great not to be looked at every chance he had.

Nathan twisted his body with his ass still in their direction. He had a square
container in his hands. “Your mother’s recipe?”

“Yeah.”
Nathan stood and glanced at them. “How do you feel about spaghetti, kid?”

Byron rolled his eyes and heard Cobin chuckling behind him. “Fine by me,
old man.”

The chuckles just got louder, this time joined by Nathan. “I like you more
and more, kid.”

Byron refused to admit that the comment flustered him.

**k*k*k

After a whole two weeks doing nothing but watching TV and playing
video games, Byron was itching to move, to do anything but hang around
doing nothing. His days were lonely since Cobin worked most of the day.

But now his leg felt better and didn’t hurt every time he put a little pressure
on it. He still needed the crutches, but he could walk around the loft for longer
periods of time. He’d tried to take a walk around the neighborhood, but it was
too soon and it hurt too much so he went back to the loft.

That Friday afternoon he borrowed Cobin’s membership card which was
lying on the kitchen counter. He couldn’t do much with his lower body but at
least he could keep his upper body in shape. He’d already noticed his abs were
less visible and his belly was softer. A broken leg didn’t mean he should get
complacent.

It was a good thing Cobin had taken him shopping for some clothes at the
thrift store (it was the only way Byron would have allowed him to pay). He
grabbed some comfortable clothes to wear at the gym.

The gym was mostly empty. Two girls were using the treadmills, and
Byron recognized them as two of the girls he saw in the elevator when he first
started living there. He tried to ignore them but they stayed in front of him,
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distracting in their tight white T-shirts and tiny—purple for one and pink for
the other—shorts. They had nothing to interest him but it wasn’t like they were
leaving room for his imagination. He kind of wished they would cover
themselves, especially since he’d forced himself to pretend he enjoyed such a
view for so long. Some habits died hard.

They stopped their workout, and as they wiped the sweat from their necks,
Byron made sure he wasn’t looking their way. He didn’t want them to think
they could approach him.

Luckily, a young man started using the treadmill next to him and Byron
moved quickly. If he was already talking to someone, there was less chance of
getting chatted up by the girls.

Irvine was only a couple years older than Byron, new in the building, and
was at the gym to lose some twenty pounds. He looked too juvenile with his
sandy blond hair and oval clean-shaven face to attract Byron, but he was nice
and fun to talk to. Byron gave him some pointers for a more effective training
session.

The two girls passed near them. One had an obvious disgust for Irvine but
sent Byron a bright smile, brushing her hand on his side. Byron stepped away
from her and closer to Irvine.

If Irvine noticed, he didn’t say anything about it. Byron gave him some
more advice, laughing at some of his funnier comments, and started a new
series of arm extensions.

“l was thinking, after you’re done here, maybe you’d like to get a coffee or
something.”

“Oh. You mean like a date?” Byron asked.

Byron had never been on a date before. Not like that anyway. Things with
Truman were based on stolen moments in the apartment, and the few “dates”
he had with girls were more excruciating than anything else.

“You’re not gay are you?” Now Irvine looked afraid. “I’m sorry, pretend |
didn’t say anything.”

“It’s not that, it’s just, it’'s—complicated.”
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Irvine sent him a crooked smile, a conversational “isn’t it always?” and
went to work on another set.

Byron completed his workout shortly after that. He waved at Irvine and
received a “see you later” in return.

*k*k*x

Cobin was awake when Byron came back from the gym. He’d been asleep
when he left, as he had worked the midnight-to-noon shift for the last three
days. He looked less tired than Byron would have expected, considering the
lack of sleep he had.

“Already up?”

Cobin didn’t usually wake until at least eight p.m. when he worked the
night shift. “Not if | want to shift back to a normal schedule. Plus, I have to be
at my mom’s house by five. You want to come?”

“To your mom’s?”
“Yes. For some reason, she insisted on hosting Nathan’s birthday party.”
“l wouldn’t want to intrude.”

“If you knew my mother, you’d know that’s pretty much a fallacy. She has
probably invited a million people already. What’s one more?”

Cobin’s mother lived one town over in an old suburban neighborhood
where all the houses were the same: bricked single-story rectangular houses.
Byron was pretty much certain the interiors were the same too.

Byron heard music and loud voices before they got to the backyard. They
went directly to the off-white picket fence with the peeling paint.

A woman Byron recognized from one of the pictures in Cobin’s loft
hurried over to them. She went directly to Byron. “Oh you poor boy, don’t
stand like that. Sit. Sit. You don’t want to hurt your leg more.”

Cobin reached to pull his mother back. “He’s fine Mom. As his doctor, |
can guarantee you he’ll survive standing.”

“Don’t be an ingrate. Let me take care of the poor boy and go wish Nat a
happy birthday.”
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Byron was smiling at Cobin when he said, “I could really use a seat. My
leg is killing me.”

“Says the guy who was at the gym less than an hour ago.”

Byron was surprised to have the conversation broken by a small hand
touching his healthy leg. A boy, probably no older than four, was pulling on
his cargo shorts.

“Are you a robot?”
“Why would you ask that?”

The boy was serious, and even conspiratorially so, when he loudly
whispered, “Your leg is hard.”

As he was talking, he touched the cast, and Byron had a hard time keeping
his expression serious with Ms. Shrenk and Cobin chuckling at his side. Byron
didn’t want to insult the boy, but his naiveté was funny.

“l was in an accident, so the doctor put a cast around my leg after it was
hurt.”

“Wow. My uncle is a doctor.”
“I know. He’s the one who put it there.”

Byron thought he might be the baby from the picture and was probably
talking about Cobin. And if he wasn’t? Well it didn’t really matter, did it?

The boy’s eyes got bigger. “Can | draw on it?”
Byron was saved from answering by Cobin. “Not now, Sid.”
“But | want to draw on it now.”

“Why don’t you let me meet some people and maybe after supper you can
draw whatever you want.”

“Even monsters?”

“Even monsters.”

Satisfied, Sid ran to better things.

Cobin put a hand on Byron’s lower back. “You don’t have to do that.”

Byron shrugged. “The cast is off in a week and a half and no one’s gonna
write anything on it anyway.”
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“He’s not an artist.”
“He’s like what? Three? Four? Nobody’s good at that age.”

After that, one of the cops present noticed that the grill was smoking and
he went to help but Ms. Shrenk pushed him away. Cobin showed Byron
around, introducing him to the people he knew.

At some point, Nathan left a group of three uniformed officers and came
over to them.

“How the hell did your mother get all those people here? | don’t think you
know even half of them.” He nodded at Byron. “Hey, kid.”

“Probably handed out invitations at the station.”
Byron nodded back. “Hey, old man.”

The meal was delicious. Steak, hot potatoes, homemade gravy, and salad.
Some people came and went, and at some point while Ms. Shrenk was back in
her kitchen preparing dessert, Sid drew on the cast. It was colorful and abstract
but apparently so was Sid’s mind. Nathan and Cobin had been gone at that
point, helping in the kitchen.

Byron didn’t mind staying with Sid and everyone else but he didn’t know
anyone. He watched Sid and listened to the discussions around the table. He
only spoke when included.

Byron’s full attention was only claimed when the people present (mostly
cops) talked about his two favorite persons. They all seemed to agree that the
tension between them was palpable, but they all disagreed on when they would
finally let it burn.

Byron raised his head on an impulse. “How much would you bet | can get
them together before the end of the summer?”

It ignited the conversation with everyone taking sides on whether or not
Byron could do it.

Uninterested with the results, Byron leaned closer to Sid. “What do you
think, kid? Are Nathan and your Uncle made for each other?”

Sid completing a rainbow on his cast was all the imaginary answer he
needed.

*kkk
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The following week, he checked the university website. He worked to get
things sorted out and applied for a loan. He also applied for student housing
because, frankly, he couldn’t pay for a high-rent apartment, even if he could
make up with Truman. He wasn’t sure he wanted to. It’s not like he was in
love with Truman, or Byron wouldn’t have been such an asshole to him, and
he would actually miss him. He looked for a job in Rosetown, hoping he could
stop freeloading on Cobin, and also emailed his old boss even though he didn’t
expect an answer. He got an interview on Friday, and another one on Saturday,
but still hadn’t had an answer from the boss.

On Tuesday Byron worked on his upper body at the gym, using his time to
watch Cobin running on the track. He was watching Cobin’s behind as he ran
past him when Irvine got on the gym equipment next to him.

He had a spot of sweat under the armpit of his shirt and his towel hung
around his neck. He pointed his chin in the direction Cobin had taken.

“Is that Mr. Complicated?”
“Sort of. He’s in love with someone else.”
“Sucks.”

Irvine was doing his moves all wrong, so Byron corrected him. He still
wasn’t doing it correctly, so he left his bench to help him. Byron directed
Irvine’s elbow in a way that wouldn’t hurt him when he heard cursing from
behind. He turned his head and saw Cobin holding his foot and grimacing
painfully.

Irvine nodded in direction of Cobin. “For someone who’s in love with
someone else, your man doesn’t like me much.”

Byron chuckled, trying not to get his hopes up. “That’s because you
haven’t seen them together.”

Later, Byron felt Cobin’s eyes on him when they were in the elevator.

As soon as they stepped into the loft, Cobin lifted his T-shirt over his head
and headed for the bathroom. Byron watched him head up the stairs as he sat
on the couch. Percy jumped up on Byron to be rubbed while Horace peeked
out from under the couch. With one hand on Percy’s back, and his other under
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Horace’s chin, he thought about what he needed to do to get Nathan and Cobin
together.

It was torture to see Cobin come out of the bathroom, shirtless, with his
towel hanging low over his hips. Those hips formed a V which made Byron
fantasize about getting rid of the towel.

**k*k*k

One of the advantages of living with a doctor was that he could do a small
thing like getting rid of a cast, free of charge, even without valid insurance.
Cobin had taken Byron to his office at the beginning of his shift, and now
Byron had exercises for his leg that he could do once he returned to the loft.

Byron was about to take the bus when a police car stopped on the side of
the road. Nathan told him to get in. He nodded at his partner, a man he briefly
met at the birthday party, and got inside.

It was strange sitting in a police car, but at least this time, he wasn’t there
for public indecency. He’d been so drunk the night before he was to leave for
his father’s house, he still couldn’t believe he’d sunk so low. No wonder
Truman had dumped his ass.

After they dropped Nathan’s partner at the station and changed cars, Byron
kneaded his leg.

“You’re okay?”
“Post-cast fluffy leg that’s all.”

Byron knew the city just enough to realize after five minutes that they
weren’t going to Cobin’s loft.

Nathan stopped on the side of the road not long after that. He left the car
and invited Byron to follow.

Byron closed the door and looked around. It looked like any other
neighborhood but every few shops displayed a rainbow flag. Byron wasn’t
sure what to expect, but it was obvious he’d been stupid to fear coming here
the few times Truman had suggested it. He watched two men passing by, their
hands in each other’s pocket, laughing like any other couple, as if it was the
most natural thing in the world.
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Byron grinned with the realization that here it was the most natural thing in
the world.

The thought of being this close to another man in public had seemed the
worst possible thing only a few months ago, and now he was itching for it.
Itching for the kind of connection the two men shared, for the freedom of
doing the same.

“Ever been in this part of Rosetown?”
“Hell no.”

“l assumed you’d like to celebrate. If you’re too tired, we can go back to
Cobin’s.”

“I couldn’t be any less tired than right now. What is worth seeing around
here?”

“Well, there’s a couple of great bars around but it’s pointless at this time of
the evening. Some great boutiques and a sex shop where | buy, like,
everything.”

Byron leaned forward, his touch lingering lightly on Nathan’s arm, “Sex
shop, eh? Anything kinky you’d like to share?”

Nathan smiled back at him. “You have no idea.”

There was something quite exhilarating about flirting on the street, and
kind of scary too, like he was making a statement or something. He liked the
feeling. It was a rush, making him feel like he was on the field.

“Where are we going first?”

“You need new pants. The T-shirt will do, even though it says ‘I’m straight
and got lost in Gay Town’, but the sweat pants? Really, they need to go.”

Byron faked being insulted but he had to admit he wasn’t at his sexiest.
“And what do you propose?”

“One of my exes has a clothing line down the street that would be perfect
for you.”

“And | won’t look like I got lost?”
“Oh, that? No.”
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Byron had always made sure to look his straightest at all times, but if he
was to live his life openly like he’d decided, he couldn’t hide behind his
clothes anymore. It could be a new step into embracing who he was, like
buying the panties had been.

It was time to embrace his real Byron.

*k*k*k

The window showcased three male mannequins. One of them had tight
yellow pants, a black “Some people are gay, get over it” T-shirt, and small
sunglasses, while another modeled black leather pants, a white button-down
shirt, and a black, leather sleeveless jacket. The third one was the one that
caught Byron’s attention the most. The mannequin, even though obviously
male, was wearing a tight, sparkly, green dress, a red-haired wig and tall black
high heels with some silver glitter on the heel. He just couldn’t turn away from
the scene.

“Golden has a drag queen section, if ever you’re interested.”

Byron was powerless against the heat in his cheeks and the blush he was
sure Nathan could see. He’d always been good at pretending he didn’t notice
women’s clothing too much and getting caught in flagrante delicto was new to
him. But when he faced Nathan there was no disgust, no expectation in his
eyes. Byron realized Nathan was only expressing facts about the shop.

A small bell rang when they went inside, where Nathan was soon hugged
by a skinny man wearing pink jeans and a white, almost transparent shirt. The
man kissed Nathan on both cheeks, leaving a trace of his lipstick the color of
his jeans.

The salesperson, Stephen, as introduced by Nathan, took one look at Byron
and headed directly to the section next to them. He took a few pair of jeans and
pants, all at least one or two sizes too small in Byron’s opinion, and hurried
Byron in the direction of the changing rooms. As they walked to the back of
the shop, Stephen also picked out some T-shirts.

Left alone in the room, he changed, taking the first shirt and the first pants
he had in the pile. He looked hideous in the mirror with the off-yellow pants
and the red shirt.
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Nathan laughed when he saw him come out, but Stephen just looked at him
with a pensive face. He then turned to Nathan.

“When you said he was the gay anti-cliché, 1 wasn’t expecting that much.”
“Hey, you have to give me a chance. I’m new to this.”
“New to what, sweetheart? Wearing clothes?”

Nathan gave Stephen a friendly nudge and Byron hopped on his feet, “New
to the whole gay thing, you know.”

But Byron wasn’t sure Stephen did know. The guy didn’t have any qualms
showing people he was gay. And Nathan wasn’t shy about it either, from what
he’d seen. It seemed to excite Stephen though, who jumped up and down at the
news. “An initiation. How fantastic!”

“How new exactly are you?”
Byron scratch his chin. “Fresh out of the closet I’d say.”
“But you’ve been in a gay bar before, right?”

“Are you kidding? No. No. That would have made me gay. Which it turned
out I am, but I didn’t want to be.”

“Okay, now sweetheart, you’re going to go back inside the dressing room
and try on this and this. You need to feel sexy tonight. You should always feel
sexy. Now get rid of those clothes and let me choose something totally for
you.

Of the stuff he already had chosen, Stephen kept one of the black pants but
took all the shirts and came back with a black button-down shirt.

The pants fit. Sort of. But the line of his boxers was more than visible.
Stephen shook his head and came back with some briefs.

“That should do.”

The briefs were aqua blue with black elastic. He figured the size would do,
but they didn’t look quite right to Byron but he had no idea how to say it. He
took them to add to his purchases even though he didn’t want to, and he
thought he hadn’t made a big deal out of it, but Stephen just shook his head
even more.
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“You don’t like them, sweetheart? Because those boxers won’t work, but |
do have more models and colors.”

“No, they’re fine. It’s just briefs anyway.”
Plus, he wasn’t really expecting anyone to see them.

Stephen brushed him off. “Yeah, and then surprise, you end up in bed with
some guy who can’t stop laughing long enough to suck you off because your
underwear is ridiculous.”

Nathan leaned against the dressing room door while Stephen led Byron to
the underwear display. The briefs were of all colors and shapes, some were
man thongs and others were tight boxer-type briefs, but the display next to that
had all sorts of more feminine choices. Lace. Satin. Cotton. All colors too.
And Byron surprised himself by looking at them carefully and reaching out his
hand to touch.

“l see we’ve found your style.”

It was tempting. Byron had to admit that, but he didn’t know how to do it.
This time he couldn’t pretend it was for his girlfriend; he had to admit he
wanted them.

When they got back to the changing room, Byron was happy to see that
Nathan had left and was now occupied in the shoe department. Stephen took
his old clothes from the dressing room, and told him to get into the panties.

“It’ll be my treat.” Stephen said as he winked suggestively.

The panties were black, laced with a pink ribbon going through the
stitching and forming a bow on the side. They felt wonderful on his thighs,
better than the ones he’d bought. They were a good size, unlike the old ones,
and his cock felt better inside them. He turned his upper body to get a good
look at his ass. The black lace was covering half his cheeks and it was
beautiful.

“I could, like, stay in them forever.”

It earned him a chuckle from Stephen. “They are made for comfort and
sexiness. You won’t find that in any women’s store.”

Byron resisted the impulse to tell him to talk quieter and put the pants back
on. This time there were no marks, or at least nothing visible.
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He took a big breath and left the dressing room.

“Nathan! Come see this.”

Nathan turned around. He nodded and smiled. “Wow. He’ll take it.”
“Of course he will.”

Byron didn’t think he could get away with not buying anything, but he
hoped it wasn’t as pricey as he thought it was. “Okay, so I’'m just going to—"

He was reaching for his old clothes in Stephen’s hands, but Stephen shook
his head. “You’re not getting those clothes back. Keep them in the car while
you guys go out.”

Stephen twisted his hand in the air, and Byron turned around. He was
stopped with his back to Nathan and Stephen. Stephen snatched the ticket from
the shirt and did the same with the pants. As he lingered, he leaned in to
whisper, “You’ll make some boy incredibly happy.”

He winked, and Byron blushed.

Then Stephen was moving away from him, and they were heading to the
front desk.

*k k%

The air had cooled down outside, and the sun was setting. Byron felt
pumped and happy, ready for the next part of the evening. Confidence was
radiating from him.

“It’s eight already, and | don’t know about you, but I’m hungry. There’s a
great place down the road,” Nathan said.

The place in question was a steak house and was packed. They were told
there was a forty-five minute wait, but that they could wait at the bar.

They both got a beer, and sat at one of the stools. Because the place was
also a restaurant, the music wasn’t so loud that they couldn’t hear themselves
talk.

“Are all your exes like Stephen?”
“What do you mean?”
“You know. He’s not—Damn. He’s a—"
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“A queen?”
“Yeah.”

Byron couldn’t have been more relieved to have Nathan help him out
because none of the descriptions he could come up with to describe Stephen
were nice, and he couldn’t say them to describe Stephen. He’d been nothing
but great, not even telling Nathan about the panties.

“A lot of them are, | guess.” Nathan said.

“Well, it’s no wonder Cobin thinks he’s not your type.”
“What?”

“Nothing. | was just saying it was your type.”

“You wondered what my type was?”

Byron picked up on the rising tension. Nathan was too close to him to be
casual. Despite the typical bar scents in the air, he could smell a lingering
scent of oranges. He licked his lips unconsciously. “Maybe. But since I’m not
your type...”

Nathan leaned even closer, the corner of his mouth close to Byron’s.
“Maybe you’re more my type than you think.”

Byron was close to moving his head sideways and kissing him, letting
himself be transported by the moment. His heart beat in his chest like it
wanted to run a marathon, but Byron needed to stop before he did something
he’d regret tomorrow. He couldn’t let his hormones get in the way of Cobin
and Nathan’s getting together.

“What about Cobin?”

Nathan stepped back, and Byron ignored the letdown flashing in his eyes,
or his own feeling of longing.

“Yeah, you’re definitively his type.”
“No, I meant for you? Is he part of your type too?”

Nathan was amused now, and he held his laugher. “What makes you think
there’s something between us? He’s just a friend.”

“Or so he says, but the looks you give each other? They can’t be missed.”
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“I think you drank too much.”

Byron moved his beer so Nathan wouldn’t touch it and his other hand
stopped Nathan as he leaned in. His hand felt right on Nathan’s chest. They
looked into each others’ eyes—Nathan’s were deep brown—with Byron’s
hand on his chest, he was close enough to kiss easily.

“Sorry to disturb you, sirs, but we have a table ready for you.”
Byron used the interruption to leave his stool and follow the girl.

With the table in between them, Byron hoped it would limit the touching
and near kisses but it didn’t stop Nathan from rubbing his foot on Byron’s
ankle.

As the drinks flowed, tongues loosened, and they chitchatted over the
meal. Byron talked about his mother and his sister, both of whom he missed,
and Nathan told him about his own family and how awful they’d been after he
was forced out of the closet back home.

Byron also told Nathan about how, when he got to Rosetown, he refused to
hide who he was anymore and then told him that no one knew he was gay at
the university.

Nathan opened up about meeting Cobin after a bullet grazed his arm while
stopping a robbery. How they’d ended up at Cobin’s loft for the most awkward
almost-sex possible and been friends ever since.

They had fun, mostly, and knowing more about Nathan’s and Cobin’s past
together was both a torture and a good thing. He still believed they were made
for each other. One attempt at a one-night stand three years ago didn’t mean all
hope was gone. Maybe they just needed a little push.

At that moment, his final plan took shape in his mind.

*k k%

Byron and Nathan got to the club around eleven, and Byron used the time
Nathan spent to get them beer to text Cobin. He wasn’t expecting any answer
until the end of his shift, but he was hoping Cobin would join them. What
better way to unleash hormones than on an oversexed sweaty dance floor?

After sending the text, he enjoyed some flirtatious dancing with a short
blond guy until Nathan came back. The guy understood the cues and left them.
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Nathan nodded in the direction of the blond. “You won’t hit that?” he
asked.

He picked up his beer and slid over to Nathan, moving his body closer than
necessary. He put his arm around Nathan’s neck as he said in his ear, “I have
everything I need right here.”

Nathan’s arms swept him off his feet, locking their chests together, and
then Nathan kissed him.

Nathan’s lips were hot and plump and Byron opened up to him. Then some
guy slid between them facing Byron, but he spoke to Nathan. “Hey cutie, want
some of this ass?”

He ground his ass against Nathan’s front, but before Nathan could do
anything, Byron was pushing him to the side.

“He’s with me, moron. Find your own guy, fucktard.”

Byron thought the guy was going to attack him, and Byron was ready to
defend himself, but Nathan dragged him away. “He’s not worth getting
arrested for.”

They went further into the club. Nathan turned him so they’d continue
dancing. Byron stood on tiptoes and kissed him again. The kiss wasn’t sweet.
It ignited passions in Byron and he moaned. The club didn’t have much appeal
now that all he needed was a bed.

His phone vibrated in his back pocket, interrupting the kiss. Byron
groaned. “It must be Cobin. | told him to come here after his shift.” He
checked the text, which was Cobin asking if they still wanted him. Byron
wanted to smile because Cobin had no idea how they wanted him. “I’m going
to tell him to come.”

He ignored the disappointment in Nathan’s demeanor and after the text was
sent, pulled Nathan into a kiss. He liked that he was the one reaching out,
making the first move, but it was so much better having Nathan take total
control of the Kiss.

They were dancing when Cobin appeared in the crowd. Byron grinned and
waved. Byron got both arms around Cobin’s neck and gave him a chaste kiss
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near his lips before backing up into Nathan. Byron reached for Cobin’s hands
and pulled him to them.

“Come dance with us.”

“Is he drunk?” Cobin asked Nathan.

“He only had three beers, two of them when we ate.”
“Maybe he’s a lightweight.”

Byron rolled his eyes. “I’m here, you know, and 1I’m not drunk. Maybe a
little tipsy, but not drunk. Now dance with us.”

Cobin sent him a pointed glare that went right to Byron’s cock. He was so
getting laid tonight.

He took Nathan’s hand in his and reached for Cobin, and then he brought
the two men against him. He put Nathan’s hand on his waist and Cobin’s
against his neck. He liked feeling Nathan’s pectorals against his back and the
way he fit just perfectly in between the two men.

He brushed his lips against Cobin’s and Nathan got closer, kissing his neck
and rocking his hard cock against his ass. Cobin moved his arms, forcing
Nathan to move his, and Byron closed his eyes. He let himself be rocked in a
complex dance of possession between Cobin and Nathan until his cock was
pushing against the panties and getting them all wet.

“What’s the closest?”” His voice shuddered from desire. He kissed Cobin,
“Your loft?” and turned to Nathan to ask, “Or your house?”

They both looked confused.
“Do you need a drawing? The closest bed, where is it?”

They both agreed that the loft was the closest. Byron grabbed their hands
and led them outside where he got a cab. He pushed both men into the cab and
Cobin gave his address.

Byron snuggled up to Nathan, forcing him as close to Cobin as possible.

Byron couldn’t wait to get to the apartment to see them together. “Kiss.”
Nathan leaned toward him, but Byron turned his cheek. “No. Him.”

The internal lightbulb lit up in Cobin’s eyes but Nathan commented, “Then
you should have sat next to him.”
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“No, dummy, he means us.” And then Cobin leaned toward Nathan and
kissed him.

Byron watched Nathan relax into the kiss, submitting to it for a second,
before taking control again. It was like their tongues fought, their passion
Igniting the car as they started groping each other like teenagers.

It was hot as hell, but it didn’t stop the ping in his stomach, despite
Nathan’s hand lying on his thigh.
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They stopped kissing when the driver coughed, and Nathan followed
Byron outside while Cobin paid. Byron pulled him into a kiss, making sure
they both knew he meant to be part of tonight. Thinking of tomorrow was not
an option right now, as it threatened to ruin the mood.

When they entered the elevator, Byron watched their reactions as he
slipped between them. Neither of them seemed to mind, so Byron moved his
hands into each of their pockets.

Nathan pushed Byron against the door and kissed him.
Cobin tsk-tsked. “My turn.”

Nathan stepped to the side, letting Cobin lean on Byron and kiss him.
Byron opened his mouth, happy for Cobin’s presence in front of him and of
Nathan’s hand in his.

Cobin unlocked the loft while Nathan was kissing Byron’s neck, and then
Cobin led the way to his bedroom.

Byron followed Cobin with Nathan at his back.

Byron hadn’t had time to look into the bedroom before Nathan pushed him
against the one-way mirror. Nathan devoured his neck while Byron was
leaning on the wall looking toward the empty living room. He could see the
image of his own faded reflection, his eyes lost in the moment.

Cobin whispered in Nathan’s ear that he wanted to see him too, so Nathan
backed up and Byron turned his back to the living room. Cobin grabbed
Nathan’s pants and pulled him backwards until they hit the bed and fell on it.
Byron was waiting for something. Anything.
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“Undress.” Cobin’s order made Byron shiver.
Yes. That. Exactly what he wanted. He reached for his zipper.
“The shirt first.”

He did, and then he unbuttoned and unzipped his pants. The pink ribbon
showed up and Byron realized he would have to show them the panties. He
stopped a second, but by then he was too far gone. His heart was beating fast;
his cock was about to explode. Nothing else really mattered.

He got his pants down to his knees and stepped out of them. Byron stood
slightly shaking before them and he reached to get out of the panties too.

“Wait. Come here.”

Weak on his legs, he followed orders. When he was in front of them, Cobin
told him to come closer until he had Nathan’s right leg and Cobin’s left
between his own.

Cobin gave him a kiss through the panties but it was nothing like the touch
he was craving. Nathan did the same and then they each put two fingers into
their side of the panties and slid them down his legs.

His cock bobbed free. Nathan licked his lips and glanced at Cobin. Cobin
nodded and Nathan reached for Byron’s cock. His hand was wrapped around it
and Byron arched his back to get more contact. Nathan stroked him. Byron
closed his eyes for a second, his head leaning backward with the pleasure and,
when he opened his eyes, Cobin had backed up on the bed and gotten lube and
condoms from the nightstand.

The shivers that took over Byron could have been from the fresh air on his
naked skin, or from excitement. He didn’t know. Cobin came back to the edge
of the bed on his knees and kissed Byron. Nathan took Byron by the waist and
directed his body to the side. Cobin shifted to match Byron’s movement.
Byron placed his hand behind Cobin’s neck, getting closer. When his cock was
engulfed by Nathan’s wet mouth, Byron started in surprise. Cobin smiled
against his lips and went right back to kissing him.

Byron moaned and broke the kiss to watch Nathan deep-throating him.
Their eyes locked together and Nathan stepped back. Nathan brought Byron’s
lips to his and Byron could taste himself.
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While they were kissing, Byron heard a zipper opening, and with Nathan’s
hand on his neck and lower back, he knew that Cobin was the one undressing.
When his kiss with Nathan ended, he turned slightly to watch Cobin. He was
lying on the bed, completely naked. He was stroking himself. He was cut, long
and thick, and his balls were as smooth as the rest of his body.

At his back, Nathan was kissing his neck and gently pushing him towards
the bed. His knees buckled on the edge and he fell forward in between Cobin’s
legs. He crawled closer as Cobin stopped stroking himself. Cobin looked at
him and Byron knew instinctively what he was meant to do in this instant. He
licked Cobin’s cock, appreciating the moans he got from him. Cobin’s hand on
his head was brushing his hair but wasn’t forcing him down on his cock. After
what the truck driver tried to do to him, he appreciated that. Once or twice, an
involuntary movement from Cobin made his cock hit the back of Byron’s
throat but Nathan’s hand on his back and ass was enough to relax him again.

Cobin pulled him up for a kiss and their cocks brushed together. At the
same time, Nathan spread his cheeks and licked. Byron yelled out but leaned
into the Kkiss. He’d never allowed anyone to do something so intimate but, oh
God, was it good. A finger joined the tongue and Byron thought he was going
to come at that moment.

Cobin reached for the condoms and the lube. He rolled the condom on
Byron’s cock and put some lube on the condom and on his fingers. He then
gave the bottle and another condom to Nathan.

Nathan moved and Byron knew he was undressing but he was all too
captivated by Cobin’s fingers going in and out of his own ass.

Byron moved closer to Cobin, leaning above him, and kissed him. Cobin
grabbed his ass with his two hands and pulled him in. Cobin closed his eyes
and moaned as Byron was entering him. Byron stroked slowly until he lost his
rhythm when he felt Nathan’s cock poking his own entrance.

He forced himself to relax, abandoning Cobin for a second, but Nathan
didn’t move forward.

“You bottomed before, right?”

Byron had a hard time thinking with his cock in Cobin, but he forced a
“yeah” out of his mouth.
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Nathan kissed his back and pushed his hips, but his cock didn’t enter him.
He did it a couple of times, getting Byron back into his tempo inside Cobin.
Byron groaned, his breath harsh, and Nathan finally pushed into him, matching
the tempo.

Byron dug his nose in Cobin’s neck as the dual sensations became too
much. He was so close to coming he couldn’t think of anything else.

Then Cobin reached for Nathan’s neck and kissed him, hard and perfect,
with Byron only watching from the corner of his eyes. Nathan froze and came,
and only then did Byron allow himself to come too. His balls tightened, the
blood pulsed through him, and the orgasm was nothing like he had ever
experienced before. Cobin followed right after them.

Nathan rolled to the left, and Byron did the same to the right, with Cobin in
the middle. Their condoms were ditched into the garbage. Byron tried to get
his breathing under control. He turned his head to see Nathan and Cobin were
still kissing.

Reality came back to him. He smiled sadly. He had no place here in this
bed. They belonged together. He knew that when he’d called Cobin at the
club. He sat on the edge of the bed, ready to clean Cobin’s come coating his
chest and leave the guys together. He put his hands on the side to push himself
to stand when a hand touched his shoulder.

“Where you going?” Cobin asked; his touch and his after-sex voice sent
shivers through Byron’s body.

“To my bed.”
“Stay.”

It was an order Byron was happy to follow, and Cobin pulled him back
between them.
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Nathan and Cobin fell asleep rapidly but Byron couldn’t. His eyes were
burning as they darted around the bedroom. He slid away from their heated
embrace. The alarm clock on the nightstand read that it was only six thirty,
which was early considering they went to sleep around five. He grabbed his



Love Has No Boundaries ~ Volume 6
| 138

pants and T-shirt but he couldn’t find his panties without opening the curtain
and risking waking them up.

He put some water in Horace’s bowl and some food into Percy’s. Horace
came purring, rubbing his leg, but when he bent to caress him, he ran. He
grabbed the few things he had laying around the living room and put them in
his backpack. Percy was sitting on the couch. Byron went over to him, kissing
his muzzle. The dog licked his cheek and Byron let a strangled sound escape
him.

He wrote a letter thanking Cobin for everything and Nathan for the
friendship and for saving him. He wished them a good life together and for
their romance to continue.

He gave the loft a once-over, picked up his bag, and left. In the hall, he
leaned on the door and closed his eyes a minute. He took a deep breath and
headed for the elevator.

The street was wet, but the sun was shining down on him. A rainbow
crossed the blue sky. Grabbing the old pamphlet for the shelter from the front
pocket of his bag, he checked the address. The building door opened and
Byron turned by reflex.

Irvine was there with a garbage bag.
“You okay?”

Byron, from having seen himself in the large mirror in the loft, knew that
he looked like shit. His eyes were red from tiredness and his stomach
threatened to empty itself.

“The cast’s off so it’s time for me to go.”

“What about your complicated situation?”

“They’re together now. I’m not needed anymore.”

“The bastards!”

Byron laughed but not wholeheartedly. “It wasn’t meant to be.”
“Where are you going to go?”

“There’s a shelter close by. | don’t know. I’ll figure something out.”
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There was no trace of flirtation when Irvine offered to let him stay at his
apartment, but he still didn’t think he could do it. Not with Cobin and Nathan
living in the same building.

“I’ve got a job lined up already, but thanks.”

On a whim, he hugged Irvine and wished him good luck with his training.
Byron left the parking lot without looking back. It wasn’t an easy thing to do,
on the contrary, his whole body was telling him to go back to the loft but he
didn’t want to come between Cobin and Nathan.

Instead, he headed for downtown. His feet hurt by the time he found the
shelter. The woman who welcomed him was nice and didn’t push too much for
information. She gave him rules and instructions about the place.

She told him that the breakfast would soon start, and that if he wanted, he
could help distribute it or just mingle with the other homeless youth.

Byron ended up talking and eating with a sixteen-year-old trans guy whose
parents kicked him out two months ago. They bonded over shared experiences,
talking about family, but Byron avoided talking about his romantic
entanglement all together.

And then his resolution not to think about Cobin or Nathan was shattered
by Cobin appearing in front of them. Byron spit out his water.

They ended up talking outside where no one would hear them.

“You don’t want me around while you’re building som—"

“You don’t get to tell me what | want, you know.”

“You’re in love with Nathan. | don’t want to get in the middle of that.”
“I have feelings for him, best friend feelings, but I’m not in love.”
*“You are. You just can’t admit it.”

Cobin rolled his eyes. “Fine. Maybe | am, but it doesn’t mean I’m going to
put you on the street.”

“It’s not so bad, you know. It just needs some getting used to.”
Cobin’s work cell phone rang and he checked the number. “It’s Nathan.”

Byron’s smile was sad when he told him to answer, and as he turned to
leave, Cobin put a hand on his shoulder and forced him to face him again.
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“I found him... Yes, at the one on Second... Yes, see you soon.”

