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Love’s Landscapes

An M/M Romance Anthology
Volume 8

Introduction

The stories you are about to read celebrate love, sex and romance between
men. It is a product of the Love’s Landscapes promotion sponsored by the
Goodreads M/M Romance Group and these anthologies are published as a gift
to you.

What Is Love’s Landscapes?

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
these authors do.

Over 210 stories were submitted and have now been published as a
seventeen volume set with five additional bonus volumes, titled Love’s
Landscapes; this edition is Volume 8.

Words of Caution

These stories may contain sexually explicit content and are intended for
adult readers. It may contain content that is disagreeable or distressing to
some readers. The M/M Romance Group strongly recommends that each reader
review the General Information section before each story for story tags as well
as for content warnings.

Dedication

As you can imagine, coordinating over 210 authors, proofing their work and
publishing it both online and in e-print involved hundreds of hours of volunteer
work. Over the course of seven months, nearly forty members chipped in to
help at various times; 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.
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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.

Written descriptions of the images that inspired these stories are provided
along with the original request letter. If you’d like to view these photos, please
feel free to join the Goodreads M/M Romance Group and visit the discussion
section: Love’s Landscapes.

No matter if you are a long-time devotee to M/M Romance, just new to the
genre or fall somewhere in between, you are in for a delicious treat.


http://www.goodreads.com/group/show/20149-m-m-romance
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This eBook is distributed freely by the Goodreads M/M
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THE HATE GAME
By Hennessee Andrews

Photo Deseription

Two men stand in front of an arched window. They are holding hands, shirtless,
adoration for each other in their eyes. What is held behind their gaze, the
emotion the camera cannot capture, is the intense feeling of hate one model has
for the other. They may be each other’s worst nightmare, but anything is
possible, and they just might discover their sweetest dream.

Story Letter

Dear Author,

Can you see the caring smiles on our faces and the love in our eyes? Yes?
Well, that’s bulls**t!

We are models and it’s our job to fake emotions. To tell you the truth, I hate
his guts. He is arrogant, violent, smug, and manipulative. What’s there to like?
And why do | keep bumping into him everywhere 1 go? He’s my worst
nightmare! ... or maybe my sweetest dream?

Cheers!
Sincerely,
Elly

Story Info

Genre: contemporary

Tags: alpha male, enemies to lovers, humorous, male models, spanking, verbal
banter

Word Count: 13,942
[Back to Table of Contents]
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By Hennessee Andrews



Love’s Landscapes Anthology ~ Volume 8 8
]

Chapter 1

“You have to be kidding me,” Chase Woods said under his breath when he
caught a glimpse of Heath Marcum on the opposite side of the room.

Heath stood there, chatting with the photographer, all smug and full of
confidence as he flipped up the collar of his button-up shirt. His dark brown
hair was wild, styled in an “I care not, but I’m fucking fabulous” sort of way.
And what was up with his gleaming white teeth? Average people didn’t have
teeth that damn white.

Infuriating, that was Heath with a capital-damn-1. Chase tried to get his
irritation under control, but made a mental note to have a chat with his agent
later. This was the third photo shoot in the last month where Heath was
modeling as well. Chase couldn’t seem to get away from the guy.

“Ah, look what the cat dragged in,” Heath drawled with a hint of southern
sarcasm.

And that was the other irritating quality about Heath. That damn accent!
Hours and even days after being around Heath, Chase caught himself using
certain phrases, or drawing out his words like the guy. Damn, would the
madness ever end?

“Heath, uh, | thought you were sort of past the puberty stage,” Chase said
and motioned to his chin, as if the guy had a zit rearing its ugly head there.

“Fuck!” Heath immediately touched his face and hurried to the nearest
mirror.

Dumbass.

Chase was city from his attire to his intellect. He was well educated, but
found modeling a more lucrative use of his time than sitting behind a desk
reviewing stock portfolios. Some of the hottest brands requested him—uwell,
until Heath came along. As far as Chase could see, Heath wasn’t all that and a
bag of chips. Sure, he was gorgeous and well put together, but the guy was
crass and rather rude. Heath was also a conceited, Dapper Don sort of dickhead.
What was there to like?

Not far away, Heath was studying his reflection. Chase shook his head and
wished the shoot was over with already. After receiving a quick pep talk from
the photographer, Chase headed toward the dressing room, bumping into Heath
on the way.
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“Funny guy,” Heath said sarcastically and punched Chase in the arm.