“I really like both of you and | want you to be happy,” Byron said before
Cobin could say a word, “but please, don’t make me watch.”

“We wouldn’t.”

The kiss was unexpected and Byron wished he had the will to push him
away but instead he responded to the kiss.

“We talked about it and we do want you in the middle. Nathan will tell
you. We want you to stay.”
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Byron’s “can’t” locked in his throat when Nathan got out of a taxi. Nathan
launched himself at Byron, grabbed his shoulder, and gave him a bear hug.

Nathan released Byron from the strong embrace but kept his arms around
him.

Cobin put an arm around Nathan. “I’m still trying to convince him.”

“You’ve got to stay,” was Nathan’s way of convincing him, that and
cupping his face and kissing him hard.

An old man passing near them sneered and the three of them took a step
back. Byron felt his face reddening. PDA in a straight part of town wasn’t the
same as PDA in the gay neighborhood. He beat the shame in his gut with a bat
and took it on himself to face the two men who already meant so much to him.

“I’ll stay, but only until my flight leaves. After that I’m gone for good. And
| sleep on the couch.”

“Deal!”
*k k%
Epilogue
Byron was thrown back into reality by an elbow in his rib. He jerked in his
uncomfortable wooden chair and faced his professor who was standing next to
him.
“I’m sorry, what was the question again?”

Professor Goldbarth sighed, disappointed, and repeated his question.
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Daydreaming was nothing new for Byron. The first time he’d been in one
of Goldbarth’s classes, he’d been fantasizing about reprimands and desk sex
with the gorgeous six-foot-six professor. The fantasy still visited him from
time to time, but it was nothing compared to what would happen after
graduation when he’d be able to see Cobin and Nathan again.

They talked on the phone and Skyped. They hadn’t seen each other in
person since spring break and Byron was itching to see them again. Only one
week of exams to go and he would be done with his degree and back in
Rosetown.

He already had a part-time job at the local gym—not the one at Cobin’s
loft since he sold that last year and was now living with Nathan in his
house—and a conditional job at St. Rose High School’s Sports Club.

He was ready. Ready to live his life without compromise to who he was.
Ready to push his own boundaries. Ready to give a shot to his relationship
with Cobin and Nathan because they were worth it. He was worth it. He knew,
In his gut, in his heart, that he belonged with those men. He belonged to them.
And he had just the thing for showing them.

Byron made the effort to concentrate on the class for the rest of the day, but
his mind kept wandering to Cobin and Nathan.

At the end of class, he packed up his books and headed for the dorms. He
had a small bedroom, with just enough space for a bed and a desk, but it was
all he was able to afford for himself. Truman had told him he could stay, but
he hadn’t thought it was a good idea, and at the end it had been the right
choice.

That way, they’d been able to stay civil toward each other, and they were
now in a place where they could call each other friends without bitterness.

He had just enough time to take a shower before his meeting downtown.

Truman was nothing like Cobin or Nathan, and Byron knew that even if he
had been able to admit to being gay when they met, he never would have been
happy with Truman. They didn’t have much in common outside of sex, and
even then, their kinks weren’t complementary.

They shook hands as Truman pulled Byron toward him, and they both
slapped the other’s back.
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“So you’re still doing this?”

Each artist had their own private stall and Truman brought him out back to
his and showed him the stencil. “Still what you want?”

Byron nodded as he unbuttoned his jeans. Truman had seen plenty of his
body, and Byron didn’t think twice about it. That was, until Truman raised an
eyebrow. He realized then that he was wearing his standard black-lace panties.
He fought the blush that threatened to embarrass him.

“What?” Almost in defiance, he got rid of the panties and lay on the
plastic-protected bench.

“Nothing.” Truman gathered his things. “I didn’t judge when you got into
something as complicated as a threesome. I’m not going to do it because you
happen to cross-dress. Now be ready, I’m going to start.”

“Thanks man.”

It wasn’t a particularly complex tattoo, so it wasn’t as painful as he had
thought it would be. Truman slapped his non-tattooed cheek and told him to
get dressed. Truman gave him some privacy to check out the tattoo, but when
Byron tried to pay him Truman refused for old time’s sake.
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Byron was packing up all of his possessions. The exams were over, and it
was graduation night. The results of the last exams weren’t out yet, so it was
symbolic. Thinking that neither his mother, his father, nor Amber, would make
It to the ceremony was gut-wrenching, but he shook it off by looking forward
to seeing Cobin and Nathan again.

Byron was zipping his last bag when his cell phone vibrated.

“Here” was the only word on Nathan’s text, and Byron grinned. Nathan’s
texts were legendarily short and cryptic.

Byron picked up his wallet and overnight bag. They tried to sleep on
campus the first time they visited, but three grown men on a single bed? It just
didn’t work. The hotel would be just perfect.

Byron was so happy to see them that he didn’t mind leaning up between
the front seats to kiss both men. He was barely back in his seat when Cobin
drove off.
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As Byron tried to unlock the hotel room door, Nathan squeezed him up
against it. Cobin followed calmly behind and, as Byron was walking into the
room, he pulled Byron’s T-shirt to his midsection before Cobin stopped
Nathan.

“Not so fast, sweetheart. Don’t undress him until he gets his surprise.”
Byron turned on his heels. “I get a surprise?”

“A graduation gift of sorts. Yes.”

“I thought you guys were my graduation gift.”

Cobin’s face softened before getting commanding. And, as always, it gave
Byron the shivers.

“Sit on the bed and close your eyes.”

Byron opened his mouth to complain but resigned himself to sitting on the
bed.

After hearing someone digging through stuff for a while, he felt a hand on
his thigh. Someone—Byron guessed Nathan because of his build—sat next to
him, and a pair of hands—probably Cobin’s, since Nathan was holding
him—took off his shoes and socks. At the same time, Nathan’s hand
unbuttoned his pants. With his free hand around Byron’s neck, Nathan turned
Byron’s face and kissed him. Oh yes, that was definitely Nathan’s full lips
against his.

Without ever opening his eyes, he raised his ass to let Cobin get rid of his
pants. He left the panties in place. The kiss ended and Nathan finally got rid of
Byron’s shirt.

Naked, with nothing but his panties on, Byron was dying to look. Nathan’s
hand was playing with his nipple and he was kissing his neck. Cobin kissed
the inside of his thigh, and then he felt his feet sliding into a pair of shoes.

“Open your eyes.”

Byron did, and saw them—silver, with pink and purple swirls, high heels,
and fine silver leather straps. They sparkled on his feet. He liked them. They
were beautiful, feminine, high heels. Unlike the secret underwear, they were
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visible for all to see. But here, in front of Cobin and Nathan, the outside world
didn’t matter.

He twisted his feet in front of him. Cobin stood and stepped back. Cobin
held out a hand to help him but, never having worn high heels before, Byron
was shaky on his feet.

He sat back into Nathan’s arms and had his neck sucked.
“Are they the right size?”
“Yeah. | just never wore anything like that.”

Cobin didn’t say anything; he just kneeled and opened Byron’s legs.
Nathan stepped to the side and joined Cobin on the ground.

Nathan moved aside the panties and Byron’s cock appeared, hard and
leaking already. Byron moaned when Nathan licked the length. He wanted to
touch them so badly, but every time he reached to touch, Cobin would slap his
hand away. He would have begged if he had thought it would have help get
relief.

Then Cobin pulled Nathan away, and the begging “pleases” slipped out of
Byron.

“Turn around, and get your knees on the ground.”

Byron did, his cock rubbing on the corner of the bed. His panties were
pulled off and then nothing. No touching, no licking, nothing, and Byron
realized what they saw—*“Property of Cobin and Nathan”’ tattooed across his
ass in black letters.

“l don’t want it to end,” he said, not sure if he meant the tattoo, the scene
right now, or both.

Nathan pulled him up by the waist. Byron stood, despite the high heels,
and accepted the kiss. Cobin joined them for a hug and kissed Byron too. “It’s
not going to end.”

Nathan said the same thing. He even added that he would do anything to
honor the tattoo.

It filled Byron with pride, joy, and arousal. “Are you going to fuck me
now? I’m dying here.”
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Cobin laughed wholeheartedly, and Nathan pushed him against the bed.
“Be careful with what you wish for, kid.”

Cause you ain’t seen nothin’ yet.”

Byron’s eyes twinkled. “My body is yours to do what you want with it, old
men, and you just talk, and talk, and talk.”

Then Cobin was on him, and when Cobin was on him, Nathan wasn’t far
behind.

As he was swept into a world of love and desire, he thought that this
moment in time was just the perfect beginning for his life.

THE END
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TO STEAL THE TITHE
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A sepia-toned, head-and-shoulders painting of a handsome young elf, looking
intently and maybe challengingly at the viewer. His hair is short and tousled,
he’s shirtless, and he’s wearing a thick leather collar with one heavy ring at the
front.

Story Letter
Dear Author,

Elves are rare gifts. In distant lands, in a fantasy world where humans and
demons are in constant war, this elf is a rare magic creature that, not against
his will, prefers to be with a human. Even if it’s against the elves’ rules to take
a side in this war.

Of course it’s a forbidden love, of course it must seem like he is not in love,
but a possession.

Who is the human the elf is in love with? So in love he decides to risk his
own life, going against his own race’s rules?

Just few requests: no hardcore BDSM (no pain, no cut), can be even a
story without sex scenes at all and must be a fantasy, nothing more :), freedom
to do whatever the writer’s muse tells him/her to do.

Author can do anything with this elf. ;) HEA, HFN, it’s up to the writer.
Thank you :)
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TO STEAL THE TITHE
By Laylah Hunter

The hour is late when Keliel crosses the wall into the human town. The
guards have shut the main gate and would question anyone who asked to have
it opened; the wall itself is warded against demon essences, but not to repel the
magic that Keliel embodies. The great war is between the World Above and
the World Below—but Keliel’s people occupy the Under-Hill spaces, rare and
scattered and giving their allegiance to neither cause. They are strangers to
humans, but not enemies, and thus the shadows Keliel draws around himself
are enough to hide him as he scales the wall and drops down lightly on the
other side.

He releases the shadows as soon as he has his footing. He has little need of
them now. The street where he finds himself is dark, lamps extinguished in all
the homes, and he can smell the acrid stench of waste that seems common to
every substantial settlement humans establish. Somewhere in the distance a
tomcat yowls for his queen. Keliel tugs the hood of his cloak closer around his
face and follows the sense of thrumming, fast-beating human magic that drew
him here.

After two wrong turns and more confusingly curved streets than seem
entirely fair, Keliel finds himself in front of a house that he’s certain is the
right one. Even at this late hour, one of the windows glows with warm light,
and Keliel can sense the hum of tamed power close at hand. He takes a deep
breath and steps up to the door. What he’s about to do will leave him an
outcast among his own people at the very least, but some things are worth the
price. He knocks.

When the door opens, he says, “I’m so sorry to disturb you, especially this
late,” the words he’s rehearsed in his head the whole time he was making this
trip. “But | need your help.”

Only then does he really take in the appearance of the man—the human
mage—who has opened the door to him. He had expected someone twisted
and wizened, carrying the marks of age the way humans do after a few short
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decades, but this man is nothing like he expected. The hair pulled back in
braids is silver, yes, but the walnut-dark face is unlined and the green eyes are
bright and clear instead of rheumy with age. Where Keliel pictured ceremonial
robes, the mage wears a simple tunic and trousers, clean but plain.

“One of the Fairest needs my help?” His voice at least is imposing: smooth
and deep, resonant with controlled power. “This is an unusual occasion.”

He hasn’t done anything to suggest that Keliel is welcome yet. Keliel tries
not to fidget, tries to simply meet those piercing eyes and let his sincerity
show. “l do not come seeking favors with no recompense to offer. I am
prepared to pay.”

The mage simply inclines his head, acknowledging the offer but no more.
“And this is a thing your own people could not assist with? | flatter myself to
think that | am skilled, but the Fairest are known for their magical prowess.”

“It is a matter my people will not assist with,” Keliel confesses. “It
concerns the tithe.”

That produces a reaction, silver brows rising toward the mage’s hairline.
“Perhaps you might come inside and tell me more.”

Keliel bows. “Thank you.” He steps into the mage’s house and tries to
ignore the nervous prickle down the nape of his neck when he hears the bolt
slide home behind him. He has walked into this cage of his own volition, and
he will bear it as gracefully as he can.

“Here, draw up another chair by the fire.” The mage takes a book from the
seat of his own chair and sets it aside before he sits down again. Keliel sheds
his cloak, the better to bear the warmth of the room, and pulls a second chair
toward the fireplace. He glances around as he takes his seat; shelves along the
walls hold books, bottles, strange instruments, little carved figures. The mage
clears his throat delicately, and Keliel flushes, turning his attention from his
surroundings to his host.

“A matter of the tithe, ser...?”
“Keliel, ser.” He inclines his head in another bow. “Keliel te Pellinye.”

“Thank you. I am Tavren Balefire.” He smiles faintly. “As you probably
already know.”
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Keliel keeps his face carefully neutral. He simply followed the trace of
power, shaped in the particular sharpened form that human sorcery produces;
luck has brought him to a man renowned for his battle magic. “Itis an honor to
make your acquaintance, ser.”

“Now. Tell me what troubles you about the tithe, and why you would seek
human assistance.”

Keliel takes a deep breath. “My sister was chosen.”

For the People Under-Hill to maintain their precarious position in the
middle of an ongoing war has required sacrifices. Humans will leave them be
in trade for blessings on crops and livestock, widespread but gentle
applications of the magic best suited to elvenkind. Demons require a payment
in souls.

“She has been taken, and you want revenge?” Tavren’s tone suggests that
he seeks simply to clarify an implied truth.

“I want her back.” Keliel swallows hard. “The gates that open the way to
the World Below can only be opened at the full moon. She’s not yet truly
lost.”

“You want me to undertake a rescue mission.” Tavren laces his fingers
together and props his chin on his hands, studying Keliel in fascination.

“I can trace her, but I... You know the limits of our magic, I’m sure. I’'m
not a warrior. | would have no hope of defeating the guards and setting her
free.”

Tavren nods slowly. “And the payment?”
“You’ll do it?”

“I haven’t ruled it out.” Tavren looks him up and down slowly. “I pray you
don’t think the chance to kill demons is enough of a reward in itself. What are
you offering me in trade for my assistance?”

Keliel fights the urge to wipe his damp palms on his trousers. Better that he
should suffer torment at the hands of a mortal than that Muriel should have her
soul consumed by ravenous demons. “I offer myself.”

Tavren’s eyes glitter, catching the firelight. “You have my attention.”
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“I will put my magic at your service, to be fuel for your spells, for a year
and a day.” In that one sentence he has doomed himself to exile or worse; he
has chosen a side in the war, and will never be welcome Under-Hill again. His
voice is steady, though he has to look down to maintain his composure.

A flicker of Tavren’s power brushes him—an inquiry, it feels like, testing
to see what he has to offer. “A fair trade, if you can bring yourself to go
through with it. Now, the question is, do you cringe so because you have heard
the method by which | bind another’s magic to my own, or because you have
not?”

Keliel looks up again in surprise. “Ser?” He’d thought there was only one
way to manage such a binding, and that common knowledge—inducing pain
and shedding blood to break the boundary that keeps the giver’s magic self-
contained.

“You have not,” Tavren concludes. “You expect me to carve you up like a
sculptor’s block, while you tremble and suffer and tell yourself you’re
willing.”

“There is another way?” Keliel asks. He can hear the way relief creeps into
his voice, and it shames him. He should not shrink from this; it was his choice,
and he knew the cost.

Tavren stands, apparently simply to pace, as though the leashed energy in
him will bear only so much stillness. “There is. Quite possibly there are
several, though most mages don’t bother to seek out others when they already
know of one that works perfectly well.” He turns on his heel so he is facing
Keliel again. “Have you ever had relations with a man?”

Keliel’s ears feel hot with embarrassment at the sudden invasive question.
“It is common among my people to express no strong preference for one sex
over the other.”

“That doesn’t answer my question.”

“I have,” Keliel says. Was that the correct answer? He can’t remember all
the details of human practices; they seem to vary widely from one region to
another and one age to the next.

Tavren nods slowly, accepting, measuring him. “I prefer a sexual
connection with my adjutants rather than a bond of blood. No, do not rush to
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answer,” he says, holding up one hand when Keliel opens his mouth to speak.
“Before you mistake me, it is still a matter of power. | would require your
surrender, unflinching and honest. You would need to give yourself to me
without resistance.” He smiles wryly. “Some people find the blood ritual
easier to bear.”

“I have no desire to bleed,” Keliel confesses. He looks at Tavren, trying to
see him as a potential lover rather than a stranger who holds the keys to his
sister’s salvation. Tavren is an attractive man, in an alien way—there is a
sharpness to his features unlike the smoothness of elvenkind, and his build is
solid and sturdy rather than lithe and lean. Keliel imagines himself pinned
under that powerful frame, pictures those green eyes fierce with passion. “l am
willing to accept your terms.”

“Willing is an excellent first step.” Tavren paces closer, and Keliel begins
to think he should rise. Before he can do so, Tavren’s fingers snarl in his hair,
pulling his head back and baring his throat. “Now it remains to be seen if you
are able.”

Keliel’s mouth has gone dry. “What would you have of me, ser?”

Tavren kisses him, not cruel but firm and insistent, and a rush of power
thrums between them as his magic curls up against Keliel’s with the same
unhesitating certainty. Keliel responds clumsily, not sure what Tavren wants
from him—should he be entirely yielding, pliant in response to Tavren’s
desires, or should he try to match that hunger with his own?

He’s breathless when Tavren pulls back, and he leans forward
unthinkingly, trying to follow. Tavren’s grip on his hair stops him.

“You’re lovely. But what | need most from you is the willingness to obey.”
Tavren lets go of Keliel’s hair and strokes his cheek once, fondly. “Go
upstairs, light the lamp, and undress. I’ll follow you once my business is done
here.”

Keliel bows his acquiescence and Tavren steps back to let him move. He’s
trembling slightly when he rises, when he makes his way up the narrow
staircase tucked along the back wall of the house. The upper floor is dark, but
not so cold as he feared, the fireplace downstairs apparently enough to heat the
entire house. Keliel takes a moment to adjust to the darkness again so he can



Love Has No Boundaries ~ Volume 6
| 154

pick out the shape of the lamp—a glass chimney on the small table beside the
bed. Tavren didn’t send him upstairs with a lit taper, and there are no matches
to be found nearby. Is this a test as well?

At least this one is easy enough to pass. Keliel pulls heat inward from the
rest of the room, gathering it into a tight point at the lampwick until it kindles.
The flame stretches upward, a fierce, tiny light, steady and bright inside the
protective glass.

By lamplight the room seems inviting, pleasantly cluttered in a way that
makes Tavren seem less a legendary battlemage and more a living person with
varying interests and curiosities. A small stack of books sits on a shelf beneath
the lamp. The bedclothes are disheveled, as though the bed was made up in
haste by someone with more important things on his mind. A table on the
other side of the room is strewn with notes, sprays of dried flowers, and
chunks of unevenly faceted crystal. The wardrobe stands half open, abandoned
with as little care as the bed.

Keliel shakes himself. He was sent up here for a purpose, and that purpose
was not to investigate Tavren’s belongings and speculate on what they mean
about their owner. He unlaces his tunic and slips it off; the thin linen shirt
beneath follows. Keliel shivers, his nipples pulling tight against the sudden
chill of bare skin. It has been years since his first time, and he’d thought
himself done with the nervous anticipation of inexperience. But Tavren will be
different, both in what he wants and why he wants it.

Different doesn’t have to mean bad, though. From what he said, it sounded
like Tavren developed this technique so that he could avoid doing harm to
someone who offered him power. That should be reassuring, shouldn’t it? A
sign that he’s worth taking a risk for. Keliel tugs off his boots and tucks them
against the wall neatly.

When he’s stripped entirely bare, Tavren has yet to come looking for him;
it feels as though the hot, thrumming center of Tavren’s power has not moved.
Keliel wonders where he should wait, whether it would be presumptuous of
him to crawl into Tavren’s bed. No doubt he will end up there—»but if his
obedience is being tested, will Tavren want to order him there specifically?
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Keliel kneels on a rug in the middle of the floor, facing the stairs. He tries
to calm himself, breathing slowly, smoothing the flow of power inside him. He
pictures it as a well, silvery and still, energy ready to be drawn. He closes his
eyes and imagines the ripples fading, leaving the surface smooth and bright as
a mirror.

He opens his eyes to the tread of footsteps on the stairs. Tavren steps into
the room without a word, and Keliel can feel his power expanding to
investigate at the same time that he looks around.

“Good,” Tavren says after amoment, and Keliel’s shoulders relax slightly
in relief. Tavren opens a small box on one of the wall shelves and lifts out a
collar, thick leather, of a size that would suit a wolfhound—or a man. “You are
familiar with human sorcery?”

“Some,” Keliel says. “Enough to know the basic differences from ours.”

Tavren nods. “This collar will work as a talisman, to focus the conduit
between us. Your throat, please.”

Keliel tips his head back, deliberately relaxing his shoulders, making
himself available. Tavren wraps the collar around his throat, and he bows his
head to allow it to be fastened at his nape. The leather already feels warm
against his skin, even though it was sitting unused until just now. Whatever
enchantment has been laid on the collar makes him feel unbalanced, his center
of power shifting upward to his throat instead of resting at the base of his
ribcage.

“Given the bond we’re seeking to establish here, I should be able to feel it
If you cease to be willing,” Tavren says, running his fingers through Keliel’s
hair slowly. “If I don’t, or if I’m not responding quickly enough, then speak
up. I have no desire to tear your power from you by force.”

“As you will, ser.” Keliel leans into the touch. “I... confess | thought you
might plan to have me bound and gagged.”

Tavren’s hand closes, tugging gently on Keliel’s hair, and Keliel’s cock
stirs. “Not this first time, certainly.” The warmth in his voice—or perhaps the
promise implied in that statement—makes Keliel shiver. “If things go well
tonight... we’ll see.”
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He releases Keliel and steps back. “In bed, please. On your back.”

It seems strange that he would be so polite when Keliel is supposed to be
demonstrating submission of will; there are too many things about him that
Keliel simply can’t correctly anticipate. Maybe it would be better to stop
trying to anticipate him—to simply be the pool of still water, and ripple when
the wind ruffles his surface but not before.

Keliel rises to his feet and climbs into bed, only slightly unsteady. The
sheets on Tavren’s bed are cool against his skin, and his heart pounds as he
stretches out. He spreads his legs, watching Tavren’s face for a reaction, and
his cock stirs again when Tavren licks his lips hungrily.

Instead of disrobing, Tavren kneels between Keliel’s legs fully clothed,
stroking his way lightly up the inside of one thigh. “What | need from you
most is receptiveness,” he says, quiet and calm. “Any method for forming this
bond is designed to allow me to reach past your defenses. The spirit echoes the
body. Relax.”

He leans forward, bracing his arms on either side of Keliel as he claims
another kiss. He remains more thorough than aggressive, exploring Keliel’s
mouth deeply but with no urgency. The heat of his mouth and the flickering
tease of his tongue make the order to relax an easy one to obey; Keliel melts
under him, and when one of Tavren’s hands starts to wander, teasing aimless
paths over Keliel’s skin, Keliel arches into the touch.

Tavren makes a low sound in his throat, half moan and half purr, and
Keliel shivers in response. It’s easier than he would have thought to give
himself over to this, to treat Tavren like a lover, when it feels as though Tavren
wants to learn every inch of him intimately. The only difficult part is
remaining passive instead of pushing back into the encounter, but Keliel does
his best to let Tavren lead him.

He arches his back, pressing into Tavren’s hands and mouth, moaning
when Tavren leaves lingering, hot kisses down his throat. “Yes,” he breathes,
“yes, aah,” squirming as Tavren’s fingers trace lower.

“Beautiful,” Tavren tells him, curling a hand around his cock for one quick
moment and then releasing him all too soon.
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Keliel’s hips rock toward Tavren’s retreating hand and he whimpers,
“More, please, more.”

“Yes,” Tavren says hoarsely, “gods, yes, you’ll have more from me.” He
fumbles with something Keliel can’t quite see, and then his fingers press
between the cheeks of Keliel’s ass, slicked with some kind of ointment.
“Keliel te Pellinye, let me in.”

He pushes, and Keliel rocks down to meet him, concentrating on relaxing
the muscles there to make it easier to take him in. The sensation echoes
through Keliel’s body and resonates somewhere other than his flesh as Tavren
reaches into the well of his power, warm and human and strange. None of his
lovers have made him feel quite like this, so vulnerable, so opened. He can’t
tell whether it’s more that Tavren’s fingers are a distraction from his magic or
the other way around, only that the feeling is inescapable.

He dares to wrap his arms around Tavren’s shoulders, pulling him closer,
and that makes Tavren groan, a low sound that could be either pleasure or
pain. “It feels good,” Keliel breathes, “having you—inside me,” and he thinks
he means it both ways, Tavren’s fingers and magic both.

“You’re taking to this, ah—even better than | could have hoped,” Tavren
answers, crooking his fingers forward against the spot that makes it feel as
though he’s stroking Keliel’s cock from the inside. Pleasure surges up through
Keliel’s spine and he moans, writhing in the sheets.

“Please,” he gasps, “please, I—" The words fall away as Tavren takes hold
of his cock again, pumping him steadily. His body is humming taut as a strung
bow, pulling ever closer to orgasm, but his magic is opening, unfolding,
spreading out to allow Tavren into its source.

“Let go for me,” Tavren demands, low and raw. “Let me feel you.”

Keliel nods frantically, trembling, tensing in Tavren’s hands. He’s close, so
close, overwhelmed by the multiple layers of sensation, the touch to his magic
so intimate he can hardly stand it. For one drawn-out moment he teeters on the
precipice, and then climax overtakes him. His fluids splash his chest and belly
and his hands clench tightly in the rough fabric of Tavren’s tunic, desperate for
any kind of anchor as the wave of pleasure crashes through him.
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“I believe you’ll do.” Tavren’s voice belies the coolness of his words,
ragged and barely controlled. “You’ll do quite well.”

*kkk

The previous night’s experiment is still replaying in his head when Tavren
starts to pack his bags in the morning. He is no stranger to working with an
adjutant to boost his power; it’s necessary, for a battlemage who handles
frontline combat. The natural power of demonkind requires concentrated force
to resist. But all of Tavren’s previous partners have been humans, and none of
them have responded so beautifully to his methods from the first attempt. Most
of them have been more wary of Tavren’s technique than they would be of the
more traditional bloodletting.

It’s a stupid limitation in the human understanding of magic, one that holds
them back from the chance to truly realize the power of shared energies.
Tavren seizes on that familiar hot anger, focusing on that instead of letting
himself linger on the way Keliel trembled, the way soft lips shone wet in the
lamplight when he cried out—

Perhaps theory is not enough of a distraction after all.

Tavren has no delusions about their experiment being some grand
romance. Keliel barely knows him, and agreed to his terms for the same reason
that Tavren offered them: as a means to an end, a stepping stone on the way to
his actual desire. Their connection will be an effective one, given how readily
Keliel responded to Tavren’s control, but that doesn’t mean there is any more
to it than a potent catalyst.

When he comes downstairs with his pack, Keliel is waiting, quiet and still
but alert. The connection they established last night thrums between them, a
barely perceptible current on the air that ties Tavren’s controlled, deliberate
sorcery to the wildness of elven magic. It feels intoxicating in its strangeness,
almost as much so as its bearer.

“You’re ready?” Tavren asks.

Keliel nods, rising smoothly to his feet. He watches Tavren warily as if
he’s expecting a command. When none comes, he says, “At this distance | can
only feel a faint trace of her presence, but it should be enough to find the trail.”
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Tavren nods. “I’d prefer to ride. Can you provide for yourself?”

“Once we’re outside your city walls, yes.” Keliel lifts the satchel of
provisions gathered from Tavren’s larder, and Tavren leads the way outside.

The sky is clear this morning and the day promises to be warm. Tavren
watches Keliel absently as he readies his horse—by firelight the elf was
already striking, but in the full light of day he’s beautiful. His skin is the
warm, pale color of birchwood, his hair the red-tinged brown of fallen leaves,
his features smooth and finely sculpted. It’s easy to see why superstitious men
of earlier ages thought the elves were born literally of the trees.

As they leave Tavren’s home for the city gate, the well of Keliel’s power
wakes, a strange tickling sensation at the edges of Tavren’s mind. “Are you
tracing her?”

“l don’t need to. We’re of the same blood—I can find her without an active
working.” Keliel walks beside him, hood up, ears hidden. “I’m calling for a
ride.”

Sure enough, when they reach the road, there’s a huge elk stag emerging
from the pinewood ahead, walking steadily toward them as though it’s tame as
a milk cow. Keliel reaches out a hand to the beast as it approaches, and it
ducks his head in a rough bow. It even kneels for Keliel to mount its broad
back.

“I’ve never seen an animal controlled so smoothly,” Tavren remarks as the
stag climbs to its feet again.

“Itisn’t control, not truly.” Keliel touches the stag’s withers and it starts to
walk again, falling in step beside Tavren’s brown bay. “I asked for help, and
he volunteered.”

“The same way | volunteered?” Tavren can’t keep the amusement from his
tone.

Keliel flashes him a quick smile, breathtakingly beautiful. “His needs are
easier to meet than yours.”

Tavren falls silent, contemplating his companion as they travel. Elven
magic, so far as any theorist has been able to determine, uses the same forces
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as the human variety but applies them very differently. Human sorcery is far
more direct, a road built with a destination in mind; elven magic is more like a
game trail through the wood, meandering, detouring around obstacles rather
than dismantling them. Keliel seems to use a similar approach to solving his
problems in general, seeking assistance and making trades instead of facing
things head on.

The road is nearly empty, especially after they reach the first fork. Keliel
hesitates there for a long moment and then chooses the northern path, deeper
into the wood, instead of taking the wider track that leads to the settlement in
the next valley. The deep wood’s darkness and unfamiliar sounds make the
hairs on the back of Tavren’s neck stand up; he knows he is a match for any
mundane threat he might meet here, especially with the potent reservoir of
Keliel’s power to fuel his fires, but the reflexive unease is hard to dispel.

“How far does the wood continue?” he asks eventually. The fiercest
fighting between humans and demons has always been further south, at least in
Tavren’s lifetime. His knowledge of the country further north comes mostly
from books and maps.

“In some places, nearly to the edge of the endless winter.” Keliel sketches
a shape in the air, a curve that sweeps upward on one side like a drinking horn.
“We aren’t going that far. From the strength of Muriel’s presence when | reach
out to find her, she can’t be more than three days off. If we stay on this path
we’ll be camping at the wood’s edge tomorrow night.”

One night under the pinewood’s smothering branches, then. One night is
bearable.

Keliel is peering at him curiously. “You’re uncomfortable with some part
of this.”

“I’m out of my element, that’s all.” Anticipation and uncertainty have
always made Tavren uneasy; he much prefers an experiment with a clear
result, or the direct problem-solving of combat.

“Would it help to share my senses?” Keliel asks. “I think... If the bond you
established last night works the way it feels, then you should be able to
experience what I’m feeling.” His voice is calm and level as he makes the
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suggestion, no hint of embarrassment or blush. Tavren should have sought an
elven adjutant years ago.

He nods. “I’d like to try it, yes.” He steers his horse a little closer to
Keliel’s stag, and reaches out to take Keliel’s hand. Close contact makes any
form of power-sharing easier, which is excuse enough; he won’t allow himself
to dwell on the callused warmth of it or the delicacy of the bones.

Then the connection unfolds between them, and Tavren has plenty of other
things to distract him. He conceives of Keliel’s magic as something like a lake,
a pool of swirling, opalescent colors. This connection feels like he’s
immersing himself in it, no longer still water but now a swirl of fog, tendrils
stretching out in all directions.

“You can seek in any direction you choose,” Keliel murmurs. “Here,
follow me for a moment and see what our surroundings are like.”

The fog sense expands, and Tavren starts to be able to pick out variances in
It, the steady hum of trees and the tiny quick pulses of birds and rodents. The
wood is an entirely different experience through Keliel’s power, a sprawl of
light and color and sound instead of the dark unknown it seemed previously.
Tavren stretches his reach further, following a meandering track through the
wood that feels like a ribbon of blue. Everywhere he looks, every time he
presses further, there’s more waiting for him, ready to be discovered. Wary
foragers and cunning little hunting minds, slopes and streams and brambles—

And something he can’t identify, some snarl of rust and crimson and
discordance, a sharp horrible tang in the back of his throat that makes him
wrench free of the connection. His heart pounds. “What was that?”

Keliel nudges his stag into quicker motion. “Something corrupt and
hungry. Something tainted.”

“Demonic, then?” No wonder the elves have such trouble fighting demons
themselves, if close contact with them feels like that.

“Or something they’ve ruined.” Keliel’s earlier calm is gone, replaced by
an alert tension that resonates between them. “Demonic influence can do that
to what was once an ordinary mortal creature.”
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Anticipation and uncertainty again. Tavren glares into the dark of the wood
as they hurry onward. “Will it have noticed us?”

“We can hope not,” Keliel says, but his tone suggests he’s not optimistic.
“It was hungry, whatever it was, so it’ll be looking for something to devour.”

Whatever senses the demonic thing hunts by, it’ll be tempted if it gets
close enough to notice them. The animals offer plenty of meat, and Tavren and
Keliel themselves would be a potent source of the emotional energy that
demons seem to thrive on.

“l don’t like the idea of leaving it out there to prey on whatever—
whoever—it finds,” Tavren says. “But we don’t have time to lie in wait for it,
do we? Not when we have a tithing party to catch up with.”

“I’m sorry to take you away from your prey,” Keliel says ruefully, and
Tavren starts. Does he truly seem like a hunting beast himself? Keliel is
smiling when he looks over, at least. “Let’s hurry.”

They spur their mounts into the quickest pace that seems safe on a trail this
rough. The muffled thump of hooves on soft dirt is the only sound that reaches
Tavren’s ears for long moments. The birds and rodents seem to be hiding now,
whether from the hunting beast or from their own rushed passage Tavren can’t
tell.

“Can you keep track of it?” he asks as the animals slow to pick their way
down a slope. “See whether it’s moving toward us?”

“I’ll try.” Keliel falls silent, his face smoothing into calm. Tavren mostly
senses his power welling up, rising from dormant to active—then Keliel sways
and nearly falls from his stag’s back, clutching at its shaggy neck in a flailing,
graceless manner that Tavren tries desperately not to laugh at.

“It’s definitely getting closer. | didn’t get a chance to feel its focus before,
ah...” Keliel gestures awkwardly as if he doesn’t have words for his
clumsiness, like a cat who’s fallen from a windowsill.

“We’ll assume it knows we’re here. I’m going to start looking for a place
where we can make a stand against it.” Tavren takes point, moving faster now
that they’ve hit the bottom of the slope again. There should be a stream or
river nearby, from the shape of the terrain. That might provide some clear
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space, room enough to fight this thing—and a ready source of water to douse
any fires he starts.

“It’s gaining,” Keliel says shortly.

They’re definitely being pursued. The knowledge makes Tavren’s nerves
thrum, makes his senses sharpen in preparation for the fight. Little does that
monster know what dangerous game it’s hunting.

He is the wild thing Keliel sees in him, isn’t he?

“This is the best we’ll do,” he decides, when the trail leads into a clearing,
with the burbling sound of a stream off to the right somewhere. He slides
easily from the saddle. “Can you use those charming skills to secure the
animals so they don’t bolt?”

Keliel nods, landing light on his feet and taking the stag’s face in his hands
for a moment. Whatever he does, the elk and Tavren’s horse amble off toward
the sound of the water together, unhurried and calm. Tavren can only hope
they remain so unruffled when the pursuer arrives.

“Can you fight?” he asks.
Keliel hesitates, which is already answer enough. “I...”

“Get yourself somewhere safe, then.” That’s easier said than done, when
they’re making a stand in a place with enough cover to hinder visibility but
nothing solid enough for protection. Tavren scans the clearing, trying to figure
out where he could best keep Keliel out of the creature’s path—and turns back
to see Keliel already disappearing up the nearest tree. He laughs. “That’ll do
nicely.”

Something crashes through the brush, close enough now that Tavren can
smell the first hint of rot on the breeze. The connection he has with Keliel
flares to life, power pouring into him as the demon beast lurches out of the
shadows into view.

It was a bear once. The shape is still a bear’s, hulking and heavy-bodied—
but its fangs are ugly, overgrown daggers, and its fur has split in long lines
down its back to accommodate the gleaming black spines that rise from the
flesh. It smells like blood and death.
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Tavren gathers power into a crackling sphere and hurls it at the beast, a
searing bolt of lightning too bright to look at directly. The afterimage floats
blue in front of his eyes and the air feels taut with the promise of a storm.

The beast pauses, shaking its head, growling a low, ragged warning. It
looks more irritated than harmed. Fire, then? Tavren has plenty of power to
call on.

A quick pull, a twist from what-could-be to what-is, and the greasy fur on
the thing’s back bursts into flames. It bellows, rising onto its hind legs for one
furious instant before dropping down and charging toward Tavren. The flame
Is a nimbus around it, burning brightly but not seeming to do the creature any
harm.

Tavren drops to a crouch, slamming his palm into the ground. Sunder, he
demands, and the earth cracks and splits, dropping the beast into the crevice
that opens. Its claws dig furrows into the earth as it tries to climb free, snarling
its rage. Tavren forces water from the surrounding soil into the creature’s pit,
turning the clay to slick mud, then to a wet slurry that the beast sinks into,
flames slowly drenched as it slides deeper.

When it’s completely submerged, Tavren wrenches the crevice closed
again, sealing the opening shut with heat and pressure. He stands to watch the
space, to see whether the beast might still struggle free again, but the ground
doesn’t move.

Keliel drops out of the tree, eyes wide, raw energy echoing from him to
Tavren. “That felt amazing.” His voice is a hoarse whisper. “The amount of, of
force alone...”

Tavren’s blood sings in his veins with triumph, with the magic still
coursing between them, with the need to pin Keliel up against the nearest tree
and—

He makes himself turn away. Keliel agreed to offer him power, no more;
he won’t abuse that offer by demanding anything selfish. “We should find the
animals and keep moving.” At least he sounds more calm than he feels. “We
still have far to go.”

*kk*k
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At the end of the third day, the ruined castle looms ahead of them in the
twilight, crumbling stone still imposing, still standing guard over a traditional
pathway to the World Below. Keliel tries to keep himself focused; he should
be thinking about the battle ahead of them, and how he can best help Tavren
gain the victory. Instead he’s thinking about the night before.

Tavren with his eyes shining by the firelight, with hunger written in every
line of his face, as he wrung helpless cries of pleasure out of Keliel. Like the
first time, Tavren didn’t disrobe or ask anything in return, exhausting Keliel
with skillful hands and nothing more. Would it harm the magical effectiveness
of the act if he did otherwise? The collar is warm at Keliel’s throat, pulsing
faintly with the depth of the connection between them.

“Can you tell how many there are?” Tavren asks, his eyes on the castle. It’s
the only structure left standing as far as the eye can see; once there was a
human settlement here, hundreds of years ago, before a volcano to the north
scorched its fields and buried its walls under layers of ash. By now the empty
plain is treacherous and marshy, with deep, sucking mud punctuated by small
islands of solid stone.

“Of course.” Keliel shakes himself, turning his attention back to the task.
Muriel is in there, close by, and soon they’ll be reunited. He extends his senses
carefully, opening himself to the flow of energy here.

Much of the plain is silent, stagnant, too thickly choked with volcanic mud
to be home to much life. Still, there are places where stands of reeds grow, and
small animals that make their home among them. Keliel exhales, seeking
further, stretching toward the castle. Muriel, a vivid impression of swirling
colors and chiming music. Near her, the small furtive traces of rats. Scattered
throughout the castle, half a dozen tangled, discordant knots of demon energy.
And below them, down in the castle’s foundation...

“The spirit of the city is still here. Slumbering and weak, but it’s there.”
Usually a city spirit is too big to touch, too big to even feel the edges of, but
this one is barely a shell of what it once was.

“The demons,” Tavren prompts.

“Six, and they’re scattered.” This close, probably Muriel can sense him,
too. She was never as magically inclined as he was, but no elf is entirely
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without the gift, and they’re close kin. “Muriel probably knows I’m here.
She... might try to cause a distraction herself.”

“So we should draw attention before then.” The air tingles between them,
Tavren beginning to wake his magic.

Keliel nods. “I might be able to wake the city and ask its help. Then you
could save your efforts for direct attacks.” He smiles. “Which you’ve already
shown you can do very effectively.”

“You and your volunteers,” Tavren says, but he’s smiling. “Try it.”

The city stretches beneath the plain, but its spirit is concentrated in the
castle, the only remaining home for it. Keliel reaches out again, not just to find
the spirit this time but to touch it, the withered shape of wood and stone, the
memory of breath and blood. He pushes a little of his own strength into the
slumbering spirit and feels it shudder, uncurling like the new growth of a fern
in spring.

The spirit wakes curious, brushing up against Keliel’s mind, its questions
not in words but in slippery sense impressions as it absorbs their presence and
purpose. When it becomes aware of the demons, the heat of its anger washes
outward in a slow, intent tide. The ground quakes underfoot, rumbling up
through Keliel’s bones.

“Don’t let it do too much of that,” Tavren warns. “I don’t think the castle’s
stable enough to support it.”

“I’ll tell it, but I’m not exactly holding it by the reins.” Danger, Keliel tries
to explain to the spirit. He focuses on Muriel, on her safety, on how important
she is to him.

A surge of power through his connection with Tavren disrupts his
concentration, and he opens his eyes to see Tavren striding out from behind
their cover and throwing a bolt of lightning at one of the parapets. A body
plummets from the ledge, trailing tattered wings as it falls.

“The others are moving. They’ll be expecting attacks now.” It’s all Keliel
can do at this point to keep up with the movement around the castle, to feel the
blight of demon presence surging toward the castle’s half-fallen tower. The
filth of their energy makes him sick, and he hopes he isn’t spilling too much of
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his nausea into the bond with Tavren. The city spirit has stopped shaking the
ground, at least. Keliel tries to keep offering up his power, for Tavren and the
spirit both, as the attacking demons come over the castle wall.

They shriek and squawk in flight, horrible sounds that must be a language
but mean nothing to Keliel’s ears. One of them throws a ball of fire at Tavren,
and he whips up a hand to take control of it, forcing it to ground instead of
letting it reach him. He blasts back and the demon dives to avoid the attack—
but it isn’t quite fast enough and one of its wings tears, forcing it to the
ground.

The air between Tavren and the demons becomes a crackling, seething
tangle of energy, spells traded so quickly and so violently that Keliel can
scarcely keep up. There are four demons against him but he never falters,
making a dance of it as he diverts their attacks and lashes out with his own.
One by one the demons fall to earth, baring crooked fangs and thrashing their
damaged wings in rage, but on the ground they’re only easier targets, quicker
to fall to the bolts of Tavren’s lightning.

Then something changes inside the castle—something changes for Muriel,
and Keliel cries out in alarm as he feels her energy shift. But it’s not the
shattering he’d expect if she were attacked. Instead it’s a surge of wildness and
fury that ripples out around her, flaring bright and loud.

The last demon falls to Tavren’s magic and he looks back at Keliel, twisted
bodies ringing his boots and seeping foul ichor into the mud. “How many
more?”

Keliel pushes through the residue of the fight and the sudden intensity of
Muriel’s presence. “One? It’s hard to be sure.” He waves a hand at the fallen
demons. “All of this muddies the waters.”

“Then we go carefully. Follow me.” Tavren steps over the nearest body
and starts picking his way toward the castle. It’s unpleasant going, trudging
through the heavy mud and struggling for footing, and Keliel is starting to feel
light-headed. Between extending his senses enough to expose himself to
demons continuously and allowing Tavren to draw his power for open battle,
he’s nearing his limit. He grits his teeth and forces himself to keep going.
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The castle’s main gate is halfway submerged in ash mud, and the old
wooden door is rotted away almost completely. Tavren ducks through the
opening and Keliel follows close behind. There was a courtyard here,
surrounding the central keep. Fallen stones litter the space now, half
submerged, the walls crumbling slowly. Muriel’s presence shines from the

keep, overwhelming whatever demon presence is left inside.

“Almost there,” Keliel says, as much to himself as to Tavren. “She’s—"

And the words die on his lips as Muriel steps out of the darkened doorway
to the main keep. The air around her crackles with energy, her hair standing on
end, black demon ichor splashed on the front of her tunic. She has a jagged
sword in her right hand. “Kel?”

Tavren pulls more power, as if he’s expecting her to attack, and Keliel
sways on his feet. “It’s all right,” he says, probably to both of them. That’s the
power of the city spirit, settled on her like a cloak, naming her its champion.
“Don’t do anything stupid.”

Muriel laughs, and that means it’s going to be fine. “If you came all the
way out here just to tell me that, | think for once you might be the one who
needs to hear it.”

“l didn’t come after you just for that.” Keliel sways again and this time
Tavren catches him by the elbow to steady him. He smiles weakly. “But it
usually needs to be said.”

The cloak of borrowed power burns off like mist under the morning sun,
leaving just Muriel behind. “Oh, Kel. Running off into trouble is supposed to
be my job.” She drops the demon sword and crosses the courtyard toward
them.

Keliel shakes off Tavren’s hand so he can meet her partway. “Finally
learned from your example, | guess.” He opens his arms and she hugs him,
hard enough to crack the riding-stiffened joints in his back.

“Thank you,” she murmurs against his shoulder. “Thank you.”

**k*k*

The return trip passes quickly, without the weight of anticipation hanging
over them. Keliel’s sister is outgoing and talkative once she’s recovered from
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her captivity and the guardian spirit’s intervention. She can’t return to her
former home, after the ritual exile that preceded her tithe sacrifice, but she
seems to count that as no great loss. Instead she quizzes Tavren on life among
humans, asking questions about everything from proper manners to major
trade routes, until his voice is hoarse from answering her. In the evenings both
of the elves bid goodbye to the mounts that have carried them that day, and in
the mornings new volunteers arrive to take their places. Tavren has to wonder
whether his horse feels ill-used by comparison.

By the time they get back to town, Muriel is talking about disguising
herself as a human and going to join the war effort, or possibly hiring on as a
sellsword with a merchant caravan, or possibly going to sea and learning to be
asailor. If Keliel is a deep pool of still water, then Muriel is a swirling gust of
wind, catching up anything that doesn’t hold fast to its place and carrying it
off. She pores bright-eyed over the maps in Tavren’s library until he produces
quill and parchment to allow her to make copies.

“I’m glad to see the exile has not succeeded in dampening your spirits,” he
says as he sets down the bottle of ink.

Muriel laughs. “It might just turn out to be the best thing the entire clan of
Under-Rowan-Hill ever did for me.” She looks up at Tavren, and he can see
her similarities to Keliel for all that her smile is more sly and her eyes more
fire-golden. “Thank you for listening to Keliel and coming after me. Take
good care of him.”

Tavren holds very still until he’s certain his voice won’t betray him. “I
will. I admire his courage intensely.” Has Keliel disclosed the terms of their
agreement, or has something in their behavior made it obvious to her? Tavren
has done his best to maintain a respectful distance on the return trip, and with
no new battles to fight there was no harm in failing to renew the bond for a
few days.

“Good. It’ll help him to have someone he can treat as an anchor while he
learns how to live in the human world.” She shrugs. “And I’ve never been a
grounding influence.”

Keliel comes back inside then, carrying water for the evening meal, and the
subject is closed. Tavren keeps thinking about it over the course of the
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evening, though, trying to be circumspect as he watches Keliel. An anchor, is
he? He’d have thought of the bond as more like shackles; he knows how little
choice Keliel truly had. If he were slightly more honorable, or less practical,
he would release Keliel from the year-and-a-day obligation—but having an
adjutant means he can return to the battle, and having an adjutant of Keliel’s
power and skill means he’ll be able to fight better than ever. Irritability makes
him restless; how neatly he’s found a moral justification for what he wants.

He excuses himself upstairs shortly after dinner, to give the siblings some
time alone. It seems like the decent thing to do, when Muriel will be striking
out on her own soon enough, and he’ll be taking Keliel to the capital with him
to report to the war council for a new posting. They should have some time to
spend with each other before that happens.

It comes as a surprise, then, when he hears footsteps on the stairs perhaps
an hour later. He has been reading at his desk, and now sets the book aside. “Is
something the matter? Your sister...”

“My sister thinks | need to be more direct in going after what | want.”
Keliel comes closer and Tavren rises to meet him. “And | suppose she’s
probably right. Waiting patiently doesn’t lead anywhere fast.”

Tavren frowns. “If you wish to be released from your obligation,” he
begins, and then feels ashamed of himself. Wasn’t he just thinking earlier
tonight that continuing the bond was a dishonorable thing to insist on? If
Keliel outright says he doesn’t want it, then it would be inexcusable for Tavren
to refuse.

“That’s not at all what | wanted to say,” Keliel answers, his back
stiffening, “and | hope you don’t find me that dishonorable.”

“Certainly not,” Tavren protests. “If anyone has behaved dishonorably it
was I, in taking so high a price to aid you. You asked me for a skirmish and
now I’m taking you to war.”

Keliel puts his fingers to Tavren’s lips, and Tavren lapses into a startled
silence. “You accepted my offer, and under kinder terms than | expected. You
have been a pleasant companion and a respectful master. Will you listen to my
actual request before you fault yourself further?”
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Tavren bows his head in acquiescence. “Suddenly | can see how you
resemble your sister. Please, go ahead. I’m listening.”

“Thank you.” Keliel pauses for a moment, breathing deeply, as if collecting
his thoughts. “I don’t mind sharing my power with you. I don’t mind making
the bond through a sexual connection. It—it feels good. But | want to know
why you’re holding back.” He takes a step closer, so their bodies almost touch.
“Would it harm your ritual for you to take pleasure in it?”

“No, it—I"ve had lovers who—" Tavren cuts off that sentence; he has no
wish to speak of the dead. “You didn’t come to me by choice. | didn’t want to
demand more than what was required.”

“You wouldn’t have forced me if | said no.” It’s clearly no question, but
Tavren still shakes his head. It would have been both cruel and
counterproductive, and he has no wish to be a tyrant. Keliel looks him in the
eyes, not quite challenging but certainly not passive. “Then give me the chance
to say yes.”

The heat that washes through Tavren’s body isn’t from Keliel’s magic this
time, though it feels just as intense and intoxicating. “I want you,” he says, and
Keliel’s expression sharpens with hunger. “I want to take you to bed, spread
you out, and bury myself in you.”

“Yes,” Keliel breathes. He drapes his arms over Tavren’s shoulders. “I
want you to.”

Tavren takes hold of Keliel’s wrists. “And if | wanted to bind you, as you
suggested that first night?”

Keliel’s breath hitches. “Yes.”

Tavren pulls Keliel’s arms down and pins his wrists at the small of his
back, dragging him into an embrace. Keliel relaxes into him, beautifully
willing, lips parted already for a kiss. Tavren takes the offer gladly, savoring
the yielding softness of Keliel’s lips, groaning when Keliel nips at his tongue.
This is not a passive surrender, an acceptance of inevitable conquest; it’s a
willing welcome, and it makes Tavren’s blood sing.

He pulls back. “Undress for me.”
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Keliel pulls at the laces of his tunic, his fingers quick and nimble. “Will
you do the same, ser? I’d like to see you.”

Tavren nods. He’d already intended to—they come to bed now as lovers,
not as mage and adjutant—but it certainly does his pride no harm for Keliel to
ask. When he strips away his shirt he catches Keliel taking in the sight of his
scars, the old battle injuries where a stray spell or arrow left its mark. They
track pink and pale over his torso, the flesh pulled back together in a hurry by
battlefield healers with no time to spare for finesse. He refuses to be ashamed
of them, but he does wonder how they must look to one of the Fairest, sleek
and unblemished and ever-young as they are.

If the marks trouble him, Keliel doesn’t show it. By the time he’s stripped
bare his cock is already beginning to swell. After a second’s hesitation he
crosses his wrists behind his back, meeting Tavren’s eyes steadily, wearing
only his collar and his pride.

“Yes, like that.” Tavren tosses the last of his clothes away and wraps his
arms around Keliel again, relishing the feeling of bare skin against his, the
fine-boned strength he can feel when he closes his hands around Keliel’s
wrists. “You look so beautiful.” He lets his teeth graze the lobe of Keliel’s ear,
then bites the soft flesh below the jaw, suckling with every intent of leaving
marks. He can taste magic on Keliel’s skin and smell the wild strangeness of
him, as though he carries the wild wood everywhere he goes, even when he’s
trapped behind human stone walls.

And the sounds he makes! Keliel moans at the bite, trembling, and his
breath comes in ragged pants. “Please,” he murmurs, “oh please, more.”

The words are even more intoxicating now than they were the first night,
now that Tavren knows how much more he can have. “You want more?” He
slides one hand up Keliel’s chest to take hold of the ring in the collar. “Shall |
tie you to my bed and take you, then?”

Keliel shudders in his arms. “Yes, yes—I’m at your mercy, ser.”

Heat thrums down Tavren’s spine, a heavy sense of need settling at the
base of his cock. “Come, then.” He crosses to his bed, fingers still hooked in
the collar to pull Keliel with him.



Love Has No Boundaries ~ Volume 6

| 173
He uses a length of silk to secure Keliel’s wrists to the headboard,
admiring the way the position draws him out into a long, lean arc of beautiful
bare skin. Keliel’s back arches, pressing toward his touch, when Tavren draws
his fingers down over the gentle curve of one bicep. “You suggested | might
gag you, as well,” he says, cupping Keliel’s jaw in one hand. “But then |

couldn’t listen to you beg.”

Keliel’s hitched breath then might be a surprised, swallowed laugh; he
turns his head to kiss Tavren’s palm. “As you wish, ser.” He smiles, playful
and sly. “What should | beg for?”

Tavren laughs, letting his fingers slip down to curl in the collar’s ring
again. “Whatever comes naturally.” He pushes a little power into the collar,
just enough to wake the bond between them, so a touch will have magical
resonance to go with the physical. Keliel catches his bottom lip between his
teeth, but he says nothing.

Tavren settles himself between Keliel’s thighs, drinking in the sight of him,
sleek long limbs and skin warmed to golden by the candlelight. It feels so
different from the first two times, knowing how much more liberty he has.
When he coaxes Keliel’s body to a more receptive state, he does so for more
than just the magic’s sake.

He lets his hands explore—the gentle hollow where ribs give way to soft
belly, the smooth arches of hipbones, the unbearably delicate skin of inner
thighs. Keliel presses into his touch at every moment, and the connection
between them is filled with a slow, smoldering longing. Tavren leans down to
leave another love bite on Keliel’s thigh. The scent that fills his nostrils is rich
and earthy, cut with a wild sharpness that leaves him hungry. He licks at the
mark he’s made and deliberately holds back, despite the temptation to turn his
attention to Keliel’s cock and balls.

When he sits up, Keliel makes a stifled noise of frustration, hips arching
after him. The gold of Keliel’s cheeks is suffused now with a rosy blush, and
he squirms in the sheets.

“Something you wanted?” Tavren asks, calmly as he can.

Keliel’s chest rises and falls with his quick, needy breaths. “If | had no
suggestions, what then?”
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Tavren runs his fingers up the inside of Keliel’s thigh and trails random
patterns across his hip instead of offering any relief. “Then | would have no
direction, and in its absence | would have to entertain myself.” This teasing
resistance comes as a surprise, after how readily Keliel surrendered to form the
bond—-but the surprise is pleasant, making the difference more clear. This is
not an obligation to be performed correctly, but play Keliel engages in of his
own free will.

Delightful play, at that. Tavren has always enjoyed the challenge of a
partner who refuses to be too easily overwhelmed. He takes his time, learning
the contours of Keliel’s body, the particularly sensitive places, the ticklish
spots, the places his hands fit most comfortably to the contours of warm flesh.
Keliel responds beautifully, arching toward him, sighing and moaning,
crooning with need. His cock is stiff and flushed against his belly, foreskin
drawn back to expose the crown, and Tavren can scarcely tell whether it’s
Keliel’s desire or his own that makes him want to lean down and take it in his
mouth.

“Please,” Keliel gasps at last, and Tavren stills. He’s close enough to ghost
hot breath over Keliel’s cock, waiting for more. “Please, touch me.”

Tavren laughs. “I thought I had been.”

Keliel whines, a thin and needy sound, and Tavren would almost take pity
on him if he weren’t so lovely when he was desperate. “Touch my cock,” he
pleads, rocking his hips up helplessly. “Please, | want you so much.”

Perhaps he should have more control, Tavren thinks, but already he’s seen
Keliel reduced to moaning, beautiful incoherence twice without having the
chance to indulge his own needs. He takes the pot of ointment from the
bedside table and leans down to lap at the head of Keliel’s cock. Keliel is
gloriously vocal, wonderfully responsive, moaning and sighing his pleasure
shamelessly as Tavren licks and sucks him.

“Yes,” he gasps when Tavren presses slicked fingers into the cleft of his
ass, spreading his legs wider. He vyields easily, tight muscle relaxing to let
Tavren’s fingers press deep, and a wave of pleasure echoes through the bond
between them. Tavren’s cock throbs with answering need, and he takes
Keliel’s cock deeper in his mouth.
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The hum and pulse of Keliel’s magic is almost as pleasurable as the sleek
heat of his flesh, and the more Tavren focuses on that senseation the more
Intense it gets. By the time he has three fingers in Keliel’s ass, he feels like
he’s on the edge of catching fire, lit up with power that’s only half his own. He
gives the tip of Keliel’s cock one last lick and sits up.

“You’re ready for me?” His voice is raw, and he can still taste salt on the
back of his tongue.

Keliel pulls against his bonds, as if he wants to reach for Tavren despite
them. “So ready, please—please, fill me. Give me your cock.”

Tavren groans, pulling his fingers free and slicking himself up. He sits
back for just a moment to admire the picture Keliel makes like this—collared
and bound, holding himself spread open to be taken. A moment is enough,
though, when he’s been craving this since the first night Keliel turned up on
his doorstep and surrendered to him. He guides his cock carefully into position
and pushes, and Keliel lets out a low sigh of satisfaction as he slides home.

At first Tavren has to simply hold still, letting himself adjust to the feeling;
it’s been some time since he last had a lover, and with Keliel’s magic crackling
and sparking against his, amplifying every sensation, he’s nearly
overwhelmed. He takes a few slow, steadying breaths, and Keliel’s body
ripples around him, muscles clenching tight. Tavren gasps a curse.

“I need you, Tavren, gods, please move,” Keliel says, breathless. He wraps
his legs around Tavren’s waist, pulling him closer, pulling him down. Tavren
braces himself against the mattress, pulls back, then drives in deep again to the
sound of Keliel’s sweet moaning.

Tavren mouths at Keliel’s skin, anywhere he can reach, tasting the wild
sharpness of him and leaving love bites behind. Keliel rocks up to meet him at
every thrust, crooning, pleading, trembling. The pulse of magic through their
bond redoubles, a heady flood of power and sensation, so that Tavren can feel
the shadow of what Keliel is experiencing, the pressure and fullness, at the
same time that he loses himself in the physical pleasure of burying himself in
Keliel’s ass.

When climax hits it scours through him like wildfire, brilliant and
inescapable—and Keliel sobs beneath him, coming with his cock untouched,
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their pleasure reflected back to each other with wrenching, breathtaking
intensity. Tavren is gasping by the time it finally ends, shaking with the effort
of holding himself up even for long enough to pull out.

He collapses to the mattress beside Keliel, leaning close for a kiss that’s
wet and languid and sated. Keliel hums into his mouth, kissing back, and then
tugs on the scarf binding his wrists. Tavren laughs, and reaches up to undo the
knots.

“There. Better?” He chafes Keliel’s wrists gently, and when he lets go
Keliel drapes an arm over his chest. The bond between them is finally settling
now, leaving a warm, soothing exhaustion in its wake.

“Lovely.” Keliel tucks his head against Tavren’s shoulder and sighs in
contentment.

Tavren wraps an arm around him to hold him, and the immensity of this
adventure finally starts to sink in—the amount that Keliel was willing to risk
for his sister, and the amount that he was willing to trust a human stranger in
his desperate gamble. It wakes something hotly protective behind his ribs,
something he can’t blame on the magical bond at all. He wants to know what
lies beneath that fierce courage. He wants to know what makes Keliel happy,
what he enjoys when he’s not fighting for his life. He wants to make sure
Keliel never regrets giving up this next year to serve Tavren’s cause. He
wants...

Well, plenty of things. But they can wait. Keliel is falling asleep on his
shoulder now, a well-earned rest at the end of several long days of battle and
traveling. There will be time enough in the morning to start learning each other
in truth. For now, Tavren closes his eyes and follows Keliel into sleep.

THE END
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and his expression furrowed in dreams.
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FINDING BIGFOOT
By Kate Islay

“Legends of wild men have been with us throughout human history, but it
wasn’t until 1958, when loggers in Bluff Creek, California, reported footprints
along the logging roads far larger than any human, that the name Bigfoot was
coined.”

From this angle, I could see the neat trim of dark blond hair around his ear
when he sat back, his lips tightening in a pained expression as someone
recounted her cousin’s Sasquatch sighting in New Jersey three years ago. He’d
looked pained a lot this semester. | wondered why he was in the class at all.
Tully’s urban legends class was famous, or at least infamous, with a waiting
list deep enough to discourage even the die-hard fans.

| wondered why | couldn’t seem to stop staring at him.

“...but what’s at the core of the legend of the Sasquatch, or any of the
folktales we’ve been talking about, isn’t whether or not they’re true, but what
they tell us about the human condition. Or so the folklorists tell us. What do
you think?”

A few students offered tentative responses. Personally, | thought it
mattered if it was true to the people who wanted to believe it, but maybe they
didn’t count.

Tully wrapped up her lecture, letting loose a chorus of squeaking chairs
and shuffling of notebooks into backpacks. Her voice carried over the noise.
“Don’t forget that blurbs for your collaborative paper are due next week.”

Fuck. 1’d been putting off even thinking about the joint paper. There were a
few other guys from the team in the class, but for obvious reasons | wasn’t
going to ask them if they wanted to partner up.

Tully’s next words froze me in the act of putting away my notebook and
pen. “Mr. Romano. And Mr. Harper. Can you stay a moment, please?”

A few classmates gave me sympathetic looks as | forced myself to step up
to Tully’s desk, very much aware of him coming forward to stand next to me:
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a couple inches shorter and more slight, his tucked in button-down and gray
slacks a sharp contrast to my jeans and hoodie.

Leigh Harper. I’d looked him up in the student directory the first week of
class, going down the names on the class roster until I’d found him. Gray eyes,
like an overcast sky. Senior. Political Science major. Phi Beta Kappa.
President of the Gay-Straight Alliance.

I’d known the name, of course. Buchanan was a small campus, and Leigh
was an active guy; probably most of the student body knew his name. He
wasn’t how I’d pictured. I’d expected an activist to have more flamboyance
and style, not look like the boy next door. Apparently, 1’d stereotyped the guy
before 1’d even met him.

Not to mention that my type usually had a lot more curves.

“Your group matchups were due to me last Tuesday. Unless you’ve made
arrangements | don’t know about, | think you know where I’m going with
this.”

“Actually,” Leigh said slowly, “I was hoping to do the paper on my own.”

| tried not to take that personally. | wasn’t that bad of a choice. Plenty of
people would’ve wanted to partner with me, if | hadn’t alienated half of them.

And | had my own reasons for not wanting to partner with him. Just
standing next to him made the hair on my arms stand up.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Harper, but that’s the assignment. Perhaps it will help you
to see the benefits of collaboration.” Professor Tully gathered up the rest of her
notes. “Don’t forget that your blurb is due next week, gentlemen.” She left the
classroom.

The silence that followed was deadening. “Uh, I’m Drew,” | ventured.
“Drew Romano.”

“I know.” Leigh didn’t exactly sound like a fan. “This must make a change
from screaming crowds and cheerleaders.”

Ouch. Well, I’d known people were going to make assumptions. You
wanted the bicycle, now pedal, as my grandfather would say.

Leigh grimaced. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it that way. [—" His eyes
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flicked around the empty classroom as if looking for an unlikely rescue. Not
finding any, he sighed. “I guess we’re partnering, then.”

“Guess so. So what’s your excuse?”

Leigh shrugged. “I don’t know anyone in the class. | was hoping she’d let
me do it on my own.”

“So you said.” Maybe there was an edge to my voice, because Leigh gave
me a look.

“What’s yours?”
“Huh? Oh.” | felt my face heat. “Same thing, | guess.”

Leigh nodded. He took a breath, likely bracing himself for the inevitable.
“So, we should get together to discuss it. Tomorrow night at the library?”

Tomorrow was Friday. Was that a test? Maybe Leigh didn’t know that |
had zero social life these days. “Sure. Eight o’clock?”

He hesitated, bluff called. “Eight o’clock.”

*kkk

| left first, as much to save my ego as anything else.

After the gloom of the classroom, the sky was overly bright as | made my
way with the rest of the student body to the union building, the air clear and
crisp. Football weather. | pushed the thought aside as | shouldered my way
through the crowds in the cafeteria.

Courtney had snagged our usual table, which was no small feat in this
lunch crowd. Typically, she was flipping through a textbook as she ate. “I’ve
got a draft paper due to my study group tonight, so | can’t stay long.”

| settled in the chair across from her with my tray. “Wow, Courts. Hey.
How are you?”

She put down her fork with exaggerated care. “Hi there, Drew. I’m great.
The weather’s wonderful. So chipper and fall-like. How’s everything in your
corner of the world?”

“Crappy,” | said. It just came out. It wasn’t like | had a lot to complain
about, honestly. | was a twenty-year-old junior at a decent college with a rosy
future ahead of me, if the Dean’s office propaganda was to be believed.
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Though I’'m not sure they believed it any more than we did.

Courtney’s face shifted to concern. “Are you still getting fallout from the
team?”

“Just giving you a hard time. Everything’s good.”

Most of the team hadn’t said much of anything to me, aside from a few
uncomfortable brushes in the mailroom and some strained conversations with
my roommate, Andre. The funny thing was, it wasn’t like I’d been a star
player or anything. I’d been an average wide receiver on a Division I11 team.
Football wasn’t a career choice for any of us.

My coach had understood that just fine. So had my parents. Only my
former teammates didn’t seem to understand why 1’d want to spend my last
two years of college doing something other than play football.

| leaned forward to steal one of her fries. “You seriously don’t need all of
those.”

“And you don’t need any,” she said, flicking my hand away as | tried for
another one. “And hey, do you mind?” She moved my water glass and tray
from where they’d been slowly encroaching on her territory. She liked to
complain that my stuff always ended up taking over her space. | didn’t mean it
to happen; it just did.

Successfully diverted, Courtney settled back into her reading. I let my eyes
roam. The cafeteria was packed, a good number of faces familiar. I’d seen
them in classrooms, in the stands, in the halls giving me nods like they knew
me because they’d caught the game the weekend before. I’d wanted to go to a
small school, but it felt claustrophobic at times, too, all those people knowing
who | was. Quitting hadn’t helped, either.

A familiar face stood out. | couldn’t seem to escape him today. A few
tables up, sitting across from a guy with streaked-blond hair, who leaned
forward and said something that made him smile.

How cozy.
“Do you ever find yourself checking out other girls?”
Courtney stared. | think 1’d actually thrown her, which is hard to do with
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Courts. “Are you asking seriously or because you’re getting off thinking about
it?”

“Hey. You’ve known me for two years. Am | like that?”

Heck, most guys | knew were like that. Two girls together, sure, 1’d check
that out. | took comfort in the knowledge. Maybe | wasn’t a complete goner.

“l assume you are when you’re with your male friends, but as long as |
don’t have to hear it, | can give you credit for not being like that.”

“You, Miss Deveaux, are a cynic.”
“I’m not actually forgetting about your question.”

| wish she had. | wasn’t even sure why 1’d asked it. Man quits football
team, turns gay. It was like a red state horror story.

If that’s what was even going on with me. Part of me felt so turned around
this year that I didn’t know what was constant anymore. 1I’d thought my
sexuality pretty constant. At least until Leigh Harper and his gray eyes and
bleached-blond boyfriend.

“You’ve gone through a lot of changes this semester,” Courtney said
slowly. “I think it’s a normal thing to think about and wonder.”

Changes. Right. | took a few more of her fries. “So you do check out other
girls. Let me know next time.”

“Ass,” she said, moving her plate away. “Get your own.”

*kk*k

A normal thing to think about and wonder. It wasn’t like 1’d never checked
out a guy before. It was a given that you’d compare yourself to your
teammates in the locker room, maybe offer up some healthy aesthetic
appreciation. But I’d never had my pulse flip quite so unnervingly from the
curve of another guy’s neck.

Friday night, I threw on an ancient gray henley from high school that was
one wash away from the trash can, and jeans that weren’t much better. I’m not
sure what statement | was trying to make, other than I didn’t mind looking like
a slob.
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Leigh, when he found me in one of the library study rooms, looked like
he’d never pulled a shirt to wear from the floor of his closet. He’d traded the
button-down and slacks for crisp jeans and a blue polo that brought out his
eyes and put some color in his skin.

| cleared my throat. “Hey.”

“Hey,” Leigh returned. He looked as awkward as | felt. Maybe he’d
thought | wouldn’t show. “So,” he said, sliding into the chair across from me
and pulling a laptop from his bag, “the assignment is to research a local legend
through written and oral sources, then contextualize it within the surrounding
culture and mores.”

He actually made a class on urban legends sound dry. “Er, yes. At least |
think so. | figured we’d come up with a topic then write up the blurb that’s due
next week.”

“Right. Do you have any ideas?”

“Local newspapers?” | hazarded. “Either that or surfing online until we see
something interesting.”

“Online it is.” Leigh was already typing into his laptop.

| pulled out my phone, but the page proportions were all off. “I’m just
going to,” | said, gesturing to the library computers in the main room. Leigh
nodded, not looking up.

The library was deserted, so for once it was no problem getting one of the
desktops by the windows. | opened up a browser and started searching.
Professors hated when we did that, but it was easy enough to retroactively find
a few boring tomes that said the same thing as Wikipedia.

It was dark on the other side of the glass, even with the outdoor lamps.
That plus the subject matter and a large, eerily empty library meant that |
jumped a little when Leigh sat down next to me.

“Jesus. Warn a guy.”