Chase resisted the urge to rub the area. Heath was also too physical, and
whether he meant it to or not, the punch stung. Instead, Chase tried to ignore
Heath, shook his head, and continued to walk on by. The sooner this day was
over, the better. Again, Chase wondered about the forces at work. Why
advertisers lately liked the two of them together was anyone’s guess. They were
complete opposites. Heath was a little brawnier in the chest area, with thicker
pectorals and nearly black hair. His skin was a golden bronze, hinting at his
inner sun-lover. Chase, on the other hand, was on the lean side, muscular and
well-defined, but not nearly as solid as Heath. Chase’s skin was also lighter, he
realized—about four shades lighter, in fact. The height difference was more
than obvious as well. Heath was taller by more than three inches. They just
didn’t fit together.

After Chase dressed in the lItalian suit with a white starched shirt
underneath, he sucked in a deep breath and prayed for the strength to do his job
and not get distracted by Heath’s mouth. Heath always had something to say,
whether anyone wanted to hear it or not. He was also verbally abusive in his
tone and liked to jab Chase as much as possible while on set. Chase didn’t
understand why he did it, but suspected Heath tried to rile him in order to make
Chase look like an amateur and steal upcoming jobs. Either way, Chase vowed
to not let Heath get to him. He’d grown accustomed to his lifestyle, and if
Heath for one minute, believed he could steal work from him, he had another
think coming.

“All right, places,” the photographer, Joe Santory, barked. He was an all-
business sort of guy and liked to get his shots, and get the hell out of the studio,
for a shot of alcohol most of the time. Joe had an affinity for the hard stuff, but
it didn’t seem to affect his work. He was one of a handful of the most sought-
after photographers in the industry.

The set resembled the boardroom of a Fortune 500 company. A large
mahogany table set center, with brown leather high-back chairs surrounding it.
A fake bottle of whiskey and two tumblers were placed at the end on a silver
tray. The background mimicked a high-rise view of a city below.

“Heath, you take a seat at the end of the table. Chase, you sit adjacent to
him on the right. | want a shot with the city scene as a backdrop.”

Chase took his place, and the set coordinator hurried to his side and fussed
with a tie before wrapping it around his neck. She unbuttoned the top of his
shirt, and allowed the tie to hang haphazardly and loosened against his chest.
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“You two are in the middle of negotiations. It has been a long fucking day,”
Joe said as he took light readings and adjusted his camera. He motioned for a
crew member to move an umbrella light and took another reading with his
meter. “A lot of money is on the line, and this deal needs to be closed. Heath,
you’re the man with all the cards. You’re cocky and sure this deal will go your
way. Chase, you’re in a tough spot, and don’t like what has been set before
you.”

Chase nodded, agreeing with Joe’s last statement wholeheartedly. He took a
casual posture in the chair and rested his elbows on the armrests.

Heath grinned and raised a brow. “I always like to be on top,” he said with
amusement dancing in his dark eyes.

“Now, Chase, you’re exhausted, and Heath will offer a drink. Hold a
document up off the table a little and look at it with disgust.”

That won’t be hard to manage, Chase thought, and left the scowl he knew
was already on his face.

“All right, we’ll shoot a series. Get into character, and go with your gut
based on the instructions | gave you,” Joe said and unhooked his camera from
the tripod. “And go.”

Chase had worked with Joe a few times and knew he didn’t like to continue
to give instructions. Joe liked to get his models into character, and allow the
story to play out with him moving and capturing the scenes.

Click, click.

Heath began slowly pouring whiskey from the bottle. He grinned as if
amused by his role. Chase glared as he looked at him, allowing Joe to catch a
few shots. They continued with the scene. Heath leaned forward and placed his
elbows on the table while scratching his jaw with his thumb and forefinger.
Chase shifted in his seat. He leaned back casually and appraised Heath with a
raised brow.

Click, click.

“I can see you’re falling into your role nicely,” Heath said and put his glass
to his lips. His eyes twinkled with enjoyment. “Could it be you really despise
me?” He sipped his drink and stared into Chase’s eyes.

Chase couldn’t help the small smile that tugged at his lips. It was a wry kind
of smile, the type not meant to be affectionate. “How’d you guess?”
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Heath leaned back with his drink in hand, taking on an authoritative yet
relaxed posture. “I don’t believe you hate me. Secretly, | think you have the
hots for me.”

Chase rubbed his eyes before clasping his hands together on the table in
front of him and sitting upright.

Click, click.

“You’re an arrogant asshole, Heath,” Chase stated in a whisper and chewed
his lip with irritation.