The corner of Leigh’s mouth quirked. “Sorry. I just wanted to show you
this.” He put his laptop down to the right of my keyboard and leaned forward.
His hand brushed mine as he reached for the touchpad and | went to angle the
screen toward me.
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He stared at me when | jumped again. “What?”
“Uh, nothing. What did you want to show me?”

He pointed at the screen. “l was wondering if we could use it. It’s local, or
at least local enough to drive to, and some of the people involved may still be
alive if we wanted to interview them.”

“Oh. Right.” I struggled to focus on the screen and not the neatly trimmed
nails of his hand, or the way his fingers curled almost possessively over the
touchpad. There was a precision about Leigh that felt deliberate, like he
thought through everything he said and did before saying and doing it. So
different from my usual sprawl.

| forced my attention back to the Web page. Black Aggie, | read. Demonic
stone angel who’d frightened a local fraternity brother to death one night in a
cemetery. Great. Leigh was right, though, it was a story based in some truth, if
the site he’d found was to be believed, and was close enough to drive to. If
Leigh had a car, that is. My parents lived close by, so | didn’t need one to get
home; they or my grandfather picked me up for holidays and breaks and the
occasional weekend home. And enough guys on the team had cars for off-
campus trips to cover the ones who didn’t.

Leigh was still waiting for a response. “It sounds good. Let’s go with it.”

“Okay.” He sat back and propped his elbow on the table, chin on his hand,
scrolling through the page with his off hand.

“Can | ask you something?”
Leigh’s eyes flicked over warily. “Sure.”

God knows what he thought | was going to ask. I wasn’t sure myself. “So |
noticed you’re not keen on the class. You know there’s a waiting list to get in,
right? It’s one of the most popular classes on campus.”

“I’m sure it is,” Leigh said dryly.

“So how’d you get in if you didn’t want to take it?”

Leigh hesitated a moment before answering. “I did want to take it. Or

rather, someone | was with wanted to take it, and | needed another elective in
order to graduate. He talked me into that one.”
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“Oh.” Now | was sorry | asked. I’d forgotten about bleach boy. “So what
happened?”

“We broke up the end of last year, and he decided to withdraw. I still
needed the elective, so | stayed in.”

So maybe bleach boy was new? “Why don’t you like the class?”

“I like the class. It’s just—not what I’m into, | guess. Bigfoot, Bloody
Mary, kidney theft—it’s all pretty ridiculous.”

“Well, yeah,” | said. “But people believe in that stuff. Or at least want to
believe. Well, maybe not in kidney theft, but the rest of it—Bigfoot, the Hook
Man, demon angel statues.”

That’s what fascinated me about it, actually, the idea that there was more
mystery in the world than what we could see, hear, and feel. All that collective
belief had to give the stories some power, right?

“Is that why you’re taking it?”

| shifted on the chair. One of the backhanded results of playing football is
people often think you’re thick, even though that’s not true of most of the guys
| played with. So you’re not always asked about secret ambitions that don’t
have to do with throwing and catching a ball.

“My grandfather likes to tell stories. Stuff from Italy from before he and
my grandmother came over here. | know half of them aren’t true and the other
half are exaggerated, but I always liked them.”

“Oh. Makes sense, then.”

“Does it?”” Leigh gave me a weird look, so | clarified. “I mean, it feels like
a leap from that to an actual academic discipline. It’s just a bunch of stories.”

“Well, it’s not my field or anything, but the class we’re taking now is just a
bunch of stories, and they’re offering it as a course here. | don’t see why you
couldn’t specialize in something like that.”

A lukewarm endorsement, maybe, but it was still nice to hear. I’d actually
been trying to get up the courage to ask Tully about becoming a history major.
It was the kind of thing I’d imagined when | quit football: getting more serious
about school, figuring out what | wanted to do with the rest of my life after I’d
realized | had two years left of college with no idea at all.
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Half a semester in, and I still hadn’t taken that step.
“So if you’re not interested in this, what are you interested in?”

| hadn’t intended it as innuendo, but by the way Leigh flushed, maybe he’d
read some into it. “What do you mean?”

| said awkwardly, “Just, you know. Hobbies. Activities.”

Leigh’s index finger brushed the touchpad, scrolling down the site. His
eyes were fixed on the screen. “I think you probably know some of my
activities.”

“Uh, sure. I mean, | guess so.” Leigh didn’t respond. “What’s it like being
out?”

| don’t know what | was thinking, asking him that. There was a long pause.
“That’s a pretty personal question.”

| closed out the open tabs on the library computer, glad that my hand
wasn’t shaking. “l know. Sorry. Should we start working on the blurb?”

Leigh said slowly, as if he couldn’t believe he was talking about this with
me, “It’s... arelief, of course. Not having to lie. But it’s hard to live exposed.
At least that’s what I tell the kids who join the GSA.”

“Oh.” | didn’t know what else to say to that. It would certainly scare the
fuck out of me.

“But sure, we should start working on the blurb.” Leigh straightened, the
shift in his face clearly stating that the subject was closed. “I’ll start copying
over the information from the site.”

*kkk

It was past ten by the time we’d haggled our way through the blurb and
went our separate ways. Lights, noise, and music spilled out from dorm rooms
onto the darkened, tree-shadowed quad as | made my way back to my dorm.

| thought about what he’d said, about how coming-out was a relief. In a
way, it had been a relief to admit to myself that | didn’t want to play football
anymore, like shedding a burden | hadn’t even known was there. Not that |
was comparing football to leading the effort to ensure equal rights for an
oppressed group on a mostly liberal but still insular college campus. Except |
guess | kind of was.
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To my surprise, Andre was in the room, one of his psych books propped
open on his chest. Andre wasn’t a partier, but the guys usually had something
going on the night before a game.

“Exam next week?”

“Yeah,” he said. “You go out to dinner?”
“Met someone at the library for a paper.”
Andre nodded, turning back to his book.

| hated how polite we were with each other now. It had never been that
way with Andre. | could see why he’d be pissed. We’d been roommates since
freshman year, and I’d never even mentioned to him that | was thinking about
quitting. I don’t know why I hadn’t told him. I hadn’t told anyone, though, not
until the night I’d knocked on coach’s door and his wife had let me in.

| sat on my desk chair to take off my shoes. “Who’re you playing
tomorrow?”

His eyes flicked up. We didn’t talk about football. Not these days. After a
pause he said, “Shipps. Away game. They’re putting us up for the night, so |
won’t be back.”

“Shipps has always been a breeze.”
“Yeah,” he said. “We’ll see.”

| hadn’t even been to any of the home games, not even to cheer the guys
on. | guess I’d figured they wouldn’t want me there.

It surprised me what | missed about it—not the endless practices and drills,
or even the games, but just hanging out with people with whom you’d just
shared an experience. Going to the games wasn’t going to bring that back; it
would just remind me of what 1’d chosen to give up.

And would still choose, if | had the chance again. | might not have told
anyone what | was thinking before | did it, but it hadn’t been spur of the
moment.

Don’t make a step longer than your leg, as my grandfather would say.

*kk*k
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| was sitting on a couch in an open, light-filled room, familiar in that hazy
way that places in dreams are familiar. | think it was the living room of my
best friend from fifth grade. Bobby Jenkins. He wasn’t there, though, it was
just me, my arm slung along the back of Bobby’s brown and orange plaid
couch, relaxed and easy, and Leigh leaning back into it, turning to me with a
smile.

| woke up, heart pounding. It took a second for it to sink in that it had been
a dream. The emotions in it had felt real.

Though you’d think if I was going to have an erotic dream about someone,
there’d at least be sex.

Likely it was just a by-product of the cafeteria’s mystery meat the night
before, | told myself as | waited for Leigh at the curb outside my dorm. We’d
made plans to drive down to Baltimore to check out the Black Aggie story.
The statue, apparently an unauthorized replica of one in D.C., had originally
been in a cemetery outside the city until repeated visitors and nightly vigils
had driven the owners to remove it and ship it off to the Smithsonian and out
of the public’s morbid eye. The original caretaker had retired, but his
replacement had kept in touch with him, and said he was willing to take us to
see him when Leigh had called last week.

A gray Focus pulled up to the curb, brakes squeaking a little.

“You should get those looked at,” | said, when I let myself in the passenger
door. The car was tidy, which didn’t surprise me, but was neither new nor a
parent’s hand-me-down BMW, which did. I’d pegged Leigh as coming from
money. Most of the kids at this school did.

“Yeah, | know,” Leigh said absently. He checked his mirror and pulled
away from the curb. “I brought some of the notes we took at the library.
They’re on the back seat.”

| retrieved the notes and skimmed through them. There were different
variations of the story, but the short of it was, the Agnus family had
commissioned the statue of a grieving angel for their family plot in a cemetery
outside Baltimore. The angel was creepy enough that stories around it started
to form: that if you sat on her lap at night, she’d come to life and crush you;
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that the spirits of the cemetery would rise up to gather around her; that at
midnight her eyes would glow red. A local fraternity forced their pledges to
spend the night with the statue as part of their initiation rites, which
culminated one night in one of the initiates actually dying of fright.

Likely the caretaker would have his own spin on it.

“Thanks for driving,” I said, glancing over. Leigh was wearing jeans and a
gray zip-neck fleece. He drove with his left knee bent at a casual angle, right
hand at two o’clock, left arm resting on the window frame.

The image of him from my dream flashed through my head. | looked away.

“Sure,” he said. “It should only take us an hour and a half or so to get
there.”

Saturday morning, the roads were nearly deserted. Early morning light
refracted off the few cars we passed and filtered through trees already starting
to turn. The college station murmured on the radio.

“You must have gone to some of the games.” Apparently, that had been on
my mind since Tully’s classroom.

Leigh glanced over. He looked embarrassed. “Uh, that guy | was with. He
had a thing for... football. Or, you know,” another sideways glance, “football
players.”

“Really.” I wondered if Leigh’s ex had checked me out. | looked out the
window, feeling oddly self-satisfied.

“Actually,” Leigh said slowly, “I wanted to talk about what you asked me
in the library.”

My stomach flipped warningly. “Oh?”

“I shouldn’t have brushed you off like that.” He resolutely studied the road.
“Or made assumptions about how open-minded you’d be. It’s the Gay-Straight
Alliance. If you were interested in being an ally, you’d be welcome.”

“Oh. Sure. I mean, I’d support you and all.”

Pretty weak for an ally, much less someone who was starting to feel less
and less straight, but Leigh didn’t seem to mind. “l can send you some
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information about the group. Don’t feel obliged to join if you’re not
interested.”

“Sure,” | said, staring at the back road scenery sliding by outside the
window.

My parents had been into road trips when | was a kid, taking us out west to
see all the national parks and making us camp in sleeping bags in one of those
old-fashioned tents. When we got into our teens, my sister and | bitched
enough about the conditions that they’d eventually stopped, but I still
remembered the first day of driving, the early morning excitement and
anticipation with all that empty road in front of us.

“You live around here?”

“Huh?” Leigh gave me a startled look. “Oh. No. Massachusetts.”
“Must be hard. Going to school so far away, | mean.”

“No.” Leigh’s eyes were fixed on the road. “Not really.”

There was too much in that loaded statement to untangle. | realized how
much I didn’t know about him or his situation. | turned back to the window
when Leigh didn’t offer up anything more.

It was eleven by the time we’d reached Baltimore and met up with the
current caretaker, Malik. He was a young guy who only vaguely knew about
the legend, but he seemed pretty fond of the old caretaker. “Some visitors will
be good for him,” he said, directing us to a house only a few miles from the
cemetery.

Leigh pulled up to the curb in front of a porch and a bit of scraggly grass.
The siding was new but the house itself was old, I noticed, as Malik led the
way through to the screened porch out back, complete with creaking hardwood
floors and peeling wallpaper. It reminded me of the houses in the
neighborhood I’d grown up in, until my parents moved outside the city.

A balding man in his eighties sat at a patio table in khakis and a white
button-down over a tending-to-stocky frame. He peered at us over wire-
rimmed glasses and put a folded Baltimore Sun on the table. “Are these the
kids?” he asked Malik, who nodded. “You’re not from that fraternity, are
you?”
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“We’re from Buchanan College, Mr. Perry,” Leigh said, holding out his
hand. Perry ignored it. “We’re doing some research on the Black Aggie story
for a class on urban legends.”

Perry shook his head. “Doesn’t take much to get a degree these days, does
It?” He made a gesture toward the remaining chairs around the table, which |
took as a sign to sit down. Leigh and Malik followed. “Call me Gus, by the
way. No one calls me Mr. Perry. So what do you want to know? | was around
when that kid died, but you’ll be disappointed if you think a statue had
anything to do with it.”

“Actually,” I broke in, “We were wondering what you thought about the
statue. Why you thought it had such appeal.”

Perry—Gus—zeroed in on me. “I wouldn’t exactly call it appeal.” He
shook his head. “Who am | kidding. The thing was creepy. If it actually had
been some minion of hell, I wouldn’t be surprised.”

“Why is that?”

“The family had meant it as a kind of guardian. An angel to look over their
family. Sometimes irony’s just too rich to pass up. Or maybe it’s easier to see
something as evil than good.”

“Do you think that’s how other people saw it?”

Gus shrugged. “How do | know what goes on in folks’ heads? But they
used to come here in droves, just to see that statue. They’d drive by Sunday
afternoons and camp out at night, making up stories about what happened. |
don’t know what they were looking for, but it was something. There was one
group who was convinced it was the spirit of a nurse who’d been hanged by a
mob some years back, come back to haunt us. A newspaper reporter came by
about twenty years ago asking about that, but he never did find any facts to
back it up.” He snorted. “I went to go see her once. After.”

| perked up at that. “I thought she was in some museum basement?”

“That’s what they all think, but no. In the eighties she was transferred to
the courtyard of some Federal building.” He shook his head. “None of them
have any idea of the stir she caused here. I’ll tell you what, though. That kid
dying was real enough. Folks sure get themselves worked up about a thing.”
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| got a few more stories from him, but that seemed to be the extent of what
Gus had to share with us. Pretty soon Malik had to get back to work and Gus
was clearly fading.

“Used to be, I’d get four or five calls a month asking about Black Aggie.
Then they started to peter off. Like anything, people’s interest fades. Kind of
nice, talking about her again.” He stood up to see us out, despite Malik’s
protest. “You boys take care now.”

Leigh dropped Malik back at the cemetery. We parked and wandered
around a bit, Malik showing us where Black Aggie had once held court, but it
was just a cemetery. It was hard to imagine it had once swarmed with curiosity
seekers.

Leigh glanced over at me when we got back in his car. “You were really
good with him.”

| thought back. I guess I’d kind of hogged the conversation. “Sorry. |
should have let you get a few questions in.”

“Why? You were doing great.”

A highway sign flashed by with food and fuel options ahead. For reasons |
wasn’t going to examine too closely, | didn’t want the day to end. Besides, |
hadn’t eaten since breakfast. “Want to stop for lunch?”

| was sure the last thing he wanted was to take more time on a Saturday to
spend with the guy he’d been saddled with for a class he hadn’t even wanted to
take, but I figured it couldn’t hurt to ask.

Leigh’s eyes flicked over. “I could eat.”

*kkk

“So what happened with that guy you were with?” | said, as we settled into
one of the diner’s booths. The place was clean if not fancy, the prices cheap
enough to fit a college budget. “Your, uh, boyfriend.”

Leigh clearly hadn’t expected me to ask that by the few seconds it took
him to regroup. “It’s not an exciting story.”

| shrugged, picking up one of the laminate menus the waitress had dropped
off. “I was just curious.”
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He had to start wondering where all this curiosity was coming from. “I got
an internship offer in D.C. for after | graduate. Seth’s planning to go to
Michigan for grad school. He wanted me to go with him, give up the
internship.”

Leigh was right. As reasons went that was a pretty standard one. “You
didn’t want to try the long distance thing?”

“He didn’t.” Leigh shrugged. There seemed to be a lot caught in that shrug.
“And we thought it better to quit now and stay friends than start to resent each
other for the decisions we’d made.”

“That sounds like someone trying to rationalize something they don’t agree
with.”

That got a startled laugh. “Yeah. Probably. But sometimes life takes you in
different directions, whether or not you want it to.” Leigh leaned forward. “But
now it’s my turn.”

| forced myself to say casually, “Ask away.”
“Why’d you quit the football team?”

| could tell he wasn’t asking as a fan—mostly the fans had been
bewildered, the few who’d said anything to me. A couple had been angry, as if
| had no right to throw the opportunity away, as they’d put it. There were
opportunities everywhere, 1’d wanted to tell them.

“I knew it had to end sometime, right? It wasn’t like we were all going to
keep playing football the rest of our lives.”

“Sure, but you still had a couple of years.”

“Yeah.” | shrugged. “I guess it’d become more habit than anything else. It
would have been easy to keep going with it, but it just didn’t feel like me
anymore.”

| couldn’t help wonder if, unconsciously or not, I’d known there was more
going on with me than a need to experience life outside the football team.
Because | think | may be gay would have been a considerably more
complicated conversation than | want to quit the football team.

“Quitting must have taken a lot of guts, then.”
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Most people thought it had been cowardice, not bravery. “l don’t know
about that.” | played with a crease in the laminate menu, folding it back and
forth. “But my coach was cool with it. Surprised, but supportive.”

“How about everyone else?”
“Oh, they’re fine. The people who matter, anyway.”

Which were my parents and the friends who’d stood by me, like Courtney.
| think for the rest of them, it wasn’t that they disagreed with my decision,
though 1I’'m sure most of them did: it was that they felt like they didn’t know
me anymore. I’d become unpredictable. We’d ended up more awkward with
each other than confrontational.

The waitress came by to take our order. | ordered a burger and a Coke.
Leigh got the grilled ham and cheese.

When she’d gone, | asked him, “So what’s the internship? The one in
D.C.?”

“My uncle works for the political action committee of the Human Rights
Campaign. He got me a spot for the summer. It’s mostly lobbying and
fundraising, organizing HRC groups for local issues and elections. Hopefully
making the world a safer place for people who don’t fit someone else’s mold
of normal.”

“Sounds like that takes a lot more guts than quitting a football team.”
“Yeah, maybe.” Leigh smiled. “I like to think it won’t always have to.”
“So your uncle, he’s...?”

“Gay? Yes.”

The waitress dropped off my Coke and topped off Leigh’s water. “Your
parents, then, are they cool with, you know?”

Leigh took longer to answer. “I wouldn’t go that far. Though sometimes |
think it has less to do with me being gay as me being... me. My father doesn’t
have a lot of tolerance for what he perceives as weakness.”

“Why would he think that about you?”

Leigh smiled. “Thanks for the vote. But | was... bookish as a kid. My
brothers were the outgoing ones. I preferred reading to sports, and in my dad’s
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eyes that made me weak. My mom pretty much follows his lead in most
things, though it’s her brother who got me the internship, so she’s more
tolerant than a lot of people. Cool with it, though? | wouldn’t say that.” He
took a sip of water, looking at me over the raised glass. “Your turn.”

“Me? There’s not much to tell.”

“Come on, you must have some dark secrets lurking beneath that perfect
surface.”

Perfect surface. Huh. Our eyes met. He raised an eyebrow at me as if in
challenge.

“I had a pretty normal childhood, I guess,” | said, feeling my pulse speed
with the effect of that challenge. “I was more like your brothers as far as sports
went. Though my sister liked to dress me up in our mom’s clothes, too, so |
can’t say | was the butchest guy around.”

“Now there’s a picture.”

“Oh, she’s got plenty of them. But we get along okay. She’s a few years
older. My parents aren’t actually that into sports. They let me play football, but
they weren’t upset when | quit.”

“What about your grandfather?” I must have looked surprised. “You, uh,
mentioned him. In the library.”

“Oh. Right. He lives with my parents. My grandmother died a few years
back. He’s your typical cranky old man, except when he’s telling stories. He’ll
tell them to anyone. | take him to church when I’m home. He’s infamous
there.”

“It sounds like you’re all pretty close.”

Leigh didn’t sound envious, exactly, but it made me think about how easily
rifts could form in a family. The kind of distance and gaps in understanding
he’d had to deal with.

| couldn’t imagine my parents ever not being proud of me, or being
ashamed to call me their son. Whatever was going on with me, | couldn’t
Imagine not sharing it with them once 1’d figured it out.

But I knew there were no guarantees, either. | liked to think my parents
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were tolerant, that they’d love me no matter what, but the possibility that |
might be wrong scared the hell out of me.

The waitress came by with our food. Leigh moved his water glass at an
angle to his plate, unfolding and refolding his napkin. Apparently, he was as
precise in eating as everything else. Halfway through lunch, he started eyeing
my Coke like it was a stray dog he was trying to determine was friendly or not,
and | realized it was nearly at his elbow.

“Oh, God. Sorry.” I moved it back, along with my plate. I’d taken up three-
quarters of the table. Courtney was right, | really did intrude on everyone’s
space.

“It’s okay.” Leigh sounded surprised to hear himself say it. He cleared his
throat. “I don’t mind.”

He changed the subject, though, to the details we’d gotten from Gus. We
spent the rest of lunch hashing through them before hitting the road again. It
was late afternoon by the time Leigh pulled up to the curb in front of my dorm.
“l can do some more research into the secondary sources, but we should get
together soon to start working on the draft.”

“Sure,” | said.
There was a pause. “Everything okay?”

| realized that 1’d been sitting there the last few minutes. “Sorry, just
spacing out.” | opened the door.

“Drew.”

| looked back. He had a strange look on his face. Probably I was just
baffling him with my straight-boy crush and inability to articulate any of it.

“Do you...” Leigh trailed off. “Sorry. Never mind.” He laughed a little,
though it seemed rueful. “I’ll see you in class.”

*kk*k

“Let’s say you wanted to ask someone out, but you weren’t sure they felt
the same way.”

Courtney eyed me over her coffee. The sound of running washing
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machines and dryers hummed in the background. I’d always liked the sound. It
reminded me of Sunday mornings at home.

“Isn’t that every dating dilemma ever?”
“Is it?” | said.

“Drew,” she said, disbelieving. “Wait. Are you telling me you’ve never
been turned down by anyone?”

“It’s not like that,” | said defensively. Except I guess it kind of was. The
girls I’d dated in high school and college had all seemed enthusiastic to be
asked, though dating at Buchanan mostly amounted to meeting up at parties,
having a few too many drinks, and making out in the room of whoever could
get their roommate to leave for the night.

It was how 1’d met Courtney. Not the making out part, but the roommate
part. Hers had been crazy, as 1’d discovered after a few weeks of seeing her,
which had been enough of an experience to bond us since freshman year.

“You, my friend, are too gorgeous for your own good.”
| grinned. “I know, right?”

Courtney didn’t seem to think it the bonus I did. “It’s completely
unprepared you for rejection. | can’t believe there’s never been a girl with the
good sense to turn you down.”

As pop-psychoanalysis went, this was starting to suck. “Hey.”

“I’m serious. I mean, Drew... you’re charming. You’re good looking. You
care about people, and you make them feel cared about.”

That was better. “So where does good sense come in?”

“l don’t know.” She seemed to take the question seriously. “You do it so
naturally that | wonder if you register any of it.” She took a sip of coffee. “So
tell me about them.”

Apparently, that hadn’t slipped her notice. “Uh, they’re someone | just met
recently, but I’ve been, uh, checking them out a while.”

“Uh-huh. So what makes this person different from the others?”
Aside from the obvious, I wasn’t sure. Was it just because Leigh was a
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guy? Was that the missing key to my previous relationships? If so, I’d buried it
pretty deeply.

“He’s—” Her eyebrows shot up, but coyness only went so far. Even
though my voice had shaken on the word, because fuck that had been scary.
“—an unknown, I guess. A mystery. It’s hard to describe.”

“So ask him out. If he turns you down, then at least you’ll know.”
| snorted. “Know what?”
She grinned. “That you’re not completely irresistible.”

**k*k*

Just ask him out. Right.

| was starting to feel some sympathy for all the people trooping to the
cemetery to see Black Aggie, or the ones combing the woods of New Jersey
searching for Bigfoot. All that fear and longing for the unknown.

He’d sent me an e-mail with an attachment when we got back from
Baltimore. Hope everything’s okay. Here’s some info on the GSA, if you’re
interested. No pressure.

| hadn’t been to any of the meetings. I’d read the attachment, though, and |
could see why Leigh was so active in the group. He seemed like someone who
cared about other people. Making the world a safer place for people who don’t
fit someone else’s mold of normal. | could see why he was so passionate about
it.

Despite what Courtney thought, | could imagine rejection just fine. |
couldn’t think what Leigh, who seemed to know exactly who he was and what
he wanted from life, could possibly see in me.

At least there was one thing | could get up the nerve to do. “Professor
Tully?”

She looked up from where she’d been taking notes from a book held open
with the weight of another one. Stacks of books and papers surrounded her,
making the office look even smaller.

“Sorry for bothering you. Do you have a minute?”
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“These are my office hours, so yes.” She gestured to the chair next to her
desk. I moved a pile of books from it and sat down. “What did you need, Mr.
Romano?”

| took a breath. This couldn’t be nearly as hard as | was making it out to be.
“If | wanted to become a history major, say, what would | have to do?”

I’d surprised her. Maybe she’d pegged me as the non-serious type, though |
was doing all right in her class, or at least | thought | was. But | could see a
gleam of interest peeking through her surprise. Every department wanted more
majors.

“l would say that you should set up a time to talk, or we can talk about it
now. | can tell you about the courses we offer, and you can tell me why you’re
interested. Any particular field in mind?”

I still had a hard time shaking the feeling that if | told people what I really
wanted to do, they’d just laugh. “Oral history.”

A little more interest peeked through. She gave me a contemplative look,
as if sizing me up. “Then let me tell you about our courses.”

It was past three by the time | left her office. She’d had some good advice
and a few book recommendations that | stopped off at the library for. If I did
go with oral history, then she’d be my advisor, so it had felt as much like an
interview as an information session. But | thought I’d done okay.

Back at my room, I flipped through one of the books, and then through the
course catalog she’d given me.

“Heads up.”

My hands went up reflexively as a football flew past my head. It bounced
off my palms and hit the closet door behind me.

“Hands are gettin’ soft, son,” Andre said.

“Not as soft as your defense.” | retrieved the ball from the space between
my desk and the closet and tossed it back. Andre rolled it back and forth in his
hands.

“We’re heading to the quad for some catch. You in?”
| stared. “Er.”
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Andre gave me a look. “It goes both ways, you know.”

That took a second to sink in. | hadn’t realized Andre had been feeling that
way. | guess | hadn’t exactly made myself available or approachable to the
guys on the team, either. Maybe I’d been pushing them away as much as I’d
felt they did me.

*“You must be pretty desperate for a decent receiver.”

Andre snorted. “Right.” He tossed me the football again. This time | was
ready for it. “Let’s see how out of shape you are.”

*k*k*k

“| separated out what we gathered from secondary sources, what we got
from the interview with Perry, and then miscellaneous notes from the Web,”
Leigh said, after he’d let me in and led the way up to his room. It was midterm
season so all the study rooms were booked, and Leigh had a single.

He stepped over three piles of books and papers on the floor and sat on his
bed, indicating his desk chair for me. | took the chair, surveying the piles at
my feet. They were as neat as the rest of the room. “It’s, uh, very organized.”

He raised an eyebrow. “That sounded suspiciously like mockery.”
“Oh, no. No mockery here.”

“Anyway,” he said, giving me a look, “I thought we could work through
them and pick out a few themes to focus on for the paper.”

My usual approach to paper writing was to read as much as | could on the
topic, let it marinate a few days, then start writing.

Phi Beta Kappa. Maybe we should try it Leigh’s way.

| retrieved a notebook and pen from my backpack before putting it on the
floor behind the chair. Reaching down, | grabbed the pile of notes from our
interview with Gus. “Okay if | start with this?”

“Sure,” Leigh said, taking the one on secondary sources.

| read through Leigh’s notes, both from the interview and from our
conversation about it after. | had no idea he’d been recording all of that in his
head. His notes were scattered with references to me: D. thinks we should look
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into the story about the nurse, or D. mentioned that all the sources talk about
the angel’s red eyes.

| had to admit that | liked the thought of him thinking about me. Even if it
was just in this context.

Leigh had made a few observations that I’d missed, and | mentally slotted
them into place with my own memory of the conversation. | wasn’t sure what
Leigh meant by themes, though. We had a lot of information, sure, but I didn’t
know how to categorize it.

“Do you think place had anything to do with it?”
Leigh looked up from his pile. “What do you mean?”

| thought through what 1I’d meant by that. “It just seems very place-
oriented. People go to the cemetery. Like an event, or a spectacle. But it
doesn’t just happen anywhere, it has to happen there. A lot of the urban
legends we’ve been talking about in class could happen anywhere—the stories
around them just mention some generic rural or urban landscape. But this one
Is very specific to that cemetery.”

“I hadn’t thought about it that way, but I like it. Write it down.”
| grinned. “Bossy, aren’t you.”

Leigh gave me a startled look. There was a flash of warmth, of unfolding
interest, and then it faded into bemusement. “You’re flirting with me.”

My hand tightened around my pen. It was either that or let him see how
much it was shaking. “Maybe. Is that okay?”

| couldn’t tell by Leigh’s expression. “I don’t know. It depends on what
you mean by it.” He took a breath. “If you’re confused about... how you’re
feeling, I’m more than happy to talk with you about it, or refer you to
someone. There are some people at the GSA you might want to talk to.”

As far as responses went, that was a fairly deflating one. “I’m not
confused.”

It was becoming clear, however, that any interest of Leigh’s was purely
professional. | closed my notebook, trying to ignore the sick feeling in my
stomach. “Maybe it would help if we each took a stab at the draft separately.
See what we come up with, then merge the versions together.”
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“Drew.”
Something in his voice made me pause. He’d sounded as scared as | felt.

“I’m usually a pretty good judge of people,” Leigh said slowly. “Or so I’ve
always thought. But so far I’ve been lousy with you.”

I’d thought he’d read me pretty well, actually. It wasn’t his fault he wasn’t
interested.

“It would be easy to take what you’re saying at face value. Scarily easily.”

Now I was confused. “Isn’t that what you’re good at, though? The scary
stuff, I mean. Standing up for what you want.”

Leigh laughed a little shakily. “Is that how you see me? That’s—" He
paused. “Okay, that’s flattering, actually. | wish | were that fearless. But I’'m
not.”

| guess part of me had figured it would be easier with guys. No pesky
emotions getting in the way, just mutual need. | guess it was never like that
when you were dealing with other people’s hearts.

| got up from the desk. Leigh watched me warily as | approached, but he
didn’t stop me from sitting on the bed next to him, and he didn’t pull away
when | leaned in and touched my lips to his.

Nothing crashed down around us. A pit didn’t open up to swallow me
whole. | could feel my heart beating like crazy, but it hadn’t burst out of my
chest.

Leigh put a hand behind my head and pulled me in deeper.

That was a revelation. | didn’t know kissing a guy could feel like this. |
realized my hand was in his hair and his was burning a brand on the side of my
ribs through my shirt, and we’d scattered his notes to the ground.

“l have a confession,” Leigh said, his voice a low thrum against my ear. “It
wasn’t Seth who wanted to go to your games.”

That sank through even my hormone-addled brain. “Good to know.”

“l have to say, | was a little disappointed not to see you on the team this
year.”
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| groaned, burying my face in his neck. “Don’t do that to me.” But | could
feel a grin tugging at my mouth. “What if | made it up to you?”

Leigh’s lips brushed the underside of my jaw, and I shivered. “You know
where to find me.”

THE END
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nestled between Daddy’s Boy’s ass cheeks.
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DADDY’S BOY

By Isla James

CHAPTER ONE

| stood on the street looking up at the sign for what felt like an eternity.
When | made this appointment | was one hundred percent sure that this was
the most perfect wedding gift to give my future husband. After all, what do
you buy the man who has everything? We of course had done the usual “the
wedding is enough, no need to buy gifts for each other” thing, but | knew Rafe
and he would do something spectacular for me. So | spent almost a month
trying to come up with the perfect gift. Now as | stared at the sign “The
Human Canvas” | thought I might chicken out for the first time in my life.

For a former SEAL who had been in some serious clusterfucks that was
saying something. | could feel my hands sweating and my heart racing. | was,
quite frankly, appalled and embarrassed by my reaction, this was ridiculous. It
wouldn’t be my first tattoo. After leaving the SEALSs I got the usual trident,
pistol and eagle, and I had my security company logo on my right bicep, but
those were nothing compared to what | was about to do. | took a deep breath
and thought of Rafe. This was the one thing | knew he longed for but would
never ask of me, the one thing I told him I couldn’t give. Yet over the last
month as | tried to come up with a gift for him, | realized there wasn’t
anything | wouldn’t do for him, nothing | wouldn’t give. He already had my
heart and soul; this was just going to inform everyone else who I belonged to. |
wiped my hands on my jeans and opened the door.

The walls were covered with some impressive flash. | could see why my
best friend Owen had recommended this artist. According to Owen, Damien
was the only man who could do this tattoo justice. As | looked at the guy
behind the counter, | started to think it was more than just his talent that had
Owen recommending him. He was propped against a stool watching me take
his shop—and him—in, and the smile that spread across his face made me
realize that perhaps | was being a bit obvious in my perusal. He wore jeans and
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a white T-shirt, was probably six feet and nothing but muscle. Good looking
with amazing blue eyes and a jet black Mohawk. Yet that wasn’t what made
him remarkable. It was the silver collar circling his neck that caught my eye,
and was most definitely the reason Owen sent me here.

“I see Owen left some of the facts out. I’m Damien Cole.” He smiled as he
held out his hand.

“Max Jones,” | replied, grasping his palm with mine and hoping | had done
a decent job drying it on my jeans.

“I wondered if you were coming in. You were out there for quite awhile.”

| could tell he expected an answer even though it wasn’t a direct question.
He was probably worried I intended to back out, which I’m sure would totally
screw up his afternoon schedule.

“Just needed a minute to make sure. This isn’t something that’s going to be
easily hidden when changing with the team.”

Damian started to laugh as he gave me the once over, his eyes sweeping
me from head to toe. “I think you can handle them.”

| guess | could; at six foot three and two hundred and fifty pounds of
muscle there weren’t many men willing to challenge me.

“You’re probably right.” I returned his smile and could feel myself starting
to relax. Damien gave off an easygoing vibe that | am sure put everyone
around him at ease. He reached back onto the counter and grabbed several
papers.

“After we talked | worked up a couple of samples to show you.” He spread
the papers in front of me. “Any of these what you had in mind?”

| looked over the drawings he had laid before me. To say they were
amazing doesn’t adequately describe them. They were breathtaking in the
literal sense, in that | honestly think | stopped breathing for a few seconds. |
had been worried the words | wanted worked onto my skin would be
somewhat girly, but all the samples were done in several styles of very
masculine script. As | looked them over, one stood out above all the rest. I ran
my fingers over each letter and | could almost feel them declaring Rafe’s
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ownership on my back. It was amazing. Somehow Damien had managed to
work the design in Rafe’s own handwriting.

“How...” My throat felt tight and the words seemed lodged there. |
swallowed trying to clear it while | found the words | needed. I looked at him,
obviously waiting for him to explain.

“Master and Rafe are friends, and when | told him about you...” Damien
shrugged his shoulders, his lips twitching in a slight smile.

“l decided to help,” A deep voice from behind me cut into Damien’s
explanation.

| turned around to find a handsome man in a designer suit standing there.
He was slightly older than Damien but you could feel the connection as he
smiled at his boy.