“Fucking brilliant. I love it!” Joe shouted and continued to move around the
set, firing off shots.

Apparently, their roles were matched perfectly for this shoot. The love/hate
emotions that bounced back and forth between Chase and Heath pleased Joe.
The man was in a fury, kneeling, standing, hurrying around, firing off shots,
and motioning for them to continue.

“You say the sweetest things, Chase,” Heath said and sipped from his glass
again. “I just don’t understand what there is about me that’s not to like.” He
paused and poured himself another. “I mean, I’m drop dead gorgeous. | have a
body built for sinning—"

Chase waved his hand, stopping him. “You’re a conceited dick.” He
reached for his own glass, suspecting it to be colored water, needing to quench
his drying throat. A burn tickled his tongue, and he realized the bottle wasn’t a
mere prop, but rather the real thing.

Needing to curb the anger and the desire to choke Heath, Chase downed the
glass and thumped it back to the table. The entire time, Joe captured each
moment.

“Good shit, huh?” Heath asked and wet his lips before partaking again. “Joe
only buys the best.”

Chase wasn’t a whiskey drinker, but he enjoyed the burn that raced down
his throat to his stomach. “It’ll do.”

“So, uh, I was thinking,” Heath began as he wrote on a piece of paper in
front of him, glancing up every couple of seconds as he doodled. “Me, you. My
bed. Later.” He slid the note over to Chase.

Chase picked it up and read it.
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I’d fuck you so hard and good you’d become addicted to me.

Below his statement were two stick people. One was bent over a bed and the
other stood behind him with a long dick in its hand.

Chase crumpled up the paper and tossed it to the side.
“Fucking great emotion!” Joe shouted.

Chase felt his nostrils flare. The only thing he would become addicted to
was the glorious time spent not seeing Heath... at all. Heath seemed pleased
with his reaction and chuckled. He began to write on another piece of paper. It
was then Chase reached for the bottle to pour himself an extra drink. His hands
begged to wrap around Heath’s neck and squeeze instead.

Lights continued to flash from the strobes in sync with the camera. Chase
barely noticed, keeping in character with Joe’s instructions, and probably more
so given the history of hate he had for Heath. I’m so going to get lit later.

Heath seemed pleased with his latest creation and slid it across the table
with a wide smile on his lips. Chase rolled his eyes and lifted the edge of the
paper, curiosity getting the better of him.

My dick, your ass.

Below was Heath’s third-grade artwork of a rounded butt with a penis
pointing toward it.

Again Chase crumpled it up, with a little more force and irritation this time.
“Won’t ever happen,” he said, and thumped Heath between the eyes with the
ball of paper.

“Aw, come on, baby,” Heath said in a sickeningly sweet southern drawl. He
leaned back and propped his elbows on the arms of the chairs and raised his
hands. “It’s just sex.”

“Id rather jack off, but thanks,” Chase replied as he grabbed the glass of
whiskey and gulped it down.

“Hot damn!” Joe shouted and placed his camera at the end of the table. “I
got what | needed.”

Heath grinned and glanced over at Chase. “I didn’t.”

*kkk
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Chapter 2

Heath enjoyed today’s shoot more than any he’d been to in a while.
Underneath his cocky smile and false bravado, though, he hated the fact that the
one man he desired most despised him. Being a model wasn’t an easy line of
work. And while deep down he had his insecurities, he couldn’t let them be
known. Advertisers didn’t want to see weakness in their spreads. They wanted
confidence.

Confidence was the one trait Heath lacked. He tried hard to keep in his role,
but like today, it was a difficult challenge. He was a gay man, but mostly had
been called for jobs depicting tough men in high positions. He had to bring all
of his ammo with him, and continually give himself pep talks during each and
every shoot.

The problem with his act was the fact he could no longer differentiate
between the real Heath and the one everyone wanted to see. Was he really a
conceited dickhead? He pondered the thought as he slid on his jeans in the
dressing room. Well, he decided, he did have the panache for being a dick, even
off camera. And in a so-so sort of way, he had to be a little arrogant, given his
profession. Either way, he hated that Chase thought so, but secretly knew the
guy sort of enjoyed his banter.

One day, Chase. One day, you will be mine.

While Heath had been talking with Joe after the shoot, Chase darted off,
dressing and leaving before Heath could catch up to him. Heath had it bad for
Chase, and had since they first met a year ago. Over the past few months they
had worked together quite a bit. Heath had made it a mission to break Chase
down, one piece at time. Sooner or later, Chase would realize how insanely
attracted to him he was. Currently, Chase wouldn’t admit it, but someday he
would.

Heath finished dressing and headed out. He fished his phone from his
pocket and called his agent. He had caught wind of an upcoming job for a well-
known men’s underwear company. The campaign was aptly named “Show
Your Colors”. The CEO of the company was not only gay, but knew he had a
market for his brand with the right advertising. From what little Heath had
heard, the shoot required a loving gay couple. Well, acting couple that is, and
he wanted the job.

“Hey, Tony, how’s my favorite straight guy?” Heath teased.
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“I, my friend, am fabulous. I just got a call from Joe about the shoot today.
He’s fucking thrilled,” Tony replied.

“Awesome,” Heath said and pumped his arm in celebration. Joe wasn’t the
easiest photographer to please. Kudos like those would only help Heath’s
career.

“So, what can | do for you besides take twenty percent?” Tony laughed.

“There is a job for that underwear campaign in a couple of weeks,” Heath
said as he slid into his car.

“It’s as good as yours, my friend,” Tony replied. “I’ve already been in touch
with them.”

“Are you kidding?” Heath asked, feeling a wide grin overcome him.
“No, sir, I don’t kid. Well, not about jobs anyway.”

“Ah, man, that is great news, but | have a request.”

“Sure, anything,” Tony replied.

“Get Chase Woods the other spot.”

Tony snorted over the phone. “I don’t represent Chase.”

Heath leaned back in his seat. “Twenty percent says you do right now.”

“Okay, okay,” Tony said with a growl. “You’re lucky I’ve worked with the
ad team before. Otherwise, | wouldn’t have a snowball’s chance in hell of
making it happen.”

“You’re the man who gets shit done,” Heath said as he merged into traffic.
“l like that about you.”

“I’m not making any guarantees. All I can do is make a suggestion to them.
That’s it,” Tony warned. “And by the way, why do you want Chase? | thought
you two were mortal enemies. Is there something afoot I need to know about?”

“No, except for the fact | want to fuck him.”

Tony coughed over the phone, obviously mid-drink of something. “Oh,
geesh, I didn’t need to know that!”

Heath chuckled. “You asked.”

“Damn, man, you can’t say shit like that to me and not expect me to spit my
soda everywhere. Fuck, what a mess. Gotta go,” Tony said and cut off their
conversation.
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Heath continued to laugh and tossed his phone into the passenger seat. He
really got a kick out of aggravating Tony. Poor guy. He made the next right and
headed toward his apartment building in the heart of the downtown district. It
wasn’t much, but it was strategically located for work that was in the city, and
also to a club or two.

Heath hated going home to an empty apartment, though. Secretly, he
desired a mate. Random trysts here and there did little to satisfy him. He also
had to be careful, not wanting to wind up in some sort of exposé. While he
wasn’t famous yet, Heath was slowly becoming known more and more with
each job he landed. The upcoming underwear spread would do well for his
image, and also his heart if Tony could get Chase in as well.

After parking, Heath trudged up the long flight of stairs to his apartment
with multiple locks on the door. One couldn’t be too careful in the area he lived
in. The money was coming in more and more all the time, but not enough to
afford better accommodations at the moment.

Once inside, he stared at the cold, redbrick wall opposite him. Sparse
seating and an open floor plan put everything on display with the exception of
his tiny bathroom. Heath had positioned the big screen so that he could watch
from the couch or his bed. Most times, his bed was the preferred spot.

After a quick shower and a call for takeout, Heath settled on his bed with
his Chinese cuisine. He flipped on the television and only casually watched.
The device was more or less company, distracting noise to the solitary life he
was actually leading. He chewed his lo mein thoughtfully, thinking about the
day and Chase. Damn, the guy was gorgeous. Chase’s green eyes mesmerized
him, sucked him in whether they were glaring or smiling at him. Most times,
any look Chase offered him was in the form of a glare, which, by the way, was
the hottest look the guy possessed. Maybe that was the reason Heath goaded
him so much, because his eyes were fucking sexy as hell when filled with hate.

“All that emotion,” Heath whispered to no one but himself and took another
big bite. A long noodle hung from his chin and he slurped it up, wiping his chin
afterward. “How I’d like to have one night with him.”

It would happen, and Heath was certain of it. Behind Chase’s hateful stare
was a hint of interest. Chase could pretend all he wanted, but the truth was their
attraction for each other was growing with each encounter. Hate and love—the
feelings seemed so opposite, but in truth they were really the same to a degree.
Both were led by strong emotions, and it could be hard to differentiate between
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the two when affairs of the heart were concerned. At least, Heath felt that way
where Chase was concerned. If Chase only passively disliked him, well, Heath
would know he wasn’t interested at all. But since Heath knew he stirred deep
emotion in Chase, well, game on. Chase could lie to himself, but secretly he
wanted Heath as much as Heath wanted him, and maybe more so.