“Damien doesn’t tattoo other subs without discussing it with me first.” He
walked up to the counter and looked down at the designs resting on top. “I
agreed that this is the perfect gift for Rafe, so | called Micah and had him get
some handwriting samples.” He looked up and smiled at me. “I had Micah put
some of his skills to use so don’t worry, Rafe doesn’t know anything about
this. It’s still a surprise.”

| was struck speechless for a minute. Micah and Owen were not only my
business partners but had been my best friends since kindergarten. We grew up
together, entered the Navy together and now ran JRT Security together. They
were my only family before Rafe came into my life. They also tended to
meddle worse than old women.

“You know Rafe and Micah?” It was disconcerting to not know this man
who claimed to be friends with not only my fiancé, but my best friend as well.

“I own The Club de Sade here in Houston, and have known both men since
they opened Chains.”

That made sense, as | really hadn’t been involved in the club Rafe and
Micah owned and had actively avoided it until last year.

“I’m Jonathan Taylor,” he stated in a matter-of-fact tone, giving me a head
nod as if that should explain it all.
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“You’re on the guest list,” I stammered out, feeling as stupid as | sounded.

“Absolutely, we wouldn’t miss it for the world.” He smiled, although I’m
not sure if it was at Damien, or myself. Jonathan approached the counter,
looking at the drawings placed there. “Have you decided?”

| looked over each of the samples before me. They were all impressive but
the one in Rafe’s writing was without a doubt the one that called to me. “This
Is the one.” | handed the sheet to him, reluctant to let it go. “It’s really
amazing. | can’t believe you managed to do this.”

Damien lifted his shoulders in a quick half shrug. “I thought you’d
probably choose it, but drew the others just in case.” He looked up, those blue
eyes capturing mine. “The letters will be about two and a half inches high and
will cover you from shoulder to shoulder. Not everyone wants a tattoo that big,
so if that’s an issue one of the others might be a better choice.”

| took one final look at the drawing. | might have had doubts to begin with,
but seeing those words in Rafe’s writing they all disappeared. It was as if he
was here getting ready to brand me for all to see. | looked up at Damien and
nodded, then glanced at Jonathan, “I’m sure, I’m totally his.”

Damien led me to a chair behind a curtained area. Jonathan informed me
that since my master couldn’t be here to supervise and make sure | was safe,
he would be sitting in. It was reassuring to know I wasn’t alone.

“Get comfortable, we’ll be here awhile.” Damien had already placed the
transfer on my back and gotten settled on his stool.

My head rested in the opening of the chair, and my arms were on the
armrests. | noticed my fingers were gripping the ends of the chair so hard they
were white-knuckled and I tried to relax them. “I’m fine, just tense, but I’ll be
good for the duration.” | shifted slightly, trying to find the best position, but
something wasn’t right. No matter which way | moved | couldn’t relax.

Jonathan stood suddenly from the chair beside me. “Give me a minute
pet.”

He left the cubicle and | raised my head and looked at Damien.
“Problems?”
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He just gave me the patented shoulder shrug | was quickly beginning to
associate with him, and continued prepping my back. | wanted to turn around
and see where Jonathan had gone, but a year on my knees to Rafe had taught
me it was best to hold the position and wait when dealing with a master. It
wasn’t long before he returned and crouched down so he was eye level with
me.

“Give me your wrists.”

| looked at him warily for several seconds then slowly placed my wrist in
his hand. He wrapped a black leather cuff around my right wrist and fastened it
securely. | had never submitted to anyone but Rafe, and my uncertainty must
have shown on my face.

“You are submitting for him, not me,” Jonathan reassured me, and
indicated my left wrist. | placed it in his hand and let him fasten the other cuff.
He took each arm and placed them back on the armrests. Before | realized
what he was doing he had fastened each D-ring to a clip under the arm. | was
restrained in front of two men | had just met and my master wasn’t with me. |
started to sit up and Jonathan placed his hand on the middle of my back,
instantly settling me.

“Do it for him, give him this gift from a place of submission.”

My body stilled. | heard Damien start his machine and move into position
behind me. “Just relax. Go where it takes you—we’ll watch over you.”

| felt the needle enter my skin, beginning to tattoo my master’s ownership
in a way that would be difficult to dispute. As the sensations began to
coalesce, | felt like Rafe was the one wielding the machine, marking me as his
for all to see. The thought removed the lingering tension from my body and
allowed the whirring of the motor and the pain of the needle to carry me to the
place only my master had ever taken me. It was as if each time the needle
entered my skin it validated each touch, every Kkiss, the laughter and even the
tears that had gotten us to where we were today—and, truthfully, to the step
we were about to take on Saturday night. | realized it wasn’t just the tattoo
itself that honored my master, it was the trust | placed in him to never make
me regret the words that were being written in his hand across my back. With
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the clarity of the moment | understood he had known from our first night
together that the time would come when | would offer these words to him. |
loved him more than | ever thought possible for his faith in me and his
unshakeable belief that we were meant to be together.

**kk*x
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CHAPTER TWO

One year earlier

“Why are we here Owen?” The look on my best friend’s face could only be
described as a combination of pissed off and heartbroken, and it was damn
hard to stare at. | took a drink from my beer and watched him scan the club,
his eyes so obviously looking for something or someone. “Why do you insist
on torturing yourself this way? Tell him how you feel, just be honest with him
and get it done with.” My exasperation was obvious and my words came out
harsher then I intended. | smiled and tried to lighten the moment. “You never
know, he might surprise you.”

| was getting so tired of watching my two best friends dance around what
was so obvious to everyone around them and had been since we were eighteen
years old. Quite frankly, | didn’t have the energy to give to their little drama. |
was tired in that bone-weary way that only emotional stress can cause and no
amount of sleep will fix. We had just got in from our latest mission and Owen
had insisted we stop at Chains for a beer. Although Micah was joint partner in
our security firm, he was also a partner in Chains with Rafe Santos. Chains
was the premier BDSM and fetish club in the Washington DC area, and
although it was the place to be on a Saturday night for those in the lifestyle, |
rarely entered the doors.

“How about you be honest. Why don’t you tell me why you hate coming in
here?” He grabbed his beer and drained it, slamming the glass down on the bar
top, hard enough to draw attention.

| hadn’t seen Owen this angry in a long time. His face was reddened, his
mannerisms agitated and the words poured from his mouth in an unstoppable
tirade. “Yeah okay, I’ll admit it just about kills me to watch Micah with the
subs that flock to him. But while I’m sitting here | can at least see what he’s
doing and not torture myself wondering. You sit here letting everyone think
you are some big bad Dom when | know you’re every bit the sub | am. You
think | don’t know that you would give just about anything to hand over
control to Rafe, how badly you want to get on your knees before him and
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never get up.” He stood scraping his stool against the floor. “You forget, Max,
that as well as you know me, | know you. So don’t talk to me about honesty.”

My heart dropped into my stomach. | had been so careful to keep my
feelings to myself. Even if Owen had figured it out, wasn’t there some sort of
best friend rule that you didn’t say it out loud until I admitted it?

Owen took a few steps away, stopped, and deflated. The anger leaving
him, he just looked broken as he watched me. “I’m gonna take a walk, I’ll be
back.” He disappeared into the crowd, walking past the dance floor and into
the playrooms. | stood to follow when a hand reached out and grabbed my
arm.

“Let him go. Micah’s on DM duty and isn’t playing, so he’ll be okay.”

My heart picked up speed at the sound of that deep, husky voice. “Oh,
thanks, Rafe,” | mumbled as | sat back down and took a drink of my beer. |
still hadn’t looked his way but | knew he hadn’t left and had taken the seat
beside me. | could feel his body heat along my left side and I swear | could
smell his sandalwood cologne and the musky scent that was just him. | wanted
to bury my face in his neck until that scent was imprinted on my soul. God,
Owen was right; I’m not just obvious but desperate as a well.

| started to lift my beer, intending to drain it so | could make my escape,
when Rafe reached over and wrapped his hand over top of mine. He lowered
my arm back down and | turned to look at him, stunned that he had touched
me. Not once in the three years | had known him had he ever touched me. Not
even to shake hands.

“Are you ready?” He asked in such a nonchalant tone, | was sure | had
missed something.

“Sorry, ready for what?” | responded, still conscious of his hand covering
mine, holding my fingers around my bottle with little pressure, but still
trapping my arm beneath his.

He looked at me and smiled. “To admit the truth. | have waited for you to
come to me, and as | stood here listening to you and Owen, | realized you are
not willing to admit you’re mine, any more than Micah’s willing to admit
Owen’s his, and I’m done waiting.” He stood up and moved behind me so
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quickly that in my stunned state | didn’t realize what he was doing until he had
both of my arms pinned to the bar in front of me. | could feel his breath on the
side of my neck as he held me in this position and not once did it occur to me
to struggle.

“I’m not willing for our first time to be in the middle of the club. I find |
don’t want to share you.” His voice sounded somewhat confused at this
revelation, as if he hadn’t expected the possessiveness inside him. “Come up
to my suite?” He stayed that way with his lips an inch from my ear waiting for
my response, not rushing me.

It was the most incredible feeling to be wrapped in Rafe’s arms, freeing in
a way | had never felt before, and as much as | wanted to be offended at his
high handedness, | wanted what he offered more. After telling Owen to be
honest and take a chance perhaps it was time for me to do the same. “I’m not
your regular sub, Rafe. I’m no boy,” | answered, my consent implied in the
warning of my words.

His voice was slow and husky promising a night | wouldn’t soon forget. “I
know, you’re more.”

He took my hand and entwined our fingers, moving back and letting me
stand up. We walked through the club hand in hand toward the private staff
entrance, and not one person looked shocked at the two of us together. Perhaps
I was no better at hiding my feelings or needs than Owen was.

Rafe’s suite was on the top floor of the club. I don’t know what | was
expecting, but the space we entered took me by surprise. The room was large
and open-planned. A large four-poster bed was the focal point of the room,
with a small sitting area and bar set off to the side. It was well decorated and
comfortable but more like a fancy hotel suite than a BDSM playroom.

“Not what you were expecting?”” Rafe laughed beside me. “I don’t usually
entertain up here. | prefer to play downstairs.” He walked over to the long
mahogany bar set against the wall and bent down to reach something in the
mini fridge. “I’m having a Coke, do you want one?” It took a minute for me to
make out the words he was saying. God, he was beautiful and bent over, |
couldn’t look anywhere but at his ass. With the tailored suit pants molding to
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the muscles of his ass, it was a work of art. I could only imagine how amazing
it would be naked.

“No, I’m good, thanks.”

He closed the fridge and walked over to the seating area, choosing one of
the armchairs. He did that thing with his pants that only guys who are
comfortable wearing suits do, lifting at the seams to give him more room in
what was obviously a well-endowed crotch. He crossed his legs by bracing his
ankle on his knee and leaned back, taking a moment to run his eyes over me.
The look he gave me was like a caress to my cock and there was no way he
didn’t notice my aroused state.

“Come here and kneel beside me.” Rafe said it in such a way that | knew it
wasn’t a suggestion. My body did, too, as it moved forward and was on the
ground beside him before | totally comprehended what happened.

We both sat there staring at each other for what felt like forever. Although
I’m sure it was only seconds, | knew to wait for him to make the first move. |
didn’t want to be in control and there was no reason to pretend otherwise. We
both knew Rafe firmly controlled the moment at hand, and it dawned on me
that this was one of those times when my life was about to change. For better
or worse, it was going to change, and at this moment | had no idea which way
things were going to roll.

It amazes me what you notice and how life seems to slow down in the
critical moments. | could smell Rafe’s addicting scent, the cross between his
cologne and that musky cock-swelling scent that was just him. I saw him reach
out and grab me. His long fingers wrapping around my neck, pulling me close.
His grip strong but still so gentle, that | never wanted to escape. | felt his lips
touch mine, whisper-soft yet firm and unyielding, a prelude to so much more.
Yet everything felt like | was living it through a filter. An out of body
experience, watching myself be kissed by this beautiful man, and yet not really
being present. Knowing it was happening to me, but not living in the reality of
the moment. It was surreal. Then with two small words the world slammed
back into place, leaving me breathless and wholly unsettled.

“Open, boy.”
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Two words.

| knew before | came up to his suite that Rafe was a dominant. | knew |
was a submissive. | also knew that many Doms used the term boy lightly,
interchanging it with pet, sub and other endearments. However, the way Rafe
said it, his tone of voice, the way he cradled my head—this word carried great
meaning to him and scared the shit out of me.

| ripped my head from his grasp and was on my feet in seconds. “What are
you doing?” | asked as | turned to face him. “I told you I’m not one of your
regular subs. | won’t sit at your feet, calling you Daddy and waiting on your
every word, needing your direction to take a piss.”

He sat there watching me, his eyes taking in every detail. | felt like he
could see into my soul and it made me angry that he was trying to breach my
well-fortified walls.

“I came here to fuck. That’s it. We both like the kink so go ahead—tie me
down, beat me and fuck me raw. But let’s leave the mind games out of it. We
both want to get off so let’s go.” | pulled my leather jacket off and threw it on
the sofa behind me. | was just starting to pull my white T-shirt over my head
when | heard Rafe shift on the chair as if he was settling in for the show. He
made no move to stand, and his unwillingness to follow my plan angered me
more. “Well, you planning on joining me?” | threw my words and shirt at him
and started working on opening my jeans.

He continued to watch me with that deep amber gaze, slowly raising my
shirt to his nose and inhaling slowly. | felt like a trapped animal and he knew
it.

“If all you wanted was a fuck, why are you here with me?” His voice was
calm, and even though he asked the question, he didn’t wait for a response.
“You knew who | was, too, before you ever stepped foot in this room, and you
knew what | wanted from the moment we met three years ago. That’s why you
have avoided me.” He slowly stood up from his chair and walked over to me,
each step that of a predator stalking his prey.

“No, you want this. You want to be on your knees before me, and more
importantly, you want to be my boy—submitting to me and letting me care for
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you. You’re just afraid. Scared of the feelings and desires | bring to life inside
you.” He approached me slowly, stopping within inches of my body. He
handed me my shirt balled in his fist, refusing to release it even though my
own hand was clutching it.

“If you don’t want to be here, then by all means don’t stay. But make no
mistake. We both know that not only do you want what I’m offering, you need
this.”

| knew | was being unfair and yet I didn’t seem to have the off button to
shut up and save myself from my own stupidity. After a lifetime with Micah |
knew that throwing a challenge at a Dom was a bad idea, yet my anger
overrode every thought of self-preservation. “You think you can take me,
make me submit? I’m at least thirty pounds heavier and several inches taller.”
I smirked as I looked him up and down, making sure he didn’t miss the insult |
had just implied.

Rafe stood there for what felt like forever watching me, waiting.
“Are you done?”

Three little words that took the wind right out of me. What was | doing
here? | had agreed to play, but being someone’s boy was beyond new territory.
I knew I was being an ass and Rafe was right—I wanted this. | might not be
ready to admit it out loud, but | knew | needed him.

| felt the telltale whisper of movement too late, and couldn’t counter Rafe’s
move as he cleanly swept my feet from under me. He cradled my head as he
followed me to the floor, resting securely over me and yet breaking my fall. |
was so surprised that he managed to get the drop on me that I lay beneath him
motionless, aware of every inch of his body against mine.

“You might be bigger and you might win against me but | guarantee, boy, |
will give you one hell of a fight and neither of us will go home unscathed.” He
shifted above me and | could feel the ridge of his hardened cock against my
hip.

“Maybe one night we will fight for who gets to top, | think we would both
enjoy that, but not tonight. Tonight you’re mine, boy.” Rafe’s stare was
unwavering as he stated his intentions, his voice husky and promising untold
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pleasure if 1 would just submit, and | could feel myself giving in. His will,
becoming my own.

“I won’t call you Daddy. | don’t play that game.” My voice seemed quieter
than usual but I had to make him understand. “I don’t think I will ever play
that game. | want to be yours, you can tell me what to do and I’ll obey. I really
don’t want to be in charge but it feels weird to call you Daddy. I’ve never had
one not even when | was little and | really don’t need one now. Besides, age
play just isn’t my kink.”

Rafe looked taken aback for a minute and he released an unexpected laugh.
I wasn’t sure what | had said that was so funny and my confusion must have
shown on my face. He shifted slightly but made no move to let me up. Finally
after several moments he stopped laughing and looked at me. His beautiful
amber eyes staring into my soul, he reached up and ran his fingertips down my
jaw. Slowly he lowered his head and brushed his lips across mine in a move
that was more promise than passion.

“Someday you will call me Daddy. Not today, and that’s fine.” He silenced
my token protest by placing his thumb over my lips, gently rubbing back and
forth in a rhythmic manner. “You just need to realize that my role isn’t some
age-play game. | have no desire to change your diaper.” His face broke into a
grin as he continued. “I just want to cherish you and protect you from the
world when you need it. | want to help you be the man that we both know you
can be.” He paused to kiss me once more, and what started as a gentle press of
lips quickly ignited into so much more, until we had to part in order to breathe.

“I never want to belittle you or your abilities and you are no child.” His
hardened cock was pressing firmly against me and | couldn’t help the bark of
laughter that escaped as his hips rolled against mine. “I just want to be the man
who stands in front of you to keep the world at bay when you need it and the
man beside you when you don’t and right now I’m really loving being the man
on top of you.” Our lips met once more as his words resonated with truth in
my soul, and as our passion flared | was beginning to accept that not only was
he probably right, but that | had no intention of letting him go either.

*kkk



Love Has No Boundaries ~ Volume 6
| 220

CHAPTER THREE

The wedding was held in the backyard of our home. It was perfect and
everything | never thought | would have. We had planned the day so that
following the wedding we would have a brief reception with all the vanilla
friends and family before those in our lifestyle joined us at Chains for the
collaring ceremony.

Rafe and | had agreed we would do the usual blushing groom routine and
hadn’t had time alone since I returned from Houston the night before. | had
made the rehearsal supper but my delayed flight hadn’t given us time for more
than a kiss hello.

Micah and Owen had insisted | spend my last night of freedom with them
reliving our youth, drinking beer and eating pizza; the usual tension between
them put on hold to help me celebrate my last night as a bachelor. It was nice
to be the three of us again, just hanging out, but I was more than ready to
finally have time with my man.

| hadn’t told Rafe | would be wearing more than my white leather jockstrap
to the collaring. He had given it to me just before I entered the change room,
as in his words, “the goods were now his and no one else needed to see them.”
| couldn’t help but smile as he really had no idea just how clear it would be to
everyone that | was all his. | slipped into the black robe 1I’d had Micah place in
the change room for me, and opened the door to the club. It was time to
declare to Rafe that not only was I his boy, but he truly was my Daddy.

The club was full. Our friends were all present to help us celebrate, and the
mood in the club was definitely joyous. Rafe was standing on the raised dais,
beside Micah who would be performing the collaring ceremony. The crowd
quieted as | approached. | climbed the stairs and kneeled in front of Rafe. He
looked down at me, his gorgeous amber eyes visibly confused.

“We are here to celebrate the commitment of Max and Rafe as Master and
sub.” Micah began, smiling down at me. “However, before we begin Max has
a surprise for Rafe.”
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My throat felt dry and | was more nervous now than | was during the
wedding. The speech | had planned for this moment disappeared from
memory. | looked up and into Rafe’s eyes and as | stared at the man | loved
the words just started to flow.

“A year ago you explained the relationship you wanted with me, and at the
time | told you that I couldn’t give you what you needed.” | cleared my throat
and blinked rapidly to try to clear my vision. “You told me that someday |
would call you Daddy and what that word truly meant, and you were right—
you are that to me and so much more.” The tears were rolling down my cheeks
now and Rafe leaned down and cradled my face between his two big hands.
The small gesture felt so right and it truly was as if the whole room fell away.
“l wanted everyone to know who you are to me so there is never any doubt
just how much I love you, Rafe.” My fingers unknotted the tie at my waist and
slipped the robe off my shoulders, letting it pool on the floor. I slowly turned
so my back was to my master allowing him to see the words, Daddy’s Boy,
written across my back from shoulder to shoulder. The sudden intake of breath
had me nervous, and | was tempted to turn around so I could see Rafe’s face.
For one brief minute | was afraid that he hated it, but then | felt him reach out
and trace each letter.

“It’s perfect. How?”” His voice broke and | knew | wasn’t the only one
affected by this moment.

“A little help from our friends.”

| turned so | was once again on my knees facing him. He leaned forward
and slowly placed his lips on mine. I could still taste the champagne he had
drunk earlier during our wedding toasts. The kiss didn’t deepen, but it
conveyed everything we were both feeling in that moment. As we broke apart
our eyes held and | couldn’t help but smile; I could see Rafe’s impatience and
his next words confirmed it.

“Let’s finish this, | want to celebrate. I’ve missed you this past week.”

Micah began the ceremony, and it wasn’t long before | had an elaborate
platinum chain collar around my neck. The weight of it was a reassurance that
my Daddy was always with me. It was closed with a platinum padlock



Love Has No Boundaries ~ Volume 6
| 222

engraved with a scrolled R. It matched our wedding bands, and was simple
enough that to the vanillas around us it would look like a fancy monogrammed
chain necklace. One | had no intention of ever removing. We had discussed
just a simple metal collar but Rafe had decided to surprise me, as | knew he
would, with a truly exceptional gift.

The ceremony ended to a round of cheers, well-wishes and plenty of
boisterous catcalls. Rafe took my hand and helped me to stand. He pulled me
Into his arms, one hand secured around my neck to hold me in place for his
kiss. The kiss started out slowly but it wasn’t long until Rafe’s tongue swept
across my lips requesting access to my mouth; our teeth clashed and it was
obvious we couldn’t get close enough to each other. We pulled apart, our
breathing ragged, our foreheads resting together.

“l wasn’t planning on loving you in public tonight but I’ve changed my
mind. | want everyone to understand you only belong to me.” Rafe’s voice
was quiet but filled with possession. | loved it when he got like this. Often it
meant his hard-held control was close to breaking, which only ever meant
good things for me.

We were still on the raised area in the center of the club where our
ceremony had taken place. | had presumed Rafe would want a quieter location
but apparently he was in too much of a rush to relocate. He glanced around,
finding a chair pushed off to the side. He grabbed it, dragging it into the center
of the stage. Micah had obviously been watching from the sidelines and
understood Rafe’s intent, approaching with both lube and condoms and setting
them discretely by the leg of the chair before winking at me and leaving us.

| moved to stand directly in front of Rafe before starting the slow slide to
my knees. | was determined to wait for his direction, and thankfully he was in
too much of a rush to drag our pleasure out. “Undo me and wrap those lips
around me, boy.” His hands were in my hair and guiding me in before his
pants were open. | roughly pushed them down and out of the way, at the same
time taking his plum-shaped cockhead into my mouth. Resting it in the cradle
of my tongue. His taste and smell exploded onto my senses and for the first
time in a week | felt like 1 was home.
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| continued to lick and suck, hitting all his favorite spots, and it wasn’t long
before he was actively fucking my mouth. He pulled his cock from between
my lips so suddenly that I didn’t have time to break suction and a noisy pop
followed.

“Christ boy, it’s been too long, but I refuse to come down your throat this
first time.” He roughly pulled me to my feet, crushing his lips to mine once
more. | knew it turned him on when he could taste himself on me. We pulled
apart, short of breath and so close to the edge that | wondered if we were going
to make it to the main event. My head was resting in the curve of his neck as |
tried to regain control.

“I need you in me so bad, Sir. Please fuck me.” My voice was so husky and
the words so quiet | wasn’t sure he would hear them in the noisy club. His
eyes flew to mine and I could see his desire and need clearly written there and
knew the wait was over. He held onto my hand as he backed up to the chair.
He pushed his pants to his ankles before sitting and, placing both of his legs
between mine, reached to the side and grabbed a condom. He hastily rolled it
down his very engorged cock before slathering it in lube. It gave his reddened
cock a glorious shine and I couldn’t wait to feel him inside me.

“l want you to ride me so that everyone can see the words on your back as
| fuck you.” Rafe’s voice was rough and filled with emotion as he pulled me
into position, holding his cock upright before nestling it between my ass
cheeks. I could feel the pressure of him at my rim and slowly started lowering
down onto him. My ass felt stretched and the burn was amazing. Taking him
In this position, | knew | was going to start our honeymoon feeling his
possession for several days. He grabbed my hips and quickly set the pace and
rhythm he wanted followed. | may have technically been on top but | was
under no illusions about who had control. As he picked up the pace, my moans
of pleasure quickly turned to pleas for release. His fingers dug into my hips as
he thrust up once more, at the same time pulling me down hard onto his lap.
The head of his cock slammed into my prostate, and with the growled “Come
boy,” we both exploded.

| fell forwarded, resting my head on his chest, as we both came back to
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earth. His voice was ragged and short of breath as he placed his lips next to my
ear and said the sweetest words | had ever heard.

“I love you Maxwell Jones Santos.”

| leaned back to look my husband directly in his gorgeous amber eyes.
Needing the soul-deep connection to him as | responded with the words that
were permanently written on my body and etched into my heart and soul.

“I love you too, Daddy.”

THE END
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NOTHING’S MISSING NOW

By Westbrooke Jameson

Everything seemed difficult today.

Liam resisted thinking that he’d had a lot of good days so, of course, he
was due for a bad one. That kind of pessimism didn’t help him or change
anything. Useless? Put it aside. He did really want to get to the point where it
was a rough moment instead of a whole day. If he could find some reason to
smile or laugh he could beat this mood back and get on with things. The crap
on TV wasn’t cutting it.

Then he saw his hand curled on the arm of the recliner like there should be
a glass in it. Or a bottle. He fisted that hand, then grabbed his crutch. With a
series of hops and pulls, he headed upstairs to his bedroom—the one he’d had
from birth to shipping off with the Marines eight years ago—to give himself a
reminder he obviously needed.

On top of his dresser was his six-month sobriety chip. You see that? Six
months, man. You earned that. It was hell, but you did it. He picked it up, ran
his thumb over the letters. Liam had accomplished a lot in the year and a half
since an IED took his leg, but this little coin meant he’d saved himself. He’d
chosen to live, no matter how hard it was, and not get lost in an alcoholic daze.
| can do this.

He had a lot of people who supported him from therapist to sponsor to
parents... He smiled. And now he had someone who he might just get to call
his boyfriend soon. Well, there went his spirits lifting. Just thinking about Ray
picked up the corner of Liam’s mouth and added a little heat to the thump of
his heart. He took his cell from the back pocket of his jeans, checked the time,
and figured Ray would probably be driving home from work right about now.

“Hey there, Li.”
Liam’s smile grew. “Ray. On your way home?”

“Yeah, and God, how I love your voice.”
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Liam could relate; sometimes Ray’s voice managed to growl and purr at
the same time.

Ray went on to say, “It’s like you’ve just finished blowing some lucky
bastard.” He huffed a laugh. “Raspy and rough, but so damn satisfied too.”

Hell but this man could make him blush. And squirm. He was still learning
how to live out and hearing Ray talk like that gave him a rush. Ray didn’t hide
anything. A big guy, a little coarse, a good man, and ever so very queer. But
what Ray said... No, Liam couldn’t go there.

So Liam pushed out a chuckle. “Thanks, man. | was needing a lift.”
“Yeah? What’s up?”

No worry, no alarm, just concern. Genuine concern too. That was one of
the things he liked most about Ray.

“Just a rough day. I’'m dealing.”

“Course you are. How about | swing by and give you some more reasons to
smile?”

“Be good to see you.” And it would be, but—

“I’ll be there in five.”

“Oh. Uh. Ray? Ray?” Liam looked at his phone and realized Ray had hung
up.
Well, shit. His new guy was on his way over to meet the parents.

Liam grabbed his crutches, put one back since he maneuvered better with
one, then hopped for the door. His heart pounded in his ears. He’d only come
out to his parents a few years back. They’d never seen him with a guy because
he’d never really had one he’d wanted to introduce to them. Ray had picked
him up or dropped him off, but neither of them had ever made a move to have
him come in. Was this Ray’s way of making sure it happened?

“Mom! Dad!” Damn, but he felt like a teenager even though he’d never
had his parents meet anyone then either. “Where are you guys?” he asked
while practically throwing himself down the stairs.
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“What’s wrong?” his mom asked, suddenly below him. She looked him
over fast, obviously worried.

“No, it’s fine. Sorry. Not an emergency.”

He could see her sigh and swallow like a crisis had been averted. It struck
him with guilt over all the times it had been that serious since he’d gotten out
of the hospital and moved back in with them.

“Ray’s coming over. | just... | didn’t realize... But he’s on his way right
now.”

“Oh,” she said, brightening. “Is he staying for dinner?”

“Uh, I... don’t know.” He stopped a couple steps above her, annoyingly
winded from the sudden exercise. He really needed to work out more.

“Well, ask him if he’d like to. | made lasagna, so there’s plenty.” Smiling,
she reached up and squeezed his hand. “It’ll be good to finally meet the man
who makes you so happy.” She winked one blue eye. “Don’t think | haven’t
noticed.”

Liam felt a blush heat his cheeks before she patted him and walked off
toward the kitchen. So, okay, his mom was good with getting to meet his sort-
of boyfriend. One down.

From the archway into the living room, his dad said, “Ray’s visiting?”

Liam came down the rest of the steps and hovered near the front door.
“Yeah. Right now.” He resisted asking if it was okay, not wanting to revert
that many years; he was twenty-eight, he could have a visitor over without
getting permission first. Technically.

“Good,” his dad said with a nod. “I can ask him about the kitchen.”
“He’s not coming over to do an estimate, Dad. This is just... He’s, uh...”

“Coming to see you. | get it.” He rubbed his hands together and grinned.
“But if the opportunity to pick his brain comes up over dinner, I’'m taking it.”

Liam smiled but squeezed at the back of his neck. “Okay. Knock yourself

out.
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“Maybe we’ll get a family discount.” His dad waggled his eyebrows.

Two down. And, apparently, sleeping with Ray to get a deal on a kitchen
renovation was fine with Dad, too. For crissakes.

Then Liam realized Ray had never seen him without his prosthesis on.
Shit. Sure, he’d pinned up that sweatpants leg this morning since he hadn’t
been planning on going anywhere and... sometimes he just didn’t want to
wear that contraption. Now it was too late to go back up and put it on since
that was Ray’s truck parking out front. Don’t freak, Ray. Please.

Something in the center of Liam’s chest eased while he watched Ray walk
toward the house. He felt himself smile, just a little, as those big, booted feet
propelled strong legs and thick thighs forward. He hadn’t seen Ray’s bare legs,
but he’d felt the firmness of the muscles. At six three, Ray had really long
legs, and Liam was nothing if not a leg-man. Or maybe a Ray-man since the
whole, muscular body of the man did it for him. Though Ray absolutely knew
Liam was interested, he didn’t push for more than they’d done. And that was
just a couple make-out sessions in Ray’s truck when a goodnight kiss hadn’t
been enough.

Then Liam was opening the door and getting a close up look at Ray’s
scruffy cheeks bunched up over a grin so wide it almost hid his brown eyes.
Solid jaw, slightly Roman nose, full pink lips and all of that face so damn
happy to see Liam standing there waiting.

“Hey,” Ray said and cupped Liam’s cheek before giving him a quick Kiss.
“Look at you brightening up my day right back.”

“Yeah,” Liam said, almost sighed. That thing easing inside him kept
spreading outward. Having Ray here, now, did feel really good. Really right.

Ray’s eyes flicked down below Liam’s waist, but his expression said
curious. He didn’t say anything and then he gave Liam a wink and a cocky
grin. So not bothered, but what was that? Liam backed up to let Ray inside,
baffled by his reaction.

Realizing both his parents were behind him in the entryway, Liam made
the introductions. Ray didn’t bother with handshakes, but dove right in to
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hugging both Liam’s mom and dad. The man was definitely a touchy-feely
type and unapologetic about it. He liked you; he hugged you. Period. Liam had
found himself touched and held seconds after meeting Ray and, though it had
been odd and a little awkward for him at first, he’d grown to like it and maybe
even depend on it. So few people touched him in any way that wasn’t required
for therapy. A touch just because was pretty wonderful.

“Well, let’s let the boys have a few minutes,” Liam’s mom said with a
hand on her husband’s arm. “We’ll finish up prep for dinner and give a holler
when it’s ready.”

Liam felt a twinge of annoyance that his mom might think something was
wrong and Ray was there to smooth it over. He pushed that away since, yeah,
that was why Ray was here and Liam really did need to get used to and
comfortable with asking for help when he needed it. He felt better already, but
did need this.

His parents headed off down the hall behind the stairs for the kitchen. Liam
gasped as Ray shoved his arms up under Liam’s and manhandled him
backward and into the wall. Ray’s grin and wink made a little more sense. Had
Ray anticipated that he could pin Liam like this? Wouldn’t be surprised if he
had.

“Hi,” Ray said with another big smile an inch from Liam’s face.

Liam chuckled, feeling silly and happy because Ray did this for that very
reason. “Hey, big fella. You gonna let me stand up?”

“You are standing.”
“Not really. I’'m on my toes and... you.”

Ray leaned in to make their stubble rasp together. “You can be on me
whenever you like.” He nipped at Liam’s jaw. “Shorty.”

“Hey, now. I’m a perfectly respectable five-ten, you giant.”

Liam had to ignore the innuendo. He wasn’t ready. Still getting used to this
body himself, how was he supposed to just let someone else have at it? It
wasn’t just the missing leg either. Sure, his left thigh ended in a stump, but he
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had scars and scar tissue other than just there—places on him where it was
obvious muscle had been rerouted to fill a gap gouged out of him by that
fucking bomb. He’d considered himself pretty hot before, but now? God, but
he didn’t want to see pity or disgust on Ray’s face. Not yet.

Quietly, Ray asked, “Where’d you go?”

“Huh?”

“Those whiskey eyes were staring over my shoulder for a minute there.”
Liam sighed. “Nowhere. Just the day.”

“You’re a tough one to distract,” Ray grumbled. He pressed in closer, a
thick thigh wedged between Liam’s now. Then he leaned in even more, fitting
them together very closely. “How’s that for giant?”

Liam rolled his eyes and readjusted his hold on Ray’s shoulders.
“Not gonna answer?”
*“You don’t need an ego boost, big fella.”

Ray made a pleased, growly sound, but didn’t rub or grind his heavy dick
into Liam’s good hip. Liam was learning that just wasn’t Ray’s style. He was a
hugger, a cuddler. Ray liked getting Liam in close and then just holding onto
him. Liam could imagine lazy Sundays lounging with Ray in bed or on the
couch, comfortable and in no hurry. Like now, this close contact was the
payoff for Ray.

When Ray kissed him, Liam just gave himself over to the sensations while
practically sitting on Ray’s leg. He did want to take Ray upstairs—okay,
maybe go to Ray’s place, not here—and push away all his doubts and worries
and fears to have sex with this man. Ray wouldn’t freak, and if anything did
bother him, he’d say something. Ray talked about things. Not in the “let’s
analyze all our feelings” way, but in the way that solved problems. Should
they talk about this?

Ray eased back, concern on his face while he slowly rubbed his palm over
the high and tight hair on Liam’s head that was no longer anywhere near
Marine respectable. “You really are distracted.”
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“Sorry. It’s not you.” Liam tried to fight back his guilt.
“Tell me?”

Liam opened his mouth despite not knowing what to say, but his mother
interrupted from the other room. “You boys come along and wash up. Dinner’s
on the table.”