With his meal finished and boredom settling in, Heath got comfortable in
his bed and flipped through the channels. He supposed he could go to a club for
a while, but dismissed the thought. Wednesdays were notoriously as boring as
his apartment. Only the hardcore drinkers or desperate seemed to venture out
for some reason. He was neither, but did enjoy a hearty drink from time to time.

“Not a damn thing on worth watching,” he complained and tossed the
remote to his side. He stared up at the ceiling, not yet sleepy enough to go to
bed, but tired enough that he didn’t have the energy to get up and put a movie
in the DVD player.

He lay there and thought of Chase and the shoot that day. He smiled and
recalled how riled Chase got when he slid him those notes with his silly artwork
on them. The look on Chase’s face was priceless, and also sexy as hell. The
best part was when Chase had thrown the wad of paper at him. Mmm, he
thought, such fire and spirit. Yeah, he’d like to divide and conquer that ass.

Outside of desiring Chase so much his balls hurt at times, Heath was
attracted to more than just the physical. Chase was intelligent and worldly,
quite the opposite of himself. Heath was just a country bumpkin that had had a
stroke of good luck and landed the right job at the right time. Hell, Heath had
never even been out of the country.

Born and raised in Tennessee, Heath couldn’t shake the accent, although he
tried. Tony advised him to keep that part of him, citing that it helped when
wooing advertisers, especially female clients. Everything was an act, all
designed to get his way, or rather, their way. Money was the object, and only
lately had it begun to roll in with significance.

The money was great, especially for a guy whose other option was working
in a factory back home. Heath didn’t complain and reveled in his growing
riches. But he wanted more, needed more. Each time he saw Chase, Heath was
reminded of what he wanted desperately, but had yet to obtain.

His cell on his nightstand buzzed, and he reached for it. “What’s up, Tony?”

“Friday night you have a party to attend, courtesy of the advertisers from
the shoot today. They got the preliminary, unedited images earlier, and were
thrilled.”
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“Wow, that’s great news,” Heath replied, more excited about the
opportunity to see Chase again than anything.

“Boy, you’re going places. Schmooze your ass off. These people are big
names with lots of connections.”

“Are you coming?” Heath asked. He really liked to have Tony with him at
functions like this.

“No, you’re on your own. | have a meeting out of town.”

“Fuck,” Heath whispered. He was small town, a fish out of water. The only
part of his occupation he was really good at was on set. Talking and ass-kissing
wasn’t something he enjoyed doing.

“You’ll be fine. Don’t worry.” Tony tried to reassure him.

“I think we need to renegotiate our contract, Tony.”

“Have | ever let you down?” Tony asked and chuckled.

“Not yet, but hell, my mouth can get me in oodles of trouble.”

“Just rub elbows for a while. Put on your award-winning smile and kiss ass
like you enjoy it.”

“Fine. I’ll be there,” Heath grumbled.
“I’ll email you the address and particulars. Get some sleep.”
Heath clicked his phone off and chewed his lip.

The text message alert on his phone chimed and he almost didn’t look at it,
but decided he better.

BTW, Chase is in.

A smile crept across his face. That little bit of info would help him get
through the week and the party on Friday. Heath knew he couldn’t let on that he
knew about the upcoming shoot, and hoped Chase didn’t know the particulars,
like the fact Heath was the other model for the project. Some things were better
left to be a surprise.

“Oh, Chase, you sexy thing you,” Heath whispered, snuggling down deeper
into his fluffy pillows, and closing his eyes. He could see Chase’s expressive
gaze and the way his plump lips looked when he chewed his bottom lip. Chase
didn’t realize, but that sexy act sent a jolt of blood rushing to Heath’s dick
every freaking time. How Heath would love to bite that lip for him. Yeah, he’d
nibble on it all right, as well as every inch of his delectable body.
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With the stress of the day behind him, Heath allowed his mind to fantasize
about how hot his first encounter with Chase would be. Heath knew well every
inch of Chase’s chest and abs since that shirtless spread they’d worked for a
jeans manufacturer a few weeks back. Chase was nice and lean, with defined
muscles and a sprinkle of dark hair that led south below his waist. Heath had
imagined on more than one occasion seeing Chase nude, and even more times
he’d imagined how Chase would look bent over his bed naked.

The urge to stroke his dick hit Heath like a fast-moving taxi in rush hour
traffic. His cock strained in his formfitting boxers, begging to be touched.
Heath would rather Chase’s hand do the work, but since that wouldn’t happen
tonight, he slipped his own hand into the stretchy cotton underwear. Gentle
strokes began while he imagined Chase’s nude body and brought his cock to
full attention.

“Mmm,” Heath softly moaned and tugged. Inside his mind, Heath was
nipping Chase’s neck, slowly making his way down to his chest. Chase moaned
and fisted Heath’s hair in his hands. Heath flicked his tongue over his hard
nipples. Heath teased and laved the erect flesh, stopping to gently bite and pull
back the tender nub in his mind.

“Oh, God, yeah,” Chase groaned and caressed Heath’s face. The tender
touch of Chase’s hand furthered Heath’s desire, propelling him on, as he kissed
down Chase’s abdomen to the soft curls that surrounded his prick.

Heath began to stroke himself with a little more vigor as his mind continued
to feed him erotic images. He dared to guess what Chase kept hidden, but
suspected he carried an adequate-sized dick, perfect for Heath’s mouth to wrap
around. And wrap around it he would. He would suck Chase into a fucking
dreamland if he ever got a chance.

Mmm, nice and wide, Heath decided, based on his mind’s interpretation of
Chase’s size and girth. He sank his mouth around Chase’s pole, teasing with his
tongue, almost tasting precum on his taste buds. He began to suck with more
enthusiasm, pulling soft cries of pleasure from Chase’s mouth. The moment
was dreamlike as energy pulsed, firing off the desire that Heath knew well
zinged between them. Chase hissed and ran his hands through Heath’s thick
locks, gripping tight, channeling pure lust with every pump of Heath’s mouth.

Before he could continue into hotter scenes, Heath’s release burst forth,
coating the inside of his boxers and making his stomach a sticky mess.

“Damn, it has been too fucking long.”

*khkk
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Chapter 3

“Okay, here’s the deal,” Chase said and paused when he noticed his
flamboyant friend already allowing his eyes to wander to men in the banquet
hall. “Hey, snap out of it.” He flicked his fingers in front of Nate’s face.

“I’m here. Okay, | promise | won’t let you down,” Nate said and nodded
enthusiastically. “Can | take a sneaky peek here and there? Pretty please?”

Nate was a good friend, but unfocused as hell. They had become friends
after a blind date. There was no love connection and never would be. Since that
time, Nate was Chase’s main source of support, a trusted friend, even though
Nate leaned toward the extreme from time to time.

This was a rare occasion for Nate to be dressed so normal, so male. Chase
chuckled and patted him on the arm. “Okay, sneaky peek all you want, but
when a guy named Heath comes around, you better be my bitch.”

“Ooh, your bitch?” Nate teased with a quirky grin on his face. “Honey, |
aim to please.”

Chase closed his eyes and fought back the laughter welling inside of him.
Nate was funny without trying. Really, anyone who cross-dressed and could
walk in a pair of stilettos had to have a damn good sense of humor. “Right.
Save that for your date later.”

“Mmm, look at the ass on that,” Nate said with a purr in his voice and
pointed.

“No pointing.” Chase scolded him and Nate pouted. “Come on. Let’s make
an appearance and get the hell out of here as soon as possible.”

Chase wasn’t big on functions like these, but he could network with the best
of them. This was a good place to meet those who’d hired him, and also ensure
further photo ops in the future. So, yeah, this was a critical part of being a
model.

As they walked, Nate behaved, only passively staring from time to time.
Chase’s goals in bringing Nate along were to put off Heath, aggravate him a
little, and maybe see how jealous he could get. Did I just think that? Nah, |
don’t want to know if he is jealous. Do 1?

In an instant, Chase felt troubled. He hated Heath, despised him, and hoped
he got hit by a fast-moving bus, or maybe a taxi full of clowns. He thought to
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himself and chuckled. A taxi full of clowns? What a decidedly disturbing, yet
humorous, image.

“Ooh, champagne,” Nate squealed and snatched a flute from a silver tray
the waiter held out for him. “Honey buns, would you care for some?”

Chase snorted and rubbed his eyes. This was going to be one crazy night.

A half dozen introductions and handshakes later, Chase stood by a window,
looking out over the city lights on the horizon. The sun had begun to set and the
city was coming to life with twinkling lights of various colors and sizes. He
loved the view, and would rather be alone on a rooftop with someone he
connected with while sharing a bottle of champagne than rubbing elbows with
advertisers. But that was the nature of the beast, and he had to participate in the
entirety of the modeling world, not just the parts he enjoyed.