“Later,” Liam said.

Ray set him on his foot, nodding, before he fetched the fallen crutch too.
Liam got a rub along his back, reassuring him, then he led the way toward the
dining room.

**k*k*

Liam leaned back in his chair, laughing right along with his parents at
another of Ray’s work stories. Apparently, home renovation had a lot of
opportunities for some slapstick comedy and a few surprise discoveries.

In between giggles, his mom asked, “They really had no idea?”

“The looks on their faces when those pages started raining down all over
the floor said they definitely had no idea their son had hidden about a hundred
centerfolds above his drop ceiling.”

Liam’s dad shook his head. “I’d have mailed them to his dorm room. Or
better yet!” He waved his hands, a mischievous smile on his face. “I’d have
gone up there and hidden them all over the place so he’d never know when one
might pop up.”

“Oh yeah, you would’ve,” Liam agreed. “Like the time you decided to
have an Easter egg hunt only you forgot where you hid all the eggs?” He
looked at Ray as his dad threw his hands up. “We were finding eggs for weeks
and one not until almost a year later.”

His mom shuddered. “I still have trouble being near egg salad.”

“Was it rotten by then?” Ray asked, grinning with Liam at his dad’s
misery.

Dad groaned. “Yes, it was. It was a horrible experience and | rue the day |
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ever thought | was clever for hiding the blasted thing under that loose
floorboard.”

Ray laughed with the rest of them while Liam’s dad rolled his eyes and
blushed. It was one of those family stories that would never fade away.

It struck Liam, right then, just how well Ray was fitting in with his parents.
He’d charmed them from the moment he entered the house and kept them in
smiles the whole time. He didn’t even hold back on the PDAs, which thrilled
his mom all to pieces. She loved romantic demonstrations.

“Ray,” Liam’s mom said, “would you like more to drink? I think we could
all use a refill after this workout laughing session.” She pushed back her chair
to stand.

Liam was the closest to the kitchen. His pride took a hit from knowing she
was going to get the damn pitcher because she didn’t want to burden him.
She’d said as much a couple times before. But he was better now and, even on
one leg, he could do it just fine.

“I’ll get it, Mom.” Liam got up and snagged his crutch from where it
leaned against the wall. There was a silence that felt tense to him before Ray
started up another story, one Liam had heard already. Liam gave Ray’s
shoulder a squeeze in thanks as he passed him.

Suddenly, a flash of light confused Liam for a second. Did someone just
take a photo from outside? Then the explosive noise of a thunderclap shook
him. It wasn’t so strong a vibration that it actually made him shake—he knew
that—but he couldn’t stop how it startled him. His heartbeat kicked into
double-time and he was gasping before the sound faded. He felt his fingernails
bite into the wood of the doorframe, but he couldn’t make himself relax
enough to let go. Not yet.

“Liam?” his mom asked in the quiet voice she used when she didn’t want
to push—when she didn’t want to make it worse.

The lie was automatic. “I’m fine.”

No one said anything else, but he could feel them watching. He had to
release his death grip on the doorframe or they’d know he was faking. Move
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the crutch forward, lean, hop, and he basically ripped his fingers free of the
wood. He clenched that fist, used it to balance him against the wall as he kept
going around the corner and into the kitchen.

Another flash, and he tensed. Another bang, and he flinched anyway.

“Dammit,” he whispered into the darkened window over the sink. He could
see his pale face reflected there and it disgusted him. Fear, worry—He wasn’t
a child! Why couldn’t he separate the destructive concussion of an IED
explosion from the impotent boom of a thunderstorm?

He looked beyond his own face to the backyard, a place he knew so well,
and tried to see nothing but rain on summer grass in the twilight of evening.
No scorching sun, dry winds, or danger there. It wasn’t the same. It’s not the
same.

“Li?”
He closed his eyes and something like shame bit at his heart. Couldn’t he
have had more time before Ray saw just how messed up he was? A crippled,

recovering alcoholic who was also afraid of thunderstorms? Oh yeah, he was a
catch.

“Hey,” Ray said quietly as he came to stand beside Liam. “You’re not
fine.”

Liam glared at the window, into the dark. “It’s not your problem.”

Ray huffed a breath, an almost laugh, then moved in so he stood facing
Liam’s side. He slid a hand up Liam’s back until he could tease the short hairs
at the base of Liam’s skull. “Couples share problems, dumbass. What hurts
you, hurts me.”

“We’re not—It doesn’t—" He sighed and closed his eyes, rubbed at them.

Ray’s hand settled on the back of Liam’s neck. The heat of that big,
calloused palm cradled Liam’s head until Ray made Liam turn to look at him.
He couldn’t raise his eyes to Ray’s face.

“Yes, we are and yes, fear hurts,” Ray whispered. “If there’s something |
can do to help, just tell me.”
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Lightning, thunder, like it was right over their heads, and Liam gasped and
trembled. Ray’s soft lips and the bristle of a day’s beard pressed to Liam’s
cheek. Ray lingered there, leaving more kisses along Liam’s cheekbone and
around and down his jawline.

Acceptance. The lump building in Liam’s throat was the pure gratitude of
knowing Ray accepted this part of him. He actually wanted to be here.

Liam tentatively reached toward Ray, worried Ray might not be as
accepting as he said. But Ray was right there to gather Liam into his arms and
hold him tight. Liam relaxed against him.

“This helps,” Liam whispered. “You, like this.”
“Being close? Touching?”

Liam nodded, and Ray moved in closer, wrapping Liam up in big,
muscular arms. Letting Ray hold him felt so good, Liam couldn’t care about
seeming weak. Ray didn’t mind that. Liam would be strong later, but right
now... Right now, he’d let Ray help.

Ray nudged Liam’s head up, and Liam saw Ray smirk. “Kisses might help
too,” Ray suggested. “Instead of a make-out session, we’ll call it therapy. Very
important.”

Liam chuckled even into the kisses Ray dropped on his lips. Then Liam
opened his mouth, inviting Ray in, and the kiss went deeper. Slow and
thorough. Liam heard his crutch clatter to the tile flooring, but he didn’t care.
Ray was Kkissing him, holding him so tightly that nothing as silly as the sound
of something falling and drawing Liam’s parents into the room could matter.

Until Liam heard a tiny gasp from somewhere behind Ray.

She might’ve witnessed that hello kiss at the door when Ray arrived—
which was, technically, the first time she saw her son with another man—and a
dozen other touches through dinner, but seeing Liam’s new ‘kiss therapy’ in
her kitchen... He pulled back enough to peek over Ray’s shoulder, the worry
of being caught still alive and kicking in Liam’s gut.

Hands clasped under her chin and grinning so hard he couldn’t see her
eyes, his mom stood there in the doorway. Okay. So she was pleased as punch.
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“Smiling?” Ray barely whispered.
Liam chuckled. “Her face might split.”
Ray gave him one more peck, then turned to look too.

“Why don’t you two go on upstairs?” She shooed at them with her little
hands. “I think you’ve got the right idea for what to do during a
thunderstorm.”

“Mom...” he couldn’t stop himself from whining. Was she honestly
suggesting they make out in his bedroom instead? It was like she wanted them
to go have sex. While his parents were down here. Knowing about it. Oh nuh-
uh.

“I think so too.” Ray turned around and crouched down a bit. “Hop on,
babe.”

Hop on? Crissakes. Liam’s face burned at the offer of a piggyback ride, but
he took it anyway. Draped over Ray’s broad, hard back was a place he’d
wanted to be for a while now, so hell yes, he leaned on Ray and wrapped his
arms around the man’s neck. Ray held Liam’s forearms so he couldn’t choke
him, then straightened up, lifting Liam off his foot. Ray didn’t hesitate to hook
one hand behind Liam’s knee while the other cradled the underside of his
stump. That lack of hesitation to touch it was nice.

“Stairs right behind you,” Liam said. As his mother tittered, he hid his
blush by pressing his face into the back of Ray’s neck.

Ray turned around, wished Liam’s mom a good-night, and then stomped
up the old servant’s stairs to the second floor.

“This is ridiculous,” Liam muttered.
“l guess you haven’t noticed I’ve got a thing for picking you up.”
Well, he had but... “What’s that about? ’Cause I’m no damsel.”

Ray snorted and reached the top of the stairs. “Damsels don’t weigh as
much. Which room?”

Liam pointed. “It’s a dominant male thing, I bet. Used to getting your way,
Raymond?”
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“Oh yeah, I’'m a total top.” He snorted again. “Not.”

Liam was surprised. As Ray opened the door and got them inside, Liam
reevaluated what he’d thought he’d known about what Ray wanted. Sweet as
the man was, Liam had thought Ray was an always-in-control kind of guy. If
he was being sarcastic here... Goddamn, but now Liam was a hell of a lot
more interested. Are you ready or not?

Ray set Liam down beside his dresser and there, on top where he’d left it,
sat his six-month chip. If he could do that... If he wanted this... He looked
back at Ray, who was just closing the bedroom door.

“This okay?” Ray asked and waved a hand at the door.
“Yeah. Yeah, of course.”

Ray smiled uncertainly. “You had a look on your face... If you don’t want
me here...”

“l do.” He glanced at the coin again, then focused on Ray. “I do want you
here. I’m just... sorry it’s like this.”

Ray shrugged one shoulder and came over just as another crashing
thunderclap made Liam flinch. There was nothing in Ray’s eyes but a
reflection of his soft smile of concern and acceptance.

“Can you tell me about it? All the things that bother you? | don’t want to
get you in a situation or do something that makes anything worse.”

Liam nodded. He owed Ray that knowledge.
“You know about me and crowds.”

Ray nodded, probably remembering their second date when Liam had to
ask if they could leave the sports bar for somewhere quieter. Liam was fine
with normal large groups of people and he could even go to a bar without too
much temptation now. It was the rowdy, active crowds that he couldn’t handle
well. All that trapped noise and movement made him anxious, fidgety, jumpy,
and unable to concentrate.

“This is the other big thing.” Liam looked away and noticed the open
window blinds. He hopped over to close them, giving himself something to do



Love Has No Boundaries ~ Volume 6
| 239

while he spoke. “I don’t hear thunder. | mean, | do, but | also hear the
explosion. I’m better now because | know there’s a difference, | don’t get lost
In the past like 1... like | did before.” He rubbed at his forehead, his eyes
closed. “The problem is when I’m asleep and a storm wakes me up. | don’t
know where I am and I... | forget about... That I can’t walk.”

Twice his parents had found him panicking on the floor. Trapped in the
nightmare of seeing his body broken, burnt, bleeding out...

“l don’t sleep when storms are in the forecast, but I didn’t watch the
forecast tonight because, well, | was on the phone with you.”

“So | should keep you awake.”

Liam nodded and finally turned around. “I pretty much can’t sleep now
that it’s here,” he said through another boom. This one did shake the house
some, but hey, his voice hardly warbled at all.

“If we do fall asleep now,” Ray said, coming closer, “and it wakes you up,
what should | do?”

Liam closed his eyes. He knew he shouldn’t feel ashamed, but... He
sighed, then said, “Tell me where | am. That it’s all over. Tell me I’m... safe.”

Ray moved in then and held his face while he kissed him. It felt like
reassurance, but also like a reward. Liam smiled against Ray’s lips, and Ray
smiled back.

“Let’s get more comfortable and stretch out,” Ray suggested, then dropped
down to sit on the bed and get his boots off.

Liam nodded, reminding himself he could—should—do this too. Getting
comfortable and using the bed was perfectly normal. Of course, he had a lot
less than Ray to take off to get himself comfortable. One sneaker and a sock
later, he wasn’t sure if he should lose the T-shirt. He’d definitely keep the
sweatpants on since he only wore a jock under them and, no, he wasn’t ready
to throw that much temptation at Ray only to make him resist it.

Unless he wasn’t going to make Ray resist anything.

Damn it, make a decision already.
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But Liam couldn’t think when Ray stood up after he was done with his
work boots and socks to shuck his jeans. Boxer briefs wrapped around his
hairy legs, their muscles thick and heavy. Gorgeous legs. | knew it. Suddenly,
a very vocal part of Liam was screaming for him to stop waiting, stop
questioning and worrying, and just grab on and not let the man go.

“Come on,” Ray said over his shoulder as he lifted the blankets. “Let’s get
in here.”

Since Ray left his shirt on, Liam did too. He scooted up to slip under the
covers as Ray climbed in with him. For a moment, they lay on their sides
facing each other and not touching. Then a bang of thunder made Liam shiver,
and Ray inched over to him so he could rest an arm across Liam’s waist and
rub on his back. The up-and-down touch, the warmth, the scent of Ray here in
his bed... “This is good,” Liam whispered. “Just... this.”

l‘lt iS.,’

“Means so much. You doing this,” Liam whispered. He blushed from
admitting that, but Ray deserved to know.

“Liam, | wanna be here for everything.”

He’d known that. Kind of. The confirmation was good. Liam let go of
more of his worries and pressed his face into Ray’s chest in thanks.

“Not just to help you when | can, but to watch you push through each
struggle. You’re an amazing man, Li. So strong.”

Ray hugged him tighter, and Liam realized he was shaking, little tremors
vibrating his arm and chest muscles. Why was Ray saying all this?

“I’m not,” Liam insisted. “Not always.”

“Babe, you might wobble some and you might fall, but you’ve got this fire
that won’t let you stay down for long. You inspire me.”

He inspired Ray? Tears leaked from Liam’s eyes despite how tightly he
squeezed them closed. He couldn’t get a word out to make Ray stop.

“l know it wasn’t always like that. I know you’ve been through so many
different kinds of hell. But you do it now. You get up and you keep going.”
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Oh God, he was breaking. Right here in Ray’s arms, he was just falling
apart. The storm raged on above them, flashes and bangs, but it was Ray
confessing his feelings that ripped into Liam now. He wasn’t worthy.

“And, Li, I want you to know that if you need it, need me, for help... I'm
here, okay? You need a smile, a hand, or someone to sit up with you when it
storms, pick me.”

Liam moved fast, desperate to make Ray stop before he lost it completely.
He fused their lips together, bumping in, pushing hard. Ray opened up, just let
Liam’s tongue in to thrust and parry, and held him tightly.

But Liam couldn’t maintain the kiss as a sob ripped out of him. He choked
back any further such noises and hid against Ray’s shoulder again. Ray’s
words had broken him, but he knew he’d needed them, needed them from Ray.
This man wasn’t going anywhere and wanted whatever Liam would give him.
That was love. Dear God, Ray loved him already.

“I pick you,” Liam managed to whisper near Ray’s ear. “I do. | pick you.”
“That’s all I want.”

Ray rubbed at Liam’s back, soothing all the aches he’d started. Slowly,
Liam stopped shaking and the tears dried up. He felt cleaned out and
exhausted, like the storm had moved through him as it was moving over the
city. Leaning heavily, half on top of Ray, Liam just breathed and realized he
didn’t know and didn’t care about what he should do now. All that mattered
was this moment right here.

“All right?” Ray asked and stopped rubbing to hug him.

“Yeah.” He refused to feel embarrassed about weeping on Ray. He’d
obviously needed that, and Ray wanted everything. “Thanks.”

“l meant it.”
“I know.”

Liam sat back enough to look Ray in the eye. They both wiped at Liam’s
wet face, then shared a smile. “Can you stay for a while?”

“How’s all night sound?”
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A wiggle of worry about his parents had Liam hesitating, but only for a
second. “All night sounds perfect.”

“Good. Now get on my other side so this one can dry off.”

Liam snorted and moved around, making sure to get his elbows and knee
in soft places so Ray would grunt and twitch. When he lay down again, Ray
started arranging Liam’s limbs so one arm was tucked against Ray’s side, the
other went across his chest, and his pelvis was snugged right up into Ray’s hip.
Ray even gripped Liam’s stump leg and pulled it across his thighs, then went
and left his warm palm resting on it.

“Comfortable?” Liam asked with a smirk.
Ray seemed to consider it, then nodded. “Yep.”

“Sure you don’t—" Liam was cut off by a roll of thunder. More distant
now. The storm was receding. Okay. “—want a glass of water?”

Ray chuckled. “Nope, I’'m good. Well, there is one thing.” He used his
other hand to push Liam’s head down onto Ray’s shoulder. “Ah,” he sighed.
“Now we’re good.”

Liam smiled and closed his eyes. He probably wouldn’t sleep until the
storms had passed, but if he slept and woke in the night, Ray was here to
ground him and remind him where he was. He’d be just fine.

*kk*k

In the morning, Liam woke to find himself on his back with Ray draped
over and hugging him like one of those full-body pillows. He smiled before he
even opened his eyes, so complete just knowing Ray was still here, softly
snoring into Liam’s ear.

They’d talked a little more last night while the storm rolled away, but
about nothing important to anything except the fact Ray stayed and distracted
Liam from his worries. Some more “kiss therapy” hadn’t really wound them
up, but Liam had fallen asleep in about the same state of arousal he was in
right now. Feeling Ray against his hip just added to that.

Then Ray rolled to his side and hauled Liam with him. Ray’s hand against
the small of Liam’s back made sure their erections lined up perfectly.
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With his voice gruff from sleep, Ray asked, “Are two trees enough to count
as a forest of morning wood?”

Liam snorted, then chuckled. He squeezed his eyes closed, but nope, the
mental image of a forest of giant, erect cocks didn’t vanish. He laughed more
when he imagined himself running naked through all those “trees” looking for
the perfect one to climb.

He laughed until he realized his mental image of himself had two whole
legs. When he tried to imagine an update on that, he only succeeded in
drawing out a memory of waking up in the hospital with a stump.

Ray made that fade away—bless him—when he said a good morning to the
side of Liam’s neck. Lips and breath ghosted over his skin before a firm, wet
tongue teased itself against his stubble. The wash of warmth that cascaded
from that spot southward through Liam had him sucking in a breath and
holding tighter to Ray.

When Ray nibbled Liam’s earlobe, Liam knew he either had to give in or
stop. “I don’t want to stop,” he said, his voice even rougher from a night’s
sleep.

“Then don’t,” Ray said before moving his head around to find Liam’s
mouth for a kiss.

Liam moaned into Ray, hot and eager that fast. He held tighter to Ray’s
shoulder and waist, feeling a little squashed when Ray rolled back on top of
him, but it was under nearly a couple hundred pounds of thick muscle, so he
just couldn’t care. Except... Except then Ray’s heavy erection lined up with
Liam’s and everything got real.

When Ray came back for another kiss, Liam turned his head away. “Wait.”
“Okay.” Ray eased back. “It’s okay.”

Liam covered his eyes. “Fuck, I’m sorry.”

“Hey, seriously, it’s fine. | mean, if it physically causes you pain—"

“It doesn’t.”

“Oh.”
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Liam looked at Ray. Had he let him think there was a physical problem?
Or had Ray gone there on his own? Then Ray smiled.

“And it feels like everything’s in working order too,” Ray said with a small
grin and ground his hips into Liam’s.

Liam groaned, near defeat. That felt so good. Just that much. “Everything
works fine. I... | don’t want to... to—"

“Listen, you want more time, I’'m—"
“—disgust you.”
“Disgust me?” Ray jerked and frowned. “You couldn’t possibly.”

Liam’s temper flared. “I have a lot of scars, Ray. It’s not just my missing
leg. It’s a patchwork of scars from putting me back together again.”

“So? You’re a dumbass if you think | don’t want to see and touch you
anyway. D’you really think some injury takes away from how fucking hot you
are?” He glared at him. “I’m not missing out on sex with you because you’re a
moron.”

Liam glared back. “Keep calling me names, asshole.”

“Keep being stupid, and I will. For shit’s sake, Liam, | don’t care about a
missing leg or bunch of scars. | don’t need you in pristine condition. I just
want you.” Ray pressed his forehead against Liam’s. “Need me to repeat
everything I said last night?”

Liam’s anger dissipated and he sighed. “No.”
“Remember everything?”

“I remember. | know.” He relaxed again beneath Ray. If he really wanted
this...

“Then let’s just see what happens, hmm?” Ray kissed his forehead and
rubbed one hand along Liam’s side. “Let me love you this way too.”

Liam squeezed his eyes shut, swamped by a new, scarier emotion. He’d
thought maybe Ray was saying he loved him last night, but to hear the words
now... Ray did love him. Couldn’t imagine why, but there it was. Oh God.
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Ray nudged Liam’s forehead, and Liam tilted his head back. A moment
later, Ray’s exhale seemed to convey his relief just before his kiss told Liam
all about the man’s excitement. And need. Ray hadn’t kissed him with so
much passion before. Feeling that, knowing it was for him, God, it melted
Liam right into the bed. He just gave in completely, come what may, because
he trusted Ray.

When Ray tapered off the kiss and looked into Liam’s eyes, Liam saw the
question. He nodded, his course set. Ray made all the difference now.

Ray’s smile was equal parts triumphant and devilish. Liam smiled, and Ray
grabbed Liam’s T-shirt and pushed it up. Liam was going to hold it out of the
way or maybe just take it off completely, but Ray dove down and swirled his
tongue around Liam’s nipple.

“Aw yeah,” Liam practically sighed.
“Oh good. Love doing this.”

Liam’s breath came faster as Ray licked and sucked at his chest. He
couldn’t hardly keep still as Ray worked both nipples at once, the different
sensations thrumming pleasure all through Liam. Then suddenly, Ray moved
on top of him, some of that big-guy manhandling coming into play as Ray
wrestled Liam out of his shirt. Liam let him do it and laughed while he did.

When Ray whipped his own T-shirt off, Liam paused to appreciate the
sight. Thick whorls of black hair covered Ray’s chest, hard, square pecs and
rippled abs. Liam would have to conduct a mini-scavenger hunt to find the
man’s dusky nipples and navel beneath all that dark fur.

“You look like you’re about to start drooling,” Ray said with a chuckle.
Liam grinned. “Nice sweater.”

“Hey, just because you’re practically bald...” He tugged on the fuzz
between Liam’s pecs.

Liam batted Ray’s hand away. “I like the sweater look, Raymond.”

Ray dropped down on top of Liam again, this time with a cocky grin and a
move that rubbed their chests together. Liam laughed a little breathlessly at the
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way Ray’s chest hairs tickled his skin. A solid, warm, male body wanting
him... No, accepting him. Priceless.

After a swift kiss, Ray began meandering down Liam’s chest, gripping
muscles and licking skin. It felt so good to lie there and let Ray do whatever he
wanted. It was arousing as all hell to be worry free now and just content to
explore each other with no more secrets.

Ray grinned and wiggled Liam’s waistband down another couple inches to
reveal the top edge of his pubes. He ran his tongue along that sensitive line,
making the hair all over his body stand up. Ray still looked so pleased with
himself at that. Liam tensed a few muscles to keep from shivering, but it didn’t
work. Of course, the shiver made Ray look up and grin like he’d accomplished
some mission.

Then Ray’s fingers pulled Liam’s sweats down farther in the back and his
nails lightly scratched Liam’s bare ass. Okay, yeah, he so needed this.
Suddenly, it was sex, with Ray, and right now. But Ray flinched, making Liam
look down in time to see Ray’s eyes go wide. Another tug and Ray uncovered
Liam’s ass.

“Christ on a thumbtack,” Ray said before his eyes panned up to meet
Liam’s gaze. “You’ve been wearing a jock? All night? Around the house? This
whole time?”

Liam chuckled at all the overemphasizing and shrugged one shoulder.
“They’re comfortable.”

“They’re porn, you son of a bitch. They’re locker room fantasies and—"
He huffed a breath, and then dropped his head down onto Liam’s naked hip.
“You little bastard.”

Liam bit his lip to keep from laughing again. Ray looked up, with more
than arousal coloring his cheeks now, and barked a laugh before dropping his
head into Liam’s groin and moaning. The vibrations made Liam squirm and
grab Ray’s hair, some pleasured noises ripping out of him. When Ray started
rooting around down there, Liam felt his eyelids flutter as he groaned and
rubbed back.
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“Yeah,” Ray said and got up on his knees over Liam. “Much as | love these
damn things, | gotta get you out of it right now. Right now.”

Ray tugged Liam’s sweats the rest of the way off, while Liam took off his
T-shirt completely. Given Ray’s enraptured expression, it was apparent he
paid a little homage to the jock as he slowly worked it over Liam’s erection
and down his legs. Ray actually gave the underwear a kiss and promised to
visit it again soon before he tossed it over his shoulder.

Then Ray was staring down at Liam’s naked body. No more hiding, there
he was. And wasn’t. Pink and white, battered and abused. Every last broken
bit of him right out in—

Ray sighed. “I won’t lie and say it isn’t hard to see you like this, Li.” Ray’s
gaze flicked from spot to spot on Liam. “You shouldn’t ever have had to go
through any of this.” He trailed his hand down Liam’s thigh, his fingers gentle
as they smoothed over the stump end. When his eyes found Liam’s again, Ray
smirked. “Still hot as hell, though, you gorgeous fuck.”

Liam chuckled, posed to get another wink, and realized... Yeah, we’ll be
okay.

Holding his gaze, Ray leaned down and kissed Liam’s scarred hip. The
look in those chocolate eyes raised Liam’s heart rate. Ray’s touch, though, that
was a bit fascinating. The feel of Ray’s fingers and tongue would disappear as
they passed over a scar, then come back almost too strong on the other side.
Liam knew his nerve endings were still getting their act together, but God, he
hadn’t known their misfiring could feel so intensely good.

“Ray,” he whispered and reached down to touch the man’s hair.

Ray hummed and took Liam’s hand, holding it against the mattress. Liam
grinned and gave in all over again now that he’d been told not to disturb Ray’s
explorations.

Honestly, despite the fact Ray had only one and a half legs to explore, to
Liam the experience didn’t feel all that much different from when other—

No. No, this was completely different. He looked down his damaged body
and it was Ray taking his time to leave kisses and gentle touches over every
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inch of him. Liam might’ve gotten laid plenty of times, but he’d never had a
man make love to him and mean it before right now. This was completely
different.

“Poor babies,” Ray whispered.
Liam came out of his revelation with a confused frown. “Babies?”

Ray cupped Liam’s sac and moved it away from the scar high on Liam’s
inner thigh. “That was way too close.” He took away Liam’s ability to
comment by sucking one nut into his mouth.

A moan stuttered out of Liam and he spread his thighs wider. He tilted his
pelvis up toward Ray, desperate. Liam reached down to stroke himself, but
Ray’s hand pushed him away before doing it himself. The sloppy suction on
his balls combined with the firm pull to his cock had Liam writhing, thrusting
into Ray’s hand because he couldn’t not do it, and teetering on the edge
already.

When Ray swallowed the hard, hot length of Liam’s cock? “Oh God, Ray,
yes,” Liam said, hissing that last word. Plunge and suck, plunge and suck, then
Ray’s mouth left him. The loss of it had Liam gasping and moaning in
confused desperation. “Please. Ray.”

But then Ray’s hand was on him again, slick this time and pumping fast.
Liam saw Ray watching him and the intensity of his touch, his gaze, was
overwhelming. It bowed Liam’s spine, arched his neck, and stole his breath.
Sensation shot through Liam hard, tensing every muscle he had from his toes
to his ass to his jaw, pausing his lungs, tripping his heart, until a shock of
release freed him to groan. He melted under Ray’s touch even as it grounded
him again, letting him wallow in the beauty of that hard-fought moment of
release. Freedom. God, he was so free.

Ray left him again, but this time, when Liam looked, he saw the incendiary
sight of Ray using Liam’s cum to slick his raging erection and get himself off
with urgency. Liam touched Ray’s furry belly, felt it tremble, and combed
Ray’s short hair back from his sweaty forehead. Jesus, he was beautiful
fighting for his own orgasm. Fierce and strong, just struggling to fly.
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“Come on, big fella,” Liam said and kissed Ray’s chin when he tipped his
head up, eyes closed and panting. “Shoot all over me.”

Ray tensed up, his face a clenched-jaw grimace, then he barked out a sound
of release and warm jizz splashed onto Liam’s belly and cock. Ray’s deep
bellow preceded him falling against Liam and he pressed his face into Liam’s
shoulder as he shuddered a couple more times.

“Goddamn, you’re gorgeous.” Liam pulled Ray against him, just held him,
welcoming the clinging heat of their bodies and the way they panted in sync.

One of those deep breaths told Liam his mother was awake and frying
bacon downstairs. He felt and heard Ray inhale before the man chuckled.

“Forgot about your parents.”

“Me too.” Liam winced internally. How much might they have heard?
Enough of him was still basking that he sort of didn’t care if they’d heard
every grunt in surround sound.

Ray rolled to his side, and Liam felt him wipe them both down with
something cotton. Probably a T-shirt. No doubt Liam’s.

“How about you spend the weekend with me at my place?” Ray asked.
Liam peeked at him with one eye. “That’s cheating.”

“How s0?”

“My brain’s all mushy.”

Ray chuckled and leaned against him again. “So it might be easy to
influence you?”

Liam rolled over, daring to seek out more closeness. “Your words are too

big.
“And you’re one of those guys who’s useless after an orgasm.” Ray
gathered him into those strong arms. “I’ll remember that.”
“What?” Jeez, Ray was a post-orgasmic Chatty Cathy.

“Spend the weekend with me and I’ll give you lots of orgasms,” Ray said
into Liam’s ear, his voice a real nice rumble.
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Liam snorted. “Deal.”
“Slut',’

“Yup.” Liam sighed, then tilted his head enough to kiss Ray’s throat. “But
only for you.”

“Mmm... And why’s that?”
Moment of truth time. Liam opened his mouth and just said it.
“Because I love you, t0o.”

Ray sighed, sweet and satisfied. He pulled Liam closer into the warmth and
solidness of his big body.

Liam sighed, too, with exhaustion, yes, but also with peace. So much soft,
decadent peace. He couldn’t remember the last time he felt like this and he
realized... Nothing’s missing now. Liam relaxed completely and knew he was
finally ready for the next chapter of his life to begin with Ray by his side.

THE END
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Pheto Deseription
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length red curls and wearing a fitted blue T-shirt embraces another young man
with short dark hair from behind. The dark haired man, who wears a dark grey
shirt, hugs the red haired man’s arm close to his chest. Their eyes are closed,
and faint smiles linger on their faces. Their expressions reflect satisfaction and
contentment. All is right in their world.
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BTW I LOVE YOU
By Nico Jaye

PROLOGUE

The afternoon SoCal sun was bright and cheerful two days before
Memorial Day weekend. Aidan was walking back to his student housing
apartment when his phone buzzed in his pocket. He’d just taken his last
final—a hellacious combination of lab and written exam for his upper div
Environmental Engineering class—and the day that greeted him upon exiting
the science lab was glorious. Provided everything went well, knock on wood,
he would at last be graduating next weekend from UCLA.

Aidan shifted his backpack to his other shoulder to fish out his phone.
When he saw who’d sent the text message, he grinned.

24 hrs until some fun in the sun! check your email. ;)

He glanced up to make sure he wasn’t going to walk into a tree like he did
last week and, seeing the coast was clear, tapped his screen to check his email.

To: Aidan Montgomery
From: Jake Everett
Subject: You & Me?
Attachments (1)

Once the picture loaded, Aidan let out a bark of surprised laughter as his
heart warmed at the sight. Grinning, he quickly texted a reply to Jake.

If you’re lucky. ;)

Aidan slipped his phone back into his pocket and turned the corner to
approach his apartment building. It was pretty standard-issue university
housing with that anonymous new construction feel of solid straight lines and
whitewashed stucco exteriors. That said, he and his roommate Kai had been
lucky to have been placed here and not the Riordan complex, with its less than
savory nickname of Rodent Riordan.
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He took the steps up to his building two at a time and keyed in the code to
buzz himself into the security gate. Whistling tunelessly and feeling much
freer now that the weight of finals had been lifted, he made his way down the
narrow hallway with its navy industrial carpeting until he reached the similarly
navy door to number 203B. As he let himself into the apartment, his pocket
buzzed again.

The small two bedroom flat was dark, which made sense since Kai had
finished up with his finals on Tuesday and was probably out and about
enjoying his hard-won freedom already. Aidan made his way through the
apartment by the afternoon light filtering through the university-issued
horizontal blinds and grabbed a Coke from the fridge on his way to his room.
After adjusting the blinds to let in some of the sunlight and setting his Coke on
his dresser, he tossed his backpack by his desk and pulled out his phone again.

I’m always lucky. X
Aidan blushed and, with a grin, started writing a response.
And I’'m packing. Can’t wait. See you soon.

Aidan hesitated as he considered saying more. Instead, he typed in his own
series of

XOXO.
It was just easier that way.

He’d thought about telling Jake the four letter word before. Well, he’d felt
it often, but what he meant was he’d thought about saying it out loud before.
Once, actually, two months ago, and it had been slightly traumatizing as he
worked up his courage to do so. But when Jake had intercepted what Aidan
might have said—even before Aidan said it—with a kiss, Aidan had
backtracked and let it go, returning the kiss and putting off the moment for
another day.

As though he could put off the fact that his world secretly revolved around
Jake, and he never wanted it to stop orbiting that way, that is.

Damn, it was complicated.

Once their relationship had gotten off the ground, Aidan had discovered
that Jake didn’t really talk about his feelings... at all, actually, so between the
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two of them—what with his shyer ways and Jake’s proclivity towards more...
physical expression—Aidan had grown accustomed to this state of just having
to assume that they were on firm ground.

But then Jake would go and do something unexpectedly sweet. And
thoughtful. And loving. And make Aidan want to melt into a pile of mushy
feelings. Gawd, he was such a girl about this stuff sometimes.

Like that picture Jake had just sent.

The stylized fan art of Batman and Wolverine in a passionate embrace—
with locked lips, hands exploring, and tiny little pink hearts floating around
them—may have meant absolutely nothing to ninety-nine percent of the
population. For Aidan, though, it caused a rush of warmth to blossom through
him.

To think that Jake would see that and think of them.

To think that Jake would still remember that night they first met...

*kkk
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CHAPTER 1

The winter night air was still as Aidan sat at his desk in his parents’ house.
Winter break was awesome and everything now that finals were over for the
quarter, but there honestly wasn’t that much to do out here in Calistoga on a
Tuesday night. Most of his friends from high school weren’t around anymore
because they had different semester breaks; UCLA, on the other hand, was on
the much less common quarter system.

He would never admit it to his parents or his friends, who would just roll
their eyes and call him a nerd, but a tiny part of him was actually looking
forward to making the drive back to campus at the end of the week. And
perhaps a tiny part of him was missing the insanely fast T-1 Ethernet
connection, too.

By the light of his small desk lamp, Aidan propped his chin up on his left
hand as he clicked around on his external mouse with his right. The heat in the
house was off to save energy—or, more specifically, energy costs—so he had
on multiple layers, including black gloves with the fingers cut off so that they
wouldn’t interfere with his typing. He wiggled his toes inside his thick socks
and scanned his laptop screen. His browser had tabs open to Facebook—so
predictable, right?—Twitter, Buzzfeed, Reddit, and Gmail. And nothing
interesting was happening on any of them at one in the morning.

He was just about to call it a night when he caught sight of his The Dark
Knight poster from back when he was a high school senior a few years ago.
Even though his dark red hair and blue eyes may have been more suited to
playing an anime character—or, even worse, Archie from those old school
comic books his mom loved—he’d dressed up as Batman that year for
Halloween.