Nate had said he needed to powder his nose ten minutes previous and had
yet to surface. Chase’s agent approached and introduced him to the Italian
designer of the suit he wore for the shoot earlier in the week. Chase smiled and
made small talk, all the while remembering his manners and trying not to seem
in a hurry to get out of the place.

High class and formal attire flowed through the hall. Thiswas business at its
finest, and money scented the air. Women sparkled with expensive jewelryand
extravagant dresses. Chase himself wore a suit, but had forgotten his tie. He
really hated the things and was sort of glad he’d forgotten. Instead, he left his
collar unbuttoned, going for a sophisticated and casual look. Heck, he was a
model. He decided he could have done worse.

Still no Nate and Heath had made his appearance. Chase rolled his eyes.
Even from as far away as he was, Chase could hear the twang of Heath’s loud
voice. “Where in the hell is he?” Chase muttered under his breath when Heath
waved from across the room.

Fuck, he saw me.

Chase had a little time, judging by all the handshakes being exchanged with
Heath. As usual, Heath seemed to wow the fuck out of them, and smiles
abounded. How he really hated that guy. So why was he watching him so
intently? He turned around to gaze out over the cityscape. He should be out
shaking more hands and kissing babies, but he really wasn’t in the mood. All
day he’d felt odd, and it got worse when Heath arrived.

Realizing his anxious feelings stemmed from Heath, Chase got control of
his attitude, deciding to put on a smile and woo the fuck out of money. His
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livelihood depended on gatherings like this, and he couldn’t afford to mess it
up.

A half an hour went by, and Chase had basically introduced himself to
everyone in the place. Two women old enough to be his mother invited him
home with them, and one blatantly grabbed his crotch. He had to admit, he
wasn’t expecting that. Across the room, Chase could see Heath coming hisway
and internally groaned.

Before he could wonder about Nate’s whereabouts, Nate patted him on the
ass and slid up next to him. “Hi, love. Miss me much?”

“Did you fall in?” Chase had to ask. By his last estimate, Nate had been
gone nearly an hour.

“Better,” Nate said and grinned widely. “I met a cute guy and we may or
may not have found the janitor’s closet.”

Chase shook his head and chuckled. “You’re such a slut.”

“Jealous?” Nate snapped back.

“Hardly,” Chase replied and noticed Heath closing the gap. “There he is.”
“Mmm, can | take that to go?”” Nate stared at Heath and wet his lips.
“No!” Chase barked, and Nate looked at him with a quizzical expression.

“Uh, huh. So you hate this guy? Pfft. Whatever. You want to fuck him. |
know it.”

“No, I-1 don’t,” Chase stuttered and shut up when Heath was within earshot.

“If you don’t, I will,” Nate said in singsong voice and put on a smile when
Heath walked up.

An immediate hum of energy pulsed through Chase’s body when Heath
grinned at him, and he hated it. When Heath wasn’t running his mouth, spilling
out tactless sarcasm, he was quite a sight to behold.

“Chase, you look dashing,” Heath said with his signature sarcasm, and gave
him an appraising look from head to toe.

“You too. I didn’t realize one could hide their tail and horns so effectively.
Kudos,” Chase replied quickly, and Nate giggled next to him.

“Hi, I’m Heath, Chase’s future boyfriend.” Heath extended his hand to
Nate.
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Nate smiled. “I’m Nate, and get in line, honey.”

With that said, Heath let out a loud, obnoxious laugh. “I kind of like this
guy, Chase.”

Chase put his arm around Nate and pulled him close. It felt odd and he tried
to dismiss the feeling. Nate was a friend, not a lover, and while he could act for
the camera, real life was a different story. Nate played along and wrapped his
arm around Chase’s waist.

“So, Nate, what kind of work are you in?” Heath asked with amusement
evident on his face.

Chase didn’t know what was so humorous, but he played it off. Now, if
Nate was dressed like he normally was, Chase might understand.

“Sales,” Nate said and looked up at Chase.

“l see,” Heath said with a purr and sipped from his flute. He turned his
attention back to Chase and grinned with that irritating, smug, quality Chase
despised most. “So, uh, tomorrow night. Me. You. Dinner?”

Nate snapped his fingers and became indignant. “Excuse me? | believe I
told you to get in line, not ask my boyfriend out with me standing here.”