Suddenly wide awake, Aidan crossed over to his closet and started digging
around in one of the boxes in the corner. When he unearthed the Batman mask,
his face lit up with a mischievous grin. He’d saved his summer earnings to put
together this costume, and finding the mask—a full deluxe rubber one that
could be pulled over the head and that included everything, right down to the
pointy tipped ears—had been the icing on the cake that year.
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After fitting it over his head and tugging the edge to ensure it sat properly,
Aidan reclaimed his seat at his desk, his eyes bright with the promise of geek
humor. With a few keystrokes, he clicked over to Chatroulette and began
spinning.

His first spin showed a desk chair and a white wall. Um, not so awesome.

His second spin? At least there was a poster on the wall this time. Fluffy
white Kittens rolling in green grass stared back at him.

He hit “Next” one more time, but when it landed, he reared back and
hurriedly clicked to spin again.

While he was just as—ahem—Dbig of a fan of an erect dick as the next gay
guy, he didn’t necessarily want to see one and/or chat with one when he was in
his childhood bedroom at his parents’ house.

It just didn’t feel right when his set of Harry Potter books—relics from his
adolescence—were staring back at him from the bookcase.

The next spin landed him on a real live person. A teenaged girl with dark
bangs, heavy eyeliner, and a black hoodie stared sullenly back at him. Aidan
sat up straighter and was about to type a greeting when he received her
message.

Stranger: ugh
Stranger: geek
Then she left.

Frowning, Aidan hit “Next” again. That was harsh. He was ready to give
up on his admittedly dorky attempt at entertaining himself when he glanced at
the screen.

His brows lifted, and Aidan let out a surprised shout. With a grin, he
hurried to stifle his ensuing laughter as he rushed to answer.

Stranger: Batman.

You: Wolverine???

Stranger: come here often? :)
You: lol
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You: You might have seen me around as Bruce.

Stranger: *gasp™* letting me in on your secrets already? ;)
You: You look like a guy w/his own secrets to deal with. :P
Stranger: ain’t that the truth

Aidan’s gaze lit up, and he leaned forward, his fingers flying as he typed
to—he grinned—Wolverine. He couldn’t see too much of him other than the
oversized Wolverine mask that covered nearly his whole face, but Aidan could
make out broad shoulders covered by a thin dark grey T-shirt.

And lips. Beautiful, sculpted lips with a strong chin beneath them.

After Aidan explained that he had his webcam’s volume and microphone
muted due to the late hour, they continued typing up a steady stream of chat
banter about nothing in particular. Looking closer at the chat window, Aidan
grew curious about the sunlight that appeared to stream into Wolverine’s
room.

You: So, uh, this might sound weird, but where exactly are you??
Stranger: why? gonna stalk me and peek in my window? :)
You: No... maybe... would you like that? *lifts eyebrow*
Stranger: maybe | would... always had a thing for Batman...

Aidan blushed and looked around, even though he knew he was alone in
his room. He blushed again when he realized that Wolverine could see his
every move and didn’t hesitate to call him out on it.

Stranger: looking for something? someone...?
You: Maybe...

After a bit more chatter, Aidan discovered that Wolverine actually was
from the U.S., but he was currently in Australia for a year abroad program in
some city called Perth. As Aidan made a mental note to Google Perth, his eyes
widened at Wolverine’s next comment.

Stranger: so... dunno about you, but it’s getting hot under here

Stranger: if | can trust you with my secret ID, figure | could lose
the mask
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You: Hrmmm... okay. If you lose yours, I’ll lose mine.

You: Besides, you already know MY secret ID.

Curiosity piqued, Aidan reached for his mask at the same time Wolverine
reached for his. After peeling off the rubber covering, Aidan tossed it onto his
bed and ran a hand through his curly red hair, which was slightly dampened
with sweat. It was pretty wild and unruly on a good day, so after some time
under the mask, he wouldn’t be surprised if his hair were sticking up every
which way at this point. Oh well, too late to fix it now.

When he faced his laptop again, Aidan made eye contact with a dark-
haired hunk. His hair was cropped short, and Aidan could just make out the
glint of a silver bar that was pierced across the upper curve of his right ear. His
features were even and strong with a defined jawline that swept down to a
determined chin. Shining grey eyes glinted at him with good humor. And that
mouth. Oh god, that mouth. As Aidan’s gaze returned to the stranger’s mouth,
those beautiful lips curled up in a little half-smile. Aidan flushed. Wow.

Stranger: hello, stranger
You: lol

You: Hi.

Stranger: I’m Jake.

They spent the next hour chatting, and Aidan’s eyes went wide when he
found out that, even though Jake was from New York and had just arrived in
Australia for his year abroad program, he was actually a poli sci undergrad
going to school in California. In fact, not only was he in school in California,
but he was studying at USC, just across the city and down the 10 freeway.

You: USC?

You: You realize this conversation flies in the face of a hundred
years of school rivalry?

You: j/k 3)
Stranger: maybe I’m just a spy trying to get insider knowledge
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Stranger: y’know... seducing the information out of you with my
huge...

Stranger: amount of charm ;)

Aidan bit his lip at the provocative words and glanced at the screen. Jake’s
smile was playful and not pervy, instead inviting him to share in on the joke.
With a quirk of his lips, Aidan typed in his response.

You: ha

You: And who says I’d give it up?

You:... the information, that is ;)
Stranger: nobody, but a guy could hope :)

Aidan told himself to calm down and that it didn’t mean anything, but that
didn’t stop his heart from beating a little faster when, later on in their
conversation, Jake suggested that they exchange email addresses.

As the hour grew late, fatigue took Aidan by surprise, and he smothered a
sudden yawn. He was afraid he’d have to cut short their chat, which had
veered into a lively discussion about their favorite childhood cereals—his,
Corn Pops; Jake’s, Frosted Flakes—when Jake mentioned he had to head out
for dinner.

You: Yum.

Stranger: very—Thai place
You: Double yum! Hot date?
Stranger: maybe...

There was a long pause, during which Aidan was kicking himself for
fishing like that. It was none of his business if Jake had a date, after all. Why
did Aidan care? He shouldn’t. But he kinda did...

Glancing at Jake’s screen, Aidan saw him lift a glass of water to his lips.
He watched the smooth movement of Jake’s throat as he took a sip. Yeah...
Aidan swallowed hard. He kinda did care...

He was about to type a response when the chat window indicated Jake was
typing again.
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Stranger: j/k

Stranger: no hot date—just going with my roommate. my
FEMALE roommate...

Aidan looked at Jake’s video screen and caught a half-smile that quirked
those full lips. When Jake sent him a wink, Aidan grinned and ducked his head
as he tried not to blush too hard. With his fair coloring, though, he was sure he
was beet red.

You: Well, hope you have a good time.
Stranger: I’m gonna try

You: Try not to meet any cute boys. :)
Stranger: | think it’s too late for that ;)

Aidan blushed his way through their farewells. He couldn’t believe he’d
said that, but just as unbelievable was Jake’s flirty response. As was always
the case, Aidan had found it easier to be, well, a little bolder when he was in
the privacy of his own room. When Jake left the conversation, Aidan reached
for a pen and paper and jotted down Jake’s email address before closing the
chat window.

After shutting the lid on his laptop and switching off the desk lamp, Aidan
pulled off his hoodie, socks, and gloves as he stripped down to his plaid
pajama pants and a white T-shirt. With a wide yawn, he caught sight of his
alarm clock and was startled to see the numbers 3:02 lit up in neon green. He
settled into his twin-sized bed, his hands smoothing over the soft forest green
flannel sheets as he found refuge from the chill winter air. As he drifted to
sleep, the thought crossed Aidan’s mind that it was summertime in Australia.

*kk%k

The next day, Aidan tried to put it out of his mind that he’d chatted with a
seriously hot guy last night, but that didn’t stop his heart from speeding up
when he woke and saw a little red number pop up on his phone’s Mail app.
Nor did it stop him from feeling a bead of disappointment when it only turned
out to be an email from Kai and the other usual array of daily newsletters and
digests.
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That afternoon, Aidan was grocery shopping with his mom when he saw a
display for Frosted Flakes in the cereal aisle. It reminded him of Jake and their
late night conversation, and he smiled at the thought of his fellow masked
superhero. To be honest, he thought Jake was fun and ridiculously hot, and he
wanted to know more. A lot more. He’d been psyched when Jake suggested
they exchange contact info, and even though he wasn’t usually this forward,
Aidan really wanted to continue their conversation. Maybe 1’1l email him later.
He grew a little flustered just at the thought.

*kk*k

Dinner that night was his favorite: mashed potatoes, sautéed kale, and his
mom’s awesome salt-and-pepper roast chicken.

“So do you have all your stuff packed up, honey?”” His mom glanced in his
direction as she reached over to scoop some more potatoes onto his sister’s
plate.

“Yeah, I’m almost done.” Aidan smiled at her before turning to his right.
“Hey, Dad, do you have an extra hammer or something that we could use? Kai
and | were thinking we’d put up some shelves, and I figured you might know
what we’d need to do it.”

His dad, from whom Aidan had inherited his dark red crop, furrowed his
brow for a moment and chewed thoughtfully on his bite of roast chicken.
“Depending on what you’re putting on those shelves, you’re probably going to
want something a little more heavy duty than a hammer. Why don’t we bring
that old drill gun when we drive down this weekend? You remember how to
use it, right?”

“Yeah, | do,” Aidan said, his mind flashing back to doing fix-it projects
with his dad around the house and at the family’s general store when he was
younger. “Cool. Thanks, Dad.”

“l wanna come, too!” Alli piped up from across the table. When Aidan
shot her a surprised look, she grinned shamelessly. “Justin lives there,” she
explained with a sigh and a flutter of preteen lashes.

*“You’re not gonna fit in my bag, squirt,” Aidan said to his eleven year old
sister with a roll of his eyes. God save him from his Belieber sister. “Besides,
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you gotta keep Mom company while the menfolk are gone,” he added with a
teasing smile.

“You’ll head off to college when you’re ready, sweetie,” his mom said, a
pleased look on her face. He knew they were proud of him for being the first
one in the family to go to college, and they would love it if and when Alli
made her own decision to do so.

Aidan was amused by the loving look his parents exchanged then. He’d
already worked it out that, considering the nearly ten year age gap between
him and his sister, his parents may not have been one hundred percent
prepared for that addition to the family. Having a much younger sibling had
been... interesting, and when he was growing up, he’d had a hand in helping
to raise her and babysit. Even though times could be tough, they’d managed
well enough with the quality local public schools and the hard-won academic
scholarship he’d earned to attend college. There may not have been any exotic
family vacations growing up, but there’d been enough camping in the
backyard and drives up to Muir Woods to keep growing kids entertained. They
were a close bunch, and, when he thought about it, he knew he’d been
incredibly lucky because that meant his coming out in high school had been
met with warmth, support, and acceptance.

Aidan took a last sip from his water glass and moved to pick up his plate.
“I’m gonna head up to finish packing, okay?”

“Sure, just bring down your bags later so | can load up the car,” his dad
reminded him.

“Will do. Thanks, Dad.” He stood up to clear his setting, then leaned over
to kiss his mom’s cheek. “And thanks for making the chicken, Mom. As
always, it rocked.”

Upstairs in his room, Aidan finished packing up his clothes and books. He
zippered his duffle bag closed and took a look around. The only thing he had
left to put away was his laptop, which should be easy enough to do tomorrow
morning.

He realized he’d left his phone downstairs in his jacket, so he decided to
take a break and check his email. After logging in, Aidan looked at his screen
and bit his lip. Still no message from Jake.
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He was debating whether or not to email him now or if it was too soon. Or
If that would appear too forward. Or desperate. Or weird.

Then a window appeared in the corner of his screen.
jake.everettO9@gmail.com added you to Contacts. Accept?

A burst of pleasure shot through Aidan as he clicked “Yes.” He quickly
checked his Gchat contacts and felt another zing when he saw Jake Everett and
a little green availability button listed. He debated starting a chat. He gnawed
on his lip again. What would | say?

Jake: hey Red

The chat window popped up on his screen as Aidan was just deciding on a
greeting. He grinned and IMed back.

Aidan: Hey!

Aidan: Red??

Jake: for obvious reasons :)
Aidan: Hrm...

Jake: you don’t like?
Aidan: | dunno...

Jake: b/c 1 do...

Jake: very much

Jake: :)

Aidan blushed and was glad that this time there wasn’t a webcam to
capture it.

Aidan: Then I guess it’s okay.

Aidan: | GUESS. :)

Jake: better than okay... pretty damn adorable if you ask me
Jake: oh wait, you didn’t ask me

Jake: did | say that out loud? :)

Aidan: Well, dunno if you said it out loud, but you um... typed it
out loud. :)
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Jake: haha

Jake: true, didn’t SAY it out loud, but thought it out loud :)
Aidan: And | thought it... but didn’t say or think it out loud.
Aidan: Until now. :)

Aidan: Whatcha up to? What time is it over there?

Aidan finally remembered to Google Perth. He pulled up a browser
window and clicked around, landing on the Wiki entry.

Jake: not much. almost 10am. got a few min between classes, so
just checking email and stuff

Jake: but saw you come online and thought 1’d say hi...
Jake: so...
Jake: hi )
Aidan: Hi :)
Aidan knew he had a grin on his face. It was there for no reason at all, and
he couldn’t lose it if he tried.
Aidan: Fun class?

Jake: eh, it’s okay so far. only the first week and I’m still getting
used to the new place. ppl are cool, though

Jake: what’re you up to?

Aidan: Packing stuff. Heading back to SoCal tmrw b/c the
quarter starts next week. Ugh. :(

Jake: awww, but LA’s fun, though :) go have some Roscoe’s for
me

They chatted for a couple more minutes about their favorite haunts in LA
before Jake had to sign off and head to class. With a smile lingering on his
lips, Aidan skimmed through the Perth entry on Wikipedia, then sent Kai an
email about the shelves.

He was still smiling when he took his duffle bags downstairs to leave them
in the front hallway for tomorrow’s drive down south.

**k*k*x
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CHAPTER 2
“Dude, you ready?”

Aidan glanced over his shoulder and saw Kai’s familiar form framed by
the doorway. Kai lifted his eyebrows. “Geoff’s party? Down on Kelton?”

“Party...?” Aidan cleared his throat. “Oh, right. Um, gimme five minutes,
‘kay?”

With his hands on hips clad in tight black jeans, Kai rolled his eyes
dramatically. “Don’t tell me you forgot! I thought I told you we needed to go
because Dean would be there. Dean. You know. Dean,” Kai said with a
pointed look for emphasis. He sighed, then gave Aidan a you’re-impossible-
but-that’s-okay smile. “You weren’t listening, were you? You South Campus
science kids,” he said with a comical pout.

Aidan protested. “Hey, | was so listening! Dean, the one from your psych
section that you ‘can’t wait to see naked,”* Aidan said with a slight flush,
repeating the words from their earlier conversation verbatim. He could never
be as forward as Kai, but somehow, miraculously, their friendship still
worked. It was probably because Kai was forward to the point where Aidan
didn’t have to be. He usually was okay just going along with Kai’s
shenanigans as long as they weren’t gonna land them in jail.

“Uh huh, that’s the one,” Kai said with a purposeful gleam in his eye. “And
If we don’t get a move on, it might not happen,” he added with a huge
exaggerated gasp of horror. He then flashed Aidan a good-natured grin as he
drifted back towards his bedroom. “Five minutes,” Kai called out.

With one last glance at his computer screen, Aidan went to grab a shirt out
of his dresser. He hurriedly stripped out of his ratty sweatshirt and threw on a
navy polo. Even though it was late February, the Los Angeles winters weren’t
ever really cold, so he decided against adding a sweater. He squeezed a bit of
hair gel onto his palms and worked his fingers through his impossible curls.

Aidan wondered where Jake was because he was usually online around
now. With the fifteen hour time difference, Aidan had become an expert at
calculating the time out in Perth, and if it was nine on a Friday night, then he
knew it was around noon on Saturday out there.
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So... where’s Jake?

Over the last two months, they’d been chatting regularly at least once or
twice a week. Aidan would check in before heading to class in the morning
and say hi if Jake was around; then, when Jake was finished up with classes,
Aidan would be up late indulging his night owl routine. They could chat for
hours—well into the night—and Aidan was always left wishing they could
chat more. He still felt a little thrill whenever he saw Jake’s name in his list
with the little green button lit. The schedule was challenging, but it worked.

And the challenge, in Aidan’s opinion, was so so worth it.

They were friends on Facebook, too, but Jake didn’t update very often.
Aidan had felt slightly stalkeresque when he’d Googled him, but he hadn’t
come up with very much info other than Jake’s Facebook account and some
statistics for high school track and field meets, at which it appeared Jake had
competed as a sprinter. So even though they were connected elsewhere, they
mainly chatted. And emailed. And, occasionally, Skyped.

He couldn’t explain what it was about Jake and their conversations, but
they talked about everything and nothing—and anything in between. Aidan
knew Jake loved spicy food, and Jake knew he had a preference for Asian
cuisine. Jake told him about doing track in high school and some of the
shenanigans he and his team had caused during their meets. In the true vein of
environmental science geekiness, Aidan even confessed about his attempt at
starting his own windowsill garden, which he admitted probably wasn’t the
most practical thing to do in an apartment in Los Angeles. They shared a secret
fascination with unique architecture and, not surprisingly, comic book
characters. They found common ground in the most ridiculous things—from
loving oatmeal cookies without raisins to growing up with much younger
siblings to being amazed by the multifunctional fix-it uses of duct tape. And it
was honest, lighthearted, silly, awesome... and slightly terrifying.

Aidan didn’t know how this could happen, but he had very quickly grown
attached to someone halfway around the world. And it scared him slightly that
Jake’s was the first name he looked for in his contact lists and the first person
he hoped for as a sender whenever he saw a new email.

He didn’t know how to explain it, but he just knew he’d grown to want it.
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Simply talking with Jake and sharing their inside jokes and knowing that Jake
would just get it brought more sunshine to his day.

Is it possible to have a crush on someone you’ve never met before?

Shaking his head at himself, Aidan bent down to tie on his red Chucks. He
did a quick phone-wallet-keys check before heading towards Kai’s room.

He didn’t know, but he was a little bit afraid of the answer.

*kkk

“So then, when the girl went up to talk to the prof afterward, Professor
Hammer just raised his hand like ‘talk to the hand’...! And we were all like
‘oh my god!’* Dean’s eyes were wide as he mimed the motion.

*Ooooh, burn,” Kai said, making a sympathetic noise as he reached over
and snagged a fry from Dean’s stash. They’d been dating since Geoff’s party
two weeks ago.

“Yeah, but then we kinda felt she had it coming because she always speaks
up in class. Like, always. And the one time she gets asked something, she
seriously hasn’t done the reading? Like, at all?” Dean lifted his brows
pointedly.

“Total karma attack,” Kai finished for him, nodding in agreement.

Aidan took a sip of his chocolate shake, savoring its thick sweetness. They
were at the nearby In-N-Out with some of their friends for a “last supper” of
sorts before Week 10 and major cramming sessions for finals began. He still
couldn’t believe how quickly winter quarter had flown by.

“Hey, Aidan.”

Aidan glanced up and smiled. “Tyler. Hey.” He recognized the blond hair
and hazel eyes easily. There weren’t many majors within the Environmental
Science program, so they were all at least acquainted with each other. Tyler
Hill, a senior in his Environmental Economics class, was one of them.

“That lecture on Thursday was a real beast, huh? All those graphs and
charts,” Tyler said with a comical shudder as he adjusted his grip on his tray of
food.
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“Seriously,” Aidan said, making a face. “I must’ve missed the memo that
said we were signing up for a math class.”

“No kidding. | can barely draw a straight line, and they expect me to draw
graphs in five colors?” Tyler grimaced. He hesitated a moment, then cleared
his throat. “You know, | was gonna get together a study group next week if
you’re interested. Maybe we could pool all of our resources and figure out
what the hell’s going on in that class.”

The invitation caught Aidan by surprise, but he agreed and gave Tyler his
email when asked.

“See ya around,” Tyler said, flashing a smile as he went to join his group
of friends in a booth by the windows.

Kai cleared his throat loudly and deliberately. Aidan looked at him, brows
lifted.

“Someone’s got yo’ digits,” Kai said in a low singsong voice as he drew
out the last syllable. What Aidan thought of as Kai’s evil grin was spreading
slowly across his face.

Aidan flushed. “Oh, ¢c’mon. It’s for a study group.”

“Studyin’. Smexin’. Same difference,” Kai said with a sage nod. He made
eye contact with Dean, who answered with his own nod. “Psych discussion,”
they commented in unison, then shared a cuddle.

“Maybe he wants to “study” some anatomy together,” their friend Bryan
said with a suggestive waggle of his blond brows. Aidan just rolled his eyes at
the lame joke.

“Or maybe he really is putting together a study group,” Martin said calmly
with a pointed look of bright green eyes above the silver frames of his glasses.
He and Bryan were friends of theirs from a freshman GE writing class they
had all had together, where the four of them had all bonded over a mutual
admiration of their seriously attractive TA. Unfortunately, Martin ruined the
momentary showing of support by adding, “Too bad, though. That boy is hot.”
Martin was openly staring at Tyler, who Aidan supposed would be considered
pretty attractive in that blond California granola-eating way. Aidan thought he
preferred darker features himself.
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Aidan dropped his forehead into his hands. “You guys are hopeless.”

“Aw, we just care, babe,” Kai said as he rubbed his hand over Aidan’s
shoulder. “We care about your love life. We want you to be happy.”

“I am happy,” Aidan said, lifting his head. He squinted at the guys. “Who
said | wasn’t?”

“I know, hon, but it’s just... you haven’t dated anyone since Eric,” Bryan
pointed out delicately while at the same time jabbing a fry in his direction.

“Eric?” Dean murmured to Kai.

“Film student, sophomore year, very emotional,” Kai whispered back.
Dean nodded a “gotcha.”

Aidan groaned. Did they really have to talk about this? He hated being in
the spotlight, especially this increasingly familiar you-should-date-more
spotlight. Why couldn’t they just talk about Bryan’s weekly dating disasters?
Or speculate on whatever extracurricular activities would require Martin’s
roommate to make biweekly trips to Mexico?

“Some of us don’t have to be seeing someone every single minute of the
day to be happy,” Aidan said patiently. His brain picked up on the word
happy, and Jake’s user pic flashed across his mind. Aidan’s eyes went wide,
and he shoved the thought aside.

“I know. We just don’t want you to, y’know, collect twelve cats and wither
on the vine. Or internet line,” Kai added after a pregnant pause. His dark eyes
were soft with concern, and Aidan knew then that his very astute roommate
had picked up on the fact that he’d been on his computer way more than usual
in the past couple of months.

Kai was good at calling things like he saw them, which meant he was also
pretty brazen since he saw quite a bit. And no matter what, he was always sure
to make his point somehow. Aidan sighed, then acknowledged the words with
a reluctant smile. “Fine. | promise not to turn into a grape and die a lonely and
dehydrated death.”

Kai returned the smile. “Good.”

“You guys are crazy, you know that, right?” Aidan looked around the table
before he turned his attention back to his chocolate shake.
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“Yeah, but you still love us,” Bryan said matter-of-factly, stabbing another
fry in his direction.
Aidan: So | have finals in two weeks. Blech.
Aidan: Then heading back home for break.
Jake: awww... you’ll do great
Aidan: I hope so.
Aidan: But yeah... won’t be around much for a few weeks. :/
Jake: :(
Jake: yeah, I’m heading up the coast for a bit too
Aidan: Ohhh, jealous! I love the beach.
Aidan: Pack me in your suitcase. :)
Jake: wish | could
There was a pause.
Jake: um... hope this won’t sound weird, but...
Jake: I’ll miss you, Red

Aidan’s heart pounded in double time. It was the first time Jake had ever
said something like that. Usually, he was flirty, fun, and sometimes
outrageous, but this felt... different. Sweet. Even though he was also feeling
the same way, Aidan hadn’t been planning to say anything himself because,
honestly, he hadn’t been sure of the reception. Now, though...

Aidan swallowed hard before responding.
Aidan: I’ll miss you, too.

*kk*k

Tenth week and finals flew by in the blink of an eye. Tyler’s study group
for Environmental Econ actually helped, and it was cool getting to know more
of his fellow program students. Aidan discovered that Tyler actually lived
down the block from him, so they often walked back from the library together.
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Aidan’s work-study program helping to maintain the campus facilities—a
glorified description for gardening and landscaping—didn’t require him to
work during the school breaks, so Aidan elected to take the week of spring
break off. He splurged on tickets and found a cheap flight back to the Bay
Area, where he spent most of the break alternately helping out at his parents’
store, making sure Alli didn’t burn the house down, and vegging out in front of
the television. He spent his evenings catching up with his high school friends,
procrastinating on working on his honors thesis, and wondering about Jake’s
trip up the coast. He wondered what Jake was doing at that particular moment
or where “up the coast” he was.

He wondered if Jake was meeting cute guys and why it bothered him so
much to think about it.

And then, in the middle of the week, he was left wondering about the way
his heart raced when he received a short email from Jake.

To: Aidan Montgomery

From: Jake Everett

Subject: (no subject)

Attachments: (1)

just wanted to say hi

sO...

hi ;)

saw this on the beach and thought of you

Aidan opened the attachment, and his face split into a wide grin when he
saw a picture of bright red coral against a grainy white sand beach.

*kkk



Love Has No Boundaries ~ Volume 6
| 274

CHAPTER 3

Spring quarter started up, and by week four, Aidan and Jake were back to
their once or twice-weekly chats. Aidan really liked Jake, but he didn’t know
what to do about it. He didn’t know if there was anything he could do about it.

Especially not from halfway around the world.

It’s not like Jake was his boyfriend or anything, and Kai was already
teasing Aidan for talking about him all the time. It’s just that... so many things
reminded him of Jake now. When he was in class and his prof turned around to
list something on the whiteboard, he’d remember Jake’s description of his
bird-like poli sci professor who needed to stand on a footstool to reach high
enough to write on the board. When he went out to eat with his friends, he’d
want to tell Jake about the amazing paneer masala he’d just had or, even
though Jake loved spicy food, recommend to him that he should stay away
from the five alarm fried chicken because it had practically burned Aidan’s
tongue off. He blushed to think of the outrageously flirty thing Jake might say
then about whether Aidan’s tongue would need some TLC.

Most concerning of all, though?

When Aidan was just out and about doing everyday things, he’d wonder if
Jake was online at that moment and if he was missing a chance to chat with
him. Was he missing out? Was Jake there? He knew he was hopeless, and the
guys had pretty much agreed with that assessment through implication. The
thing is, Aidan didn’t know what to do with himself or with the Jake situation.

So maybe that’s why he said yes when, in early May and just after
midterms were over, Tyler asked him out.

They were in the same Chemical Oceanography lab section that quarter
and were walking back from class together when it happened.

“You went to New York last Christmas? That’s so great! My... uh, friend
Jake is from there,” Aidan said with a blush. He tripped suddenly on the
uneven sidewalk.

Tyler grabbed his arm and kept him from falling. ““You okay?” At Aidan’s
nod, he smiled and let go. “Yeah, it was really amazing. | mean, it was a
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family vacay, so not all fun and games. Still, for my first time there, it was
pretty cool. We went skating in Rockefeller Plaza, we caught a taping of
Letterman, and there was snow on the ground and everything.”

“Yeah, Jake said things never close, and you can get food delivered at two
in the morning. Sounds like heaven for us night owls,” Aidan said with a quirk
of his lips as he remembered that conversation.

Tyler was silent for amoment as they crossed the street. “So uh... this Jake
guy? You talk about him a lot,” Tyler said slowly.

Aidan flushed. “Oh, he’s just... he’s a friend,” he ultimately said
because... well, he knew that was the bare truth.

“So he’s not, um, your boyfriend or something?”

Aidan glanced up at Tyler, who stood a couple inches taller than his own
five-eleven. “Nah... uh, he’s not. | don’t have a boyfriend,” Aidan said as he
wondered why Tyler was even asking about that stuff. Gawd, he hoped Tyler
wasn’t gonna try to set him up with someone or something equally awkward
like that.

“Then do you want to go out with me some time? Like, on a date?” Tyler’s
words came out in a rush. His ears turned pink as he smiled at Aidan, and the
sunlight reflected brightly off his honey blond hair.

Aidan’s mouth fell open. “Uh... what? Like, with you?” Aidan cleared his
throat. “I mean, I didn’t even know you were...” He trailed off indistinctly,
suddenly uncomfortable.

Tyler ran a hand through his hair and gave him a brief smile. “Yeah, well. |
don’t really advertise it, but yeah. I am.”

Aidan was at a loss for words as he processed the new information. “Oh...
Okay,” he said slowly.

Tyler lifted his brows. “Okay as in...?”

Aidan blinked rapidly as his mind underwent a paradigm shift. Tyler was
smart and attractive. And here. As in, physically here in the same time zone as
he was. No matter how much he might wish Jake were here, he simply wasn’t,
and it’s not like this online... thing with Jake was a relationship or something.
Was it?
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Thinking back to what Kai and the guys had been saying for a while about
vines—and internet lines—Aidan met Tyler’s gaze. His eyes weren’t a shining
grey, but they were a pleasant enough hazel. Maybe | should give him a shot?
Aidan took a breath and tried on a hesitant smile. “Uh, okay as in yes. What
did you have in mind?”

By then, they’d reached Aidan’s apartment complex and were stopped
outside the security gate. Tyler’s smile was wide when he suggested they do
dinner this Saturday and then see a movie.

Aidan agreed, and, as the security gate swung shut behind him, he scolded
himself for thinking first of the potential online time he’d be missing with
Jake.

*k*k*x

The loud report of machine guns and car explosions on the action movie’s
soundtrack was thunderous, and by the time they left the theater, Aidan was
afraid his ears might never hear the same again.

“Sorry about that,” Tyler said again with a sheepish smile as he pulled into
a parking spot on their street. “That theater usually plays better stuff than
blow-’em-up movies.”

Aidan shrugged easily. “Nah, it’s okay. Didn’t really need that left
eardrum, anyway,” he joked as he got out of the car.

Tyler winced as he locked up the small Toyota. “Ouch. I’ll do better next
time, promise,” he said with a smile.

Aidan returned the smile on automatic, but didn’t say anything as they
walked towards his complex. Tyler was nice and all, but Aidan honestly
wasn’t sure if there should be a next time. Their date had been okay, and
they’d found something to talk about at dinner so that there weren’t too many
silent voids. However, Aidan had found his thoughts too often straying
elsewnhere.

Towards the southern hemisphere, in fact.

Maybe that’s why you should give this thing with Tyler a chance, then. Do
you really want to be hung up on a guy eight thousand miles away? Aidan
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could hear Kai lecturing him as clearly as if his roommate were standing right
there.

They reached his complex, and Aidan turned towards Tyler. “Thanks for
taking me out,” he said with a polite smile. Tyler was a good guy; Aidan just
wasn’t sure if he was good for him.

Tyler’s lips quirked up. “I had a nice time,” he said. Tyler searched his
gaze for a moment, and then, with a quick smile, leaned in.

The press of Tyler’s lips to his came as a shock, and Aidan was hit with
warring emotions. His analytical brain registered that the lips ghosting over his
own were firm and slightly dry. Objectively, it was a decent kiss with medium
pressure and, after a moment, the hint of a tongue flicking across his bottom
lip. Aidan didn’t part his lips, though, or allow the kiss to deepen because
subjectively, he knew he should be feeling more.

Or he should be feeling something, at least.

Ever since the debacle with film student Eric of the mercurial mood
swings, Aidan hadn’t really dated anyone. Honestly, it had just been him and
his hand for the last year, and they’d been in a holding pattern all through
junior year thus far.

Translation? As a college student with—ahem—needs, he should be ripe
for the plucking. Figuratively speaking. However, while the feeling of the kiss
was pleasant enough, there was no spark. He felt more anticipation in looking
forward to his chats with Jake than he did in this physical moment with Tyler,
lips pressed against his. He felt more pleasure in chatting movies or trading
everyday banter with Jake or even taking on more serious topics with him like
Jake’s parents’ split or his own responsibilities at home.

And that terrified Aidan.

Tyler took a step back, and Aidan watched him silently, his brain
scrambling to process this new information. Tyler’s gaze was searching as he
sent Aidan a half-smile. “I’ll see you in class on Monday.”

Over the debate echoing in his ears, Aidan cleared his throat. Gathering his
bearings, he summoned up a smile. “G’night.”

Somehow, after that, he made it up to his room before the panic set in.
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His mind was racing as it tried to grasp what his heart was telling him.

He’d just gone on a perfectly decent date with an attractive, smart, and
really sweet guy. He should’ve enjoyed it immensely, but instead, he had been
comparing it to time he spent with Jake. Time spent online with another
person, not even in Jake’s physical presence.

And that scared him because holy shit.

Was itimpossible now to enjoy other guys? Had he built this thing up with
Jake—this undefined, ephemeral, non-relationship thing—into something
other guys would never live up to?

How could he have let himself get pulled in this deep?

Because what Aidan’s heart was telling him was that he was halfway in
love with Jake, and it scared him shitless because (1) Jake was eight thousand
miles away; (2) despite their flirtiness, they’d never talked about anything like
this; and (3) above all, Aidan had absolutely no fucking clue what he was
supposed to do about it.

*kkk
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CHAPTER 4

Aidan: Hey there, stranger.

Aidan: Long time, no talk.

Jake: hi Red!

Jake: haven’t seen you around in a while. missed you last week.
Aidan: Yeah, been busy. Werky McWerkerson and all that.
Jake: aww, | know what you mean

Jake: my bro was complaining to me about his homework
Jake: and | was all “just wait til you’re in college”

Jake: | didn’t tell him that college has its pluses, too

Jake: like you also meet the most interesting and attractive
people there

Jake: ;)
Aidan: ha
Aidan: Actually, I kinda wanted to ask you about something.
Jake: oh yeah? what’s up?

Aidan took a deep breath. Then he leapt off the cliff.
Aidan: So... | kinda went on a date last night.
Aidan: Actually, scratch that. | did. | went on a date last night.
Aidan: And it was with a really interesting and attractive guy.
Aidan: And it should have been amazing.
Aidan: But it wasn’t.

There was a long pause on the other side. Aidan chewed on his lip as he
waited. For all of their flirtiness and confidences exchanged, he and Jake never
talked about dating. It was like an unspoken rule that what happened on each
side of the world stayed on that side of the world.

Jake: ok
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Jake: I’m sorry it didn’t go so well...

Jake: but if we’re being completely honest, I’'m kind of glad it
didn’t
Aidan blinked a few times at that response before reaching forward to type
his own. He took another deep breath to settle his nerves.

Aidan: Okay... see, so that’s what | wanted to talk about. | don’t
think I can handle this... thing. Whatever it is.

Aidan: See, we’re being completely honest here, right?
Aidan: I really really like you. Like... really like you.
Aidan: And | don’t know if | can keep doing this.

Aidan: I should be able to go out on a date and have a good time
and like someone else. But I can’t. And it’s not your fault. | know
it’s not. You didn’t ask me to feel like this or anything, but I do.
And it just really sucks to know that you could be going out on
dates, having a good time, liking someone else and all of that
stuff, too. And that’s your thing, and there’s nothing I can really
do. I just feel shitty when | think about it.

Aidan: So | think maybe | need to take a break from you.
Because I just... really really like you. And yeah... I just need to
get over that.

Aidan: Sorry, | know this is way more info than you probably
ever needed to know, but | wanted to tell you I don’t think I’ll be
around to chat or... whatever for a while. Maybe a long while.

Aidan held his breath when there was a long pause. His eyes went wide
when he saw how much he’d written, but once he’d started, he hadn’t been
able to stop.

The chat window showed “Jake is typing...” a few times. And then
stopped. And then started up again.

And Aidan’s heart started, stopped, and started up again in time with each
changed signal.
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Finally, there came a response, and when Aidan read it, his heart pounded
again in double time.

Jake: Red. Aidan. I don’t want you to go. And there’s no need for
you to go, | swear. | feel the same way—about everything and
about you. Seriously, you almost gave me a heart attack when
you just mentioned your date. | could try not to feel jealous or
anything, but I want that. | want to have a reason and a right to
feel jealous of this guy. I never said anything before b/c it’s kind
of crazy and I didn’t want to tie you down or hold you back or
whatever. The distance, the timing—I’m not coming back to LA
until January, you know. Everything is pretty crazy about our
situation. But you’re really special and we’re smart people. And
| think we can make it work. | know | want to try.

Jake: Can you Skype? We need to talk FTF.

Aidan swallowed hard before typing “okay.” He went to shut his bedroom
door and reached to turn on his speakers. He noticed his hands were shaking a
little. They didn’t Skype all that often because Jake was in a dorm room with
two roommates at his exchange university in Australia. Mostly they emailed
and chatted on IM.

Aidan opened up Skype and, with a few clicks, there he was.
Jake.

His dark hair was still short and cropped close, and his grey eyes were deep
and fathomless when Jake gazed back at him. The background lighting was
low as his lips curved up in a half-smile.

“Hi, Red.”

Aidan blinked a few times, suddenly a strange combination of hopeful and
nauseous over how much he’d bared himself to Jake. He felt naked and
exposed—and not in a good way. He swallowed twice before speaking.

“Hey, Jake,” he said, glad his voice didn’t sound too shaky. Aidan offered
him a hesitant smile. “Um, what about your roommates?” he asked, stalling.

“| threatened bodily harm if they didn’t leave.”
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Surprised, Aidan chuckled at that, and Jake’s expression softened.

“So, In case you need to hear it, I figured | could say it out loud.” Jake
cleared his throat and looked straight at him. “I really really like you, too,”
Jake said, his lips quirking up.

Aidan felt relief wash over him. “That’s good. | didn’t really want to run
away, but I felt I kinda had to. Self-preservation and all,” Aidan added
truthfully, figuring he’d already leapt off the Jake cliff at this point.

“Well, you don’t have to. We can figure this out.” Jake paused for a
moment, then rubbed his chin, its firm curve showing a slight five o’clock
shadow. “You... You do want to try, right?” Jake asked.

“I think so,” Aidan said, his heart pounding.

“So do 1,” Jake said, his voice firm and his gaze warm from behind his
thick dark lashes.

They shared a speaking glance, and Aidan saw so much in Jake’s gaze—
the pleato trust Jake at this distance and the vulnerability in his trusting Aidan
to do the same. Aidan nodded, answering the silent question with a shy smile,
and an answering smile spread across Jake’s face.

“Okay.”
“Okay.”
They grinned at each other for another moment. There was a pause, and

when Jake spoke next, his voice was deeper. “So... what’re you up to this
Friday night?” he said with a half-smile and a playful waggle of his brows.

Aidan chuckled at that, the swing of emotions in the last hour enough to
make him feel giddy and lightheaded. “I don’t know... finding time to spend it
with my... boyfriend?” he said, his tone hopeful and his heart in his throat.

Jake’s smile was breathtaking. “I like the sound of that.”

*kkk

When Tyler mentioned going out the next weekend, Aidan blushed and
told him that he was seeing someone now. Tyler wasn’t too devastated by the
news and hadn’t looked all that surprised when he found out who it was. He
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mentioned staying friends and keeping up with their study group, to which
Aidan agreed.

Aidan felt a little bad about it because Tyler really was a good guy, and
honestly, he also could never regret having gone out with him in the first place
because, in his own way, Tyler had led Aidan to Jake. That said, Aidan was a
tiny bit relieved that the quarter was drawing to a close and Tyler would be
graduating this year. No matter that he was still a good guy and they were still
on friendly terms—in those early days, it still felt a little weird to know Tyler
had been interested in him in that way.

Over the summer, Aidan stayed on campus to earn some extra cash by
working through the break. He was also able to take a couple of classes during
the summer session that usually filled up too quickly in the regular school
year. The campus was generally less crowded during the summer, and LA
itself seemed to take a breather from its bustling pace.

And he was able to talk to Jake regularly all throughout.

Ever since that night, Aidan no longer had to guess about whether Jake was
on IM or if he’d be around later that day. In addition to still catching each
other occasionally on Gchat, they had a standing twice-weekly Skype date:
Friday morning LA/Friday night Australia and Saturday night LA/Sunday
afternoon Australia. They occasionally had to switch their dates around
because of their schedules, but even then, Aidan was grateful simply not to
have to second guess Jake’s whereabouts all the time. A weight he hadn’t been
consciously aware of lifted from his chest, and that was amazing. Well, not as
amazing as it would be if Jake was there with him, but it was about as good as
they were going to get with an ocean between them.

In addition to their growing closer and discovering more about each other,
that summer, Aidan also came to learn a few things about himself, among
them (1) he should remember to lock his door before their Skype dates; (2) he
found pierced nipples surprisingly erotic; and (3) he could no longer claim that
he still had his figurative cherry when it came to cybering.

Aidan had never done anything like that before. He’d always thought the
idea of it seemed a little weird, but with Jake, it actually seemed... well, pretty
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normal. Aidan supposed it was because they’d exposed so much of their
personal thoughts that baring himself physically felt like a natural progression.
It just felt good to share that part of himself with Jake. Actually, it felt really
damned good most of the time.

And if that pattern continued well into the fall quarter, then who was he to
mess with a damned good thing?

*kkk
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CHAPTER 5

“Are you seriously going to count down the days like that?” Kai’s voice
drifted over his shoulder as Aidan drew an X across December 3™ on his wall
calendar.

“Yup,” Aidan said as he popped the cap back onto his pen. He tossed it
back into his pen mug and turned around to grin shamelessly at his roommate.

Kai just rolled his eyes. “You know that’s taking it to a whole new level of
dorkiness, right?”

“Yeah, but | can’t help it. I’'m South Campus, and we embrace the
dorkdom.” Aidan couldn’t help pointing out one more thing that Kai was sure
to appreciate. His face flamed a little at how forward this would sound, but he
decided to play his trump card. “Besides, think of it as a countdown until |
finally get some. From something that’s not... er... self-initiated, y’know.”

Kai eyes went wide, and his lips curved up in that trademarked evil grin.
He finally nodded. “Ahhhhh. Yeah, that would definitely be reason to
celebrate.” His phone chirped, and he pulled it out of his pocket to check the
message. “Hey, Jane says she’s downstairs. You’re still coming on the Targét
run, right?” He pronounced the word with an exaggerated French accent.

“Yup,” Aidan said, walking out while doing his phone-wallet-keys check.
When he felt the small lump of his wallet in his back pocket, he couldn’t help
the little thrill of happiness that shot through him at the memory it produced.
He headed downstairs and said hi to Jane as he got into the car. After strapping
on his seatbelt, he settled into the backseat and thought back to that day.

When the box had arrived at their apartment three weeks ago just before
his birthday, Aidan’s eyes had gone wide at the postmark. Jake had sent the
package all the way from Australia.

Aidan had cut open the top of the box and pulled out the sheet of paper
inside. It was ordinary white printer paper, but on it, someone had drawn an
array of pink roses and written a message in a carefree scrawl.

Happy birthday, Red!
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Sending you some flowers that will make it across the Pacific in
one piece.

Also sending a little something nice for my favorite nice boy...

who’s also my favorite naughty boy, too. © Can’t wait for
January.

— Jake

Aidan blushed when he read that. Jake had teased him the first time things
had turned a little... physical in their Skype dates. Feigning surprise that
evening, Jake had gasped and said, “And | thought nice boys weren’t supposed
to ask about those things.”

Of course, he’d ruined his facade of faux shock when his gaze had turned
heated and he’d stripped off his shirt, revealing a defined chest and those
delicate silver bars piercing his light brown nipples.

Aidan’s mouth had gone dry at the sight. To say Aidan had been surprised
by the hardware would be an understatement. To say he’d been turned on...
yeah, major understatement there, too.

Before he could become distracted by the memory, Aidan had turned his
attention back to the package. Underneath a few layers of bubble wrap, he
found a box, and inside that box, he found a smooth leather billfold in an
unusual burgundy color. It was classic and stylish and would be the perfect
replacement for his ratty old wallet, which he’d admittedly had since his
sophomore year of high school. In fact, as he’d once told Jake in one of their
numerous random chats, it was still intact thanks to some small miracle and an
unhealthy amount of duct tape.

As he reclined in the backseat of Jane’s little white Civic with Jay-Z’s
“Empire State of Mind” blaring from the stereo, Aidan smiled to himself as he
thought about that thoughtful gift. And as he thought about Jake, whom this
song reminded him of.

“Oh god, he’s got that goofy look again,” Kai groaned from the front seat.

Jane flicked her gaze up at the rearview mirror, her eyes mostly shielded by
sunglasses, before leaning forward to check for traffic at the intersection.
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“Yeah, been seeing that a lot these days. And this guy’s worth putting your
dating life on hold during these prime college years?”

Aidan furrowed his brows. “It’s not on hold. I am dating him. We’re just in
different places geographically right now,” he explained for the umpteenth
time. “Besides, he’s coming back to LA in a month. And if he’s this amazing
from half a world away...” Aidan smiled secretively as he let his words trail
off.

Kai twisted around in the car seat to look over his shoulder. His brow was
creased with concern. “Babe, we just care about you. Really, with all this time
you put into it and the way he makes you feel right now... I just hope he’s
everything you expect and more.” His gaze sought understanding as it met
Aidan’s.

Aidan’s lips quirked up in a small smile. “I think it’ll be okay,” he
murmured, even though the comment stuck in his mind.

Jane, who was now searching for the freeway exit, clearly didn’t hear
Aidan’s response, and her comments seemed to piggyback off Kai’s words.
“Yeah, no kidding. You guys remember that old guy | met on OKCupid last
month? His pic must’ve been at least ten years and forty pounds ago,” she said
with a wrinkle of her nose.

With a last quick smile at Aidan, Kai faced forward and launched into a
tale of a friend’s Grindr meetup gone comically wrong.

As Aidan looked out the window at the passing city streets, he chewed on
his lip while letting his thoughts wander. Kai, Bryan, and some of his other
friends had been making cautious comments to him for a while now about
being careful about his expectations. However, as he insisted, it’s not as
though he didn’t know what to expect with Jake. They chatted often, they had
their weekly dates, and he’d seen and heard Jake through Skype for months.

Aidan blushed and felt heat race through him at the memories. Actually,
he’d seen and heard quite a bit of Jake, to be honest.

He knew everything he needed to know about Jake. He was smart, funny,
thoughtful, and sexy as hell with his slow grin, wickedly glittering eyes, and
washboard abs.
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The guys were crazy. He knew what to expect.
Right?

*kkk

He had no idea what to expect.

Aidan reached into his dresser drawer to pull out a shirt, then considered
the one he was already holding in his left hand. He finally decided to go with
his original choice: his “lucky” shirt, a.k.a. the one that he wore to important
things that needed to go well. It had served him well all through finals season
since starting college, when it had been loose as a freshman trying to look a
little more grown up. Now that four years had passed, he filled it out more, the
cotton skimming over his leanly muscled frame. Even though the edges of the
cuffs were starting to show a little wear, the sky blue rugby shirt with the navy
band across the chest was comfortable and familiar.

And right now he needed comfortable and familiar because Jake was
supposed to pick him up in fifteen minutes.

They were meeting in person for the first time, let alone going on their first
“IRL” date. He would finally see Jake’s gorgeous face without the filter of
computers, Internet connections, and time zone calculations.

And he was way more nervous than he cared to admit. In fact, he had
hardly slept last night because of nerves... eagerness... anticipation. Whatever
word you wanted to label it as.

Aidan pulled the shirt over his head, leaving it untucked over his dark wash
jeans. He looped a brown leather belt around his waist and bent to tie on his
matching brown Timberland boots. They’d been a splurge two years ago, but,
as an Environmental Science student, he’d already had plenty of opportunities
to use them out in the field. Taking a look in the mirror, he reached for the hair
gel to try to tame his still-damp curls.

What if Jake didn’t like what he saw?

It’s not like Aidan had lied about his five feet eleven inches, and he
certainly hadn’t been able to hide his looks and—Aidan blushed—body when
they were Skyping.
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But... it was still an unknown element.
So much was left unknown, now that Aidan thought about it.
What if they just didn’t mesh?

They definitely meshed well in conversation, and that had to count for
something, Aidan argued with himself. That had to count for a lot, actually.

It’s just that he’d grown so used to their routine, and things were really...
well, comfortable. On the one hand, he was dying to see Jake, but on the other,
what if the guys were right? What if his expectations were completely out of
line?

He and Jake had been talking about their long-awaited meeting for quite
some time. Jake had returned from Australia right before the holidays, but flew
directly to New York to spend Christmas with his family. Once he got back to
LA from the East Coast, though, they would spend the next day... together.

And that day was finally here.

Jake had teased him about greeting him with a kiss even before they’d
exchanged words. It brought to mind the dramatics of classic Hollywood, and
a tiny part of Aidan had been excited and thrilled by the idea that Jake wanted
him that badly.

Now that the moment was upon him, though, Aidan didn’t know what he’d
do. For all he knew, he might trip on his way to greeting Jake and take them
both out before they’d even had a chance to say hi.

His phone buzzed.

Come downstairs, Red—your chariot awaits :)
Aidan took a bracing breath.
Here we go.

*k k%
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CHAPTER 6

The one on the left looked a little like a penguin.

They were lying on the grass at the Getty Center. After a tour of the
galleries and a lively discussion about the unique architectural aspects of the
buildings themselves, he and Jake had headed out into the gardens to look at
the view of the sprawling city around them and to take a breather on the plush
lawn. As they reclined on the beautifully manicured grass, the sky above them
was a pale blue, and the mild Los Angeles winter had provided them with
some curious cloud shapes to ponder. Aidan watched the penguin drift by and
considered how else he might embarrass himself today.

He’d already done more than enough to rank in the top ten of embarrassing
days, but he was pretty sure that, with enough time, he had enough nerves to
cap off the day by reaching that infamous number one spot, which currently
was burned in his memory by a fifth grade play, a cotton ball sheep, and a pipe
cleaner tree costume gone absurdly awry.

To start the day, he’d gone downstairs to see a gleaming silver Porsche
Cayenne pulled up to his apartment building. As he looked down the street, the
driver’s side door opened, and Jake emerged. Aidan’s eyes popped; Jake had
said he had a silver SUV, but he’d failed to mention that it was a freaking
Porsche. Aidan stopped in his tracks right outside the security gate. I’m so
ridiculously out of my league here, he thought as he made eye contact with
Jake.

Jake, who was looking like something out of an Abercrombie catalogue,
complete with silver-framed aviator shades, dark jeans, and a casual-cool
ribbed grey V-neck sweater with a peek of a white T-shirt underneath. Jake,
who was pulling his shades off and whose dark, deep gaze was shining in his
direction. Jake, who was smiling that heart-stopping smile of his, which Aidan
was finally seeing in person and face to face.

Jake, whose heart-stopping smile was directed at him.

Aidan wasn’t sure if the smile he tried on then was wobbly, but it definitely
felt unsure. Just like he did now that he saw Jake. Jake who drove a Porsche
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billboard.

Oh god, what am | doing?

Jake approached him with his arms wide, and it looked for a moment like
he might fulfill that no-greeting-just-kiss-me-now promise he’d teased about
earlier. Aidan couldn’t say if that were the case or not because, quite
embarrassingly, he chickened out and leaned to the side, instead giving Jake a
hug. “Hi,” Aidan murmured shyly as he turned his face into Jake’s neck. Jake
smelled like clean laundry over the cool scent of the ocean, and Aidan felt
himself falling even though he knew that wasn’t the smart thing to do.

Smothering a yawn that came courtesy of his near-sleepless night, Aidan
watched the penguin cloud drift out of sight as he thought back to that
moment. He was kicking himself for being such a wimp and turning away like
a goddamned blushing virgin earlier. It’s not like he had a chastity belt chained
to his crotch or something. It’s just... he’d never been in that position before,
and he definitely had never kissed or made out with someone upon meeting
them. Even in his few WeHo outings with friends, he’d never done anything
that reckless.

Then again, nobody had ever been so incredibly thoughtful as to bring him
a gift like Jake’s, either.

After getting into—Aidan swallowed hard at the memory—Jake’s Porsche,
Jake had reached into the backseat and brought out a small baby blue ceramic
pot with healthy green leaves sprouting from the small plant nestled within it.
A little white bow was tied around the pot just below the lip. The delicate plant
looked slightly out of place in the hands of a man with a piece of metal
sticking through his ear.

Jake’s gaze sparkled as he held the plant out to Aidan. “This is for you. |
figured rather than flowers, you might like a little something to add to your
windowsill garden.”

Aidan’s jaw dropped, and he slowly reached for the plant. Despite his clear
interest in environmental issues, nobody had ever brought him flowers, let
alone a living and growing specimen. “Thank you,” Aidan said, otherwise ata
loss for words.
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“It’s a basil plant, so you can even use the leaves when you’re cooking,”
Jake added with a smile. Then he faced forward, turned the key in the ignition,
and shifted into gear like he hadn’t just rocked Aidan’s world.

And he continued to blow Aidan away all throughout lunch with his
intelligence, quick wit, and ready smile. Jake had laughed appreciatively at
some of the geek humor jokes that Aidan cracked, and the conversation had
flowed between them.

It had flowed between them in between the instances when Aidan spilled
water all over the table (twice), kicked Jake under the table, and sent the salt
shaker skidding with an errant gesture, that is.

Aidan bit his lip as he watched a cloud pass by in the form of a thought
bubble. His clumsiness wasn’t usually this hopeless, but it seemed to flourish
the more he realized Jake was pretty damned special and Aidan... well, Aidan
could only hope he would ever be able to learn the rules, let alone play in the
same league.

His gaze darted to the side to take in Jake’s profile with its sharp blade of a
nose, the defined chin and jawline, and the outline of his dark sweep of lashes.
Jake glanced over, and, seeing Aidan’s gaze on him, shifted to face Aidan.

“What’s wrong?” Jake asked softly.

“Nothing... I...” Aidan faltered, debating whether to say anything. He
didn’t even know if there really was anything to say in the first place.

“Talk to me, Red. It’s just me.”

Aidan bit his lip. Better to talk now and get answers than let things go
unsaid. “But, see... That’s the thing. | know it’s you, but you’re just so much
more... you than | expected. And the you that | see and hear and talk to right
now is amazing, but then I get worried that I’m not... me enough. Or just not
enough in general. Or that the me I am isn’t enough. If that even makes sense,”
Aidan mumbled, his face flaming hot because he knew he must’ve bungled
that explanation and sounded pathetic in the process. Rather than see any pity
that might cloud Jake’s gaze, Aidan closed his eyes and awaited his judgment.

He was startled when he felt gentle fingers graze against his jaw. Blinking
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his eyes open, Aidan found Jake’s face close to his, his grey gaze warm and
affectionate.

“Red, I’ll let you in on a little secret,” Jake said softly, the corners of his
lips curled up in a faint smile. “I think you’re pretty special, and I’ve had a few
months to figure that one out for myself. No matter what, I’m still gonna be
the same guy you talked to all those nights, and you’re gonna be the one |
couldn’t wait to see every weekend, too. Sure, meeting you, seeing you...
touching you is different than what we’re used to,” Jake said as he reached up
to brush Aidan’s loose curls back from his brow. “But different isn’t bad. In
this case, different is kind of fantastic,” Jake added as his fingers trailed down
the side of Aidan’s face to cup his jaw. “I think we could have something
really great between us,” Jake said with a smile that made Aidan catch his
breath. “I think we already might have it...”

Jake’s gaze searched his before his lips curved up in a dazzling smile.
Aidan’s heart hammered in his chest, and his lids fluttered shut as Jake slowly
closed the distance between them.

The gentle brush of Jake’s lips against his was an awakening.

The earthy scent of the grass beneath them, the slight chill of the breeze
that surrounded them, and the rustling sound of the trees in the distance all
faded as Aidan’s senses zeroed in on his connection with Jake. Jake’s lips
caressed his, and, when their mouths opened at the same time and their
tongues came together in a soft touch, Aidan nearly shivered at the sensations
that coursed through his body.

It just felt so unbelievably right.

Even though Jake might drive a ridiculously expensive car and look like
some Hollister model, he was still the man with whom Aidan had shared
confidences, secrets, and intimacies all these months. Aidan realized that so
much of what he’d been worried about since this morning was superficial, and
like Jake said, they already knew the important stuff and what truly mattered
about each other. They had great chemistry and could talk about anything—
that is, when Aidan wasn’t hung up on the superficial stuff and letting his
nerves and clumsiness get the better of him. Aidan knew he needed to man up
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and take that leap of faith; after all, it was clear that Jake—gorgeous, smart,
perfect Jake—was already prepared to do so.

Aidan pulled Jake closer with newly confident hands and shifted towards
him, curling into the kiss. He felt Jake’s lips curve into a smile against his
mouth before Jake pressed closer, his kiss deepening. Jake’s body felt
incredible against his, and the soft brush of his fingers caused the nape of
Aidan’s neck to tingle.

Aidan couldn’t say how long they indulged in this kiss—this astonishing,
earth-shattering first kiss—but he was pretty sure it was anywhere from eight
minutes to eight days. All he knew was that when they finally parted and he
was able to blink open his eyes, they were both breathless.

Jake’s eyes were bright with incipient desire when he finally broke the
silence. His hand traced Aidan’s jawline before dipping down to skim his side
and settling at his waist. “You feel so good. Honestly, I’ve been waiting
forever just to hold you.”

Honesty—that’s what had brought them here, and that’s what Aidan
needed to remember he should always bring to the table. He and Jake had
already shared so much through the powers of modern technology; now they
just needed to translate that connection to the physical, real world.

Aidan swallowed hard and nodded. Honesty. He could do that. “I kind of
can’t believe that you’re here.”

Jake’s lips quirked. “I hope that’s a good thing.”

Aidan smiled back in response. “It’s a really good thing.”

Jake’s eyes crinkled at the corners when he returned the smile. “Good.”
“Good,” Aidan repeated, feeling silly, but not caring.

After a moment, Aidan leaned forward and pressed a light kiss to Jake’s
lips.

Jake smiled again. “What was that for?”” he murmured, his gaze dipping to
Aidan’s lips before lifting once more.

“No reason. Just because | can. And, considering how we’ve spent the last
six months halfway around the world, the fact that I can is pretty incredible,
actually.”
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Jake searched his gaze, then leaned forward to press a soft kiss of his own
to Aidan’s lips.

Aidan smiled when their lips parted. “Let me guess. Just because you
can?”

Jake’s chuckle vibrated against Aidan’s side. “Just because I can and just
because you feel so good.”

Jake snuggled a little closer, his knee brushing against Aidan’s leg. He
pressed another lingering kiss against Aidan’s lips, and when Jake drew back,
Aidan lifted his head with him as he sought those lips that he hadn’t had
enough of yet. Jake smiled against Aidan’s mouth before speaking. “This
might sound a little crazy, but do you want to go back to my place? | would
love to just hold you, but I thought it might be nice to do it without the damp
grass and curious bystanders. | swear nothing has to happen, but I just... |
really like holding you close and having you nearby.” Jake paused for a
moment. “But if you’d rather not, then I... I’'ll understand,” he added hastily
with a quick smile.

As Aidan had just begun to take note of the chill of the grass through his
shirt, he could see the appeal of moving location. That and, well, Jake’s body
pressed against his, along with the hardness that was nudging against his own,
made for a pretty convincing argument. Aidan smiled mischievously. “And
what if something were to happen...?”

Jake’s eyes went wide, and he coughed a little. When his eyes met Aidan’s,
there was heat lingering within that dark grey gaze. He appeared flustered as
he tried to respond. “Well, I... Ah, | mean...”

Aidan leaned forward again to press another quick kiss to Jake’s lips. Just
because he could. “I’m just messing with you,” Aidan said with a teasing quirk
of his lips. “I think going back to your place is a great idea.”

As Jake’s gaze lit up and he raised his hand to brush over Aidan’s curls
tenderly, Aidan understood that this is what leaps of faith were about, and
sometimes you just had to take them. You really couldn’t hope to win the prize
if you didn’t put anything on the line.

And he thought that, with Jake as the prize, he just might be ready for that.

*kkk
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Jake’s place was enormous.

He lived in a one bedroom flat in Brentwood, and from Aidan’s view out
of the picture windows of Jake’s twenty-second floor apartment, he could
make out the waters of the Pacific off in the distance as it sparkled in the mid-
afternoon sun. Jake’s furniture—from the taupe colored leather sectional to the
cream microsuede recliner in the corner—looked incredibly comfortable, but it
was a far cry from Aidan and Kai’s Craigslist-acquired and hand-me-down
furnishings. Aidan scrunched his sock-covered toes nervously against the
plush charcoal area rug and began to feel niggles of doubt as to his leap of
faith, despite his earlier intentions otherwise.

Even though Aidan heard Jake approach from behind him, he still jumped
a little when he felt Jake’s hand on his shoulder.

“Everything all right?” Jake wore a concerned smile as he offered Aidan a
tall glass of water.

“Thanks.” Aidan miscalculated the distance and banged his knuckles
against the glass, causing a little of the clear liquid to slosh over the side. “I’'m
so sorry,” he said as he grabbed the glass and swiped at the water on the sides
with his other hand.

“No worries,” Jake said with an easygoing shrug. “You okay, though? You
seem a little jumpy.”

“I’m okay,” Aidan said quickly. Then he remembered his decision that
honesty with Jake really was the best policy and what had brought them this
far in their relationship already. So... if he wanted to know, he may as well
just say something. He pivoted a little and looked up at Jake. “Well... actually,
uh, your place is really nice,” he said, semi-stalling as he lifted the glass to his
mouth before setting it down on the window ledge.

“Thanks,” Jake said with a curious quirk of his lips, his steel grey eyes
shining. “It’s actually my mom’s doing.”

Aidan cocked his head. “Really?”

“Yeah, when | was moving out here from New York, my parents came
together in a united front to surprise me,” Jake said. Aidan remembered talking
with Jake about his parents’ divorce, and Jake had mentioned that there was
actually no bad blood between them. Jake gestured at the posh furniture. “My
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mom took apartment duty, while my dad took car duty. So, yeah, the
apartment kind of reflects my mom’s taste, and the car was totally my dad’s
idea. Think my mom wants to rent out the place when | finish up with school.”
Jake took a sip from his glass of water and smiled before setting it down on a
side table. “Almost four years later and | still can’t believe it, but I’'m not
gonna complain. Honestly, as long as it’s a roof over my head and a set of
wheels to get my butt to campus, I’m happy.”

It was easier for Aidan to return the smile this time. Oddly, he felt a little
better about things just from having the explanation for Jake’s seemingly-
splashy lifestyle, which was so at odds with the down-to-earth impression he’d
had of Jake. Upon hearing Jake’s last comment, Aidan breathed a little easier
knowing that he hadn’t been completely off the mark.

They turned to face into the living room at the same time, and the corner of
Jake’s lips ticked upwards. His arm hooked around Aidan’s waist, and Aidan
felt a little shiver of pleasure run up his spine once Jake’s warm palm made
contact with his side. Jake pulled him in a little closer, and his breath feathered
against Aidan’s ear as he spoke. “Wanna watch a movie or listen to music or
something? | don’t really care what we do; I just like that you’re here.” Jake’s
lips quirked up as he met Aidan’s gaze.

Aidan swallowed hard and mustered up a little courage to ask for what he
really wanted. “What happened to holding you close?”

Jake’s eyes shone silver-grey, and his mouth curved into a warm smile.
“We can do that, too.”

“I think I’d like that.” Aidan glanced up with a shy smile. “I didn’t get
much sleep last night,” he confessed. “Nerves, | guess.”

“No reason to be nervous. It’s just me,” Jake said with a disarming smile.
He bent his head to brush a kiss against Aidan’s lips, then reached for Aidan’s
hand. “C’mon, let’s get comfortable. Actually, my sleep schedule’s been wack
with all of my time zone hopping, so this is perfect. Naps, my dear Red, are
highly underrated,” he said with a charming grin as he led the way down the
hall.

And moments later, as Aidan settled onto the queen-sized bed in his inside
spoon position while wearing his T-shirt, boxers, and a pair of borrowed
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sweats, he had to agree that naps were, indeed, highly underrated. Especially
when they were accompanied by the feeling of being held close to Jake with
the weight of Jake’s arm curled around his waist and his fresh ocean scent on
the pillow.

*kk*k

Aidan blinked a few times as he came awake.

The faint light filtering in through the half-drawn curtains suggested it was
early evening, and dusk was falling. He guessed it was around six p.m., and
his dreamless sleep suggested he’d slept better in the last couple hours than he
had in the last few days. With a quirk of his lips, he wondered if that happy
fact was thanks to the man behind him.

Jake’s presence beside him had been so thoroughly satisfying. Aidan had
felt safe and protected. With Jake’s arm a soft and gentle reminder of his
nearness as he’d fallen into slumber, Aidan had felt... cherished. It was almost
a miracle that a man like Jake—with his model-worthy looks and his
counterculture piercings—would be into a vanilla kinda guy like him, but
that’s what had happened. Aidan had to remind himself again that, as he’d
been telling his friends for months, they did already know each other, and they
knew what really counted. He needed to stop letting those other things color
his judgment, which had long ago already found such kinship with Jake—his
humor, his wit, his kindness—through less conventional means.

And, in the spirit of leaps of faith, Aidan was finally ready to believe and
trust in that.

Aidan tried not to wake Jake up as he shifted slowly under the weight of
his arm to face the other man. Jake’s lashes were a thick dark fringe against his
high cheekbones, and they flickered a moment before slowly lifting. That dark
grey gaze watched him closely, and the corner of Jake’s lips lifted.

Those lips...

They drew Aidan’s attention, and he traced the full curve and its soft
Cupid’s bow with his eyes, wishing, as he often had when they’d had their
Skype dates, that he could trace it with his tongue.

Then he realized that he could.
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Aidan’s gaze flicked upwards before returning to Jake’s mouth. Without a
word, Aidan reached up to cup the back of Jake’s neck, and he saw Jake’s lips
part as he closed the distance between them. Aidan’s eyes closed at the touch
of Jake’s lips to his.

The kiss began as a slow exploration of gentle lips and searching tongues.
Aidan curled his fingers into the short soft hairs at the nape of Jake’s neck and
felt that muscular arm circle around him as Jake pulled him tight against his
firm body. Feeling that delicious warmth—so close between the thin layers of
his T-shirt and Jake’s cotton tank—caused Aidan’s heart to race.

Hungry for more, Aidan pressed closer, sucking gently on Jake’s tongue as
his leg slid over Jake’s to curl around his thighs. Jake gripped his waist and
silently urged him farther. Aidan went with it, and with their lips still locked,
still caressing, still devouring, he found himself straddling Jake’s lean hips, his
ass pressed against a thickening hardness.

Aidan rocked back, and Jake broke the kiss with a gasp. Jake’s eyes
opened, and that half-lidded gaze held banked fires that turned the cool grey to
molten steel. “So good,” Jake groaned.

“Oh god, you too,” Aidan said as his hands explored Jake’s chest.

Levering himself upwards, Aidan rocked back again and again and felt that
gratifyingly hard cock rubbing against his ass. Aidan sat up, putting more
pressure against Jake’s erection, and trailed his hands down and under the hem
of Jake’s shirt. Jake watched with a heated gaze and rolled his hips upwards
ever so subtly, pressing his dick right up against Aidan. As Aidan explored the
smooth skin of Jake’s abs, he felt his own cock thicken under the now-
oppressive weight of his borrowed sweats.

Clothes. They needed to come off. Now.

Aidan reached behind to grab the neckline of his T-shirt and pulled it over
his head in one smooth motion. Aidan had just a moment to catch the hungry
expression on Jake’s face before he reached for Jake’s shirt to peel it off him.
Once that tanned skin was revealed to his eager gaze, Aidan’s hands
Immediately went to the silver bars that glinted faintly in the dusky light.

He stroked across them with the pads of his thumbs. The cool metal was a
sensual counterpoint to the firm warm skin that it ran through. “These are so
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hot. You’re gorgeous,” Aidan murmured, flicking his gaze upwards to Jake’s
face.

Jake wet his lips with his tongue, and his voice was a rasp when he spoke.
“Suck on them.”

That sounded like a great idea. Aidan scooted down a little more until he
could bend and reach that light brown peak. As he latched on with his lips, he
felt Jake’s hands tunnel under the waistband of his pants and boxers. Aidan
moaned around the metal-embedded nub as Jake grabbed his ass ina firm grip.
Moving to the other nipple and supporting himself with one elbow on the bed,
Aidan reached down with his other hand to pull his pants and boxers off.
When it became clear he wouldn’t be able to do it one-handed, he broke
contact with Jake’s flesh.

“Pants,” Aidan said breathlessly. “We need to lose the pants.”

Okay, so it wasn’t the most eloguent or romantic statement, but
considering the amount of blood that had been redirected to the area south of
the border, Aidan felt lucky he could string the words together in the first
place.

Aidan shoved the sheets and blankets aside, and, after a moment, they
emerged naked from a tangle of legs and clothes. He returned to straddling
Jake’s hips, and when they made cock-on-cock contact, Jake’s groan matched
his own. Aidan watched their two cocks sliding against each other and thought
he might come just from the sight of that deep pink shaft pressing against his
own.

Jake’s cock was the perfect complement to Aidan’s seven-and-a-half
inches. The deep pink color matched his own almost to a shade, and that firm
flesh slid inexorably against his own in an intimate caress as though made for
that very purpose. That wide head with the slit already leaking a shiny bead of
precum made Aidan’s mouth water.

Jake licked his palm before reaching for them. His hand was warm and
moist as it took their two cocks in a firm grip. He pressed their flesh together
in a tight fist before stroking once from base to tip. “Fuck, that’s good,” Jake
groaned.
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In response, Aidan experimented with a few shallow thrusts into that fist,
his hips finding a smooth rhythm. With a murmur of approval, Jake began
moving his hips to rub his own cock against Aidan’s, and they were soon
thrusting together into that heated grip.

Aidan planted his hands on Jake’s waist, and his eyes lifted to meet Jake’s
smoky grey gaze. A rush of warmth flooded his veins that had nothing to do
with the attention his cock was currently receiving. Even though there was
hard—uvery hard—tangible proof pressed against his flesh, he still could hardly
believe that Jake was here with him—that they were here, together, sharing the
same air and breath and moment.

Considering the odds that had been stacked against them—ifrom the
distance to the prolonged separation to his own insecurities—this moment was
a small miracle.

Aidan’s hands slid up to smooth over Jake’s chest, his palms skimming
over those metal barbells before moving up to grip Jake’s shoulders. He
continued to ride Jake’s fist with that slow, sinuous roll of his hips like they
had all the time in the world.

Because, with Ja