Heath laughed with enthusiasm, deep and throaty, loud enough that heads
turned to see what was so funny. “Oh, my.” He held his stomach and tried to
contain his amusement. “If y’all think I’m buying your act, you’re mistaken.”

“What is that supposed to mean? There is no act,” Chase snapped back.

“Yeah, there is no act!” Nate said, acting wounded. He hugged Chase
around the waist.

Heath nodded and wet his lips with sickening slowness, eyes leveled with a
cocky expression. “Chase, do you hold all your boyfriends with such non-
affection? Look at yourself, limp wristed, barely making contact. It’s almost
like you’re posing for an awkward prom picture.”

“For your information, cocky boy, we’re not much on PDA,” Nate chirped
before kissing Chase on the cheek.

Wow, weird.

Chase wasn’t expecting Heath to see through their act. Damn, this sucked.
A waiter walked by and Chase snatched another glass of champagne and
immediately gulped it down. He could feel perspiration already beading on his
temples. Was it that hot in there?
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“Excuse me, lovebirds. I have a couple more introductions I need to make,”
Heath said, giving them another quizzical look and a grin before walking away.

“Mmm, break me off a piece of that,” Nate whispered.
Chase elbowed Nate in the ribs. “Trust me, he isn’t worth your time.”

Nate turned and chuckled. “Yeah, probably not, but he is most definitely
worth yours.”

“I don’t think so,” Chase replied and set down his empty glass. “Stay out of
trouble while I’m gone.”

“Okay, honey buns,” Nate teased, and Chase rolled his eyes.

Chase walked with long strides, heading for the men’s room. He was hot
and all out of sorts. Tugging at his collar, Chase wished for an arctic breeze to
blow through the room to help cool him. Must be the champagne, he thought,
and felt better as he pushed through the bathroom door.

Once inside, Chase approached a sink and cranked on the cold water. He
splashed water over his face, wishing he was anywhere but there. He still
couldn’t understand how Heath saw through their act. Was he holding Nate
limp wristed? Chase had to admit, holding Nate felt strange, sort of like
hugging his kid brother for pictures when he was younger.

Nah, Heath was just bullshitting. The guy wasn’t that fucking intuitive,
Chase decided, and shut off the water. After grabbing a handful of paper
towels, he dried his face while closing his eyes, and prayed for the strength to
make it through the remainder of the evening.

An all-too-familiar voice drawled, “Someone once said ‘The essence of
lying is in deception, not in words’.”

Chase froze, slowly removing the towels from his face. He swallowed hard,
nervousness making the heat return in a tidal wave. “John Ruskin, but I’'m
pretty sure you didn’t know that,” he said, once he had his composure.

Heath beamed. “Maybe, maybe not, but my act is better than yours.”

“Damn, you are so full of yourself. How do you have room in your body for
your entire ego?” Chase asked and tossed the damp paper towels into the trash.

Heath smiled with his cocky little grin, the one he seemed to get when he
felt at an advantage. A quiver rolled through Chase’s stomach and he tried to
ignore it. When Heath stepped closer to Chase, Chase backed up a step, feeling



Love’s Landscapes Anthology ~ Volume 8 24
]

more anxious than ever before. They were alone, in the men’s room, and the
look in Heath’s eyes was a mix of humor and determination.

“I love the banter, Chase. Each time you speak negatively of me, you give
yourself away.”

Chase stepped back again as Heath continued to approach. “Pfft, I don’t
know what you’re talking about.”

Heath grinned, now a few inches away, and Chase was out of places to go.
He bumped against the wall and Heath stopped, appraising him for a moment
before skimming his tongue over his bottom lip. “I think you do.”

“You are invading my personal space,” Chase replied. He felt a little out of
breath, but it wasn’t because he was claustrophobic.

“Am | making you nervous? Or is it that I’m turning you on?” Heath asked,
closing what was left of the gap between their bodies.

Chase wanted to shove Heath away, but didn’t. His body buzzed with little
shocks. The proximity of their bodies was so close he could feel Heath’s heat
radiating off him. Chase swallowed quickly, trying to hold his ground.
“Neither. And you’re wrong about me and Nate. We’ve been dating for a few
months.”

Heath chuckled low in his throat, the sound stirring Chase deep in his groin.
“So uh, I guess you two have an open relationship then. Lucky me. | ran into
Nate and a bus boy earlier, coming out of a janitor’s closet while zipping their
slacks.”

Heath grinned triumphantly and Chase knew he had been busted. Words
couldn’t dig him out at this point. His anger and frustration propelled him to
push Heath back a step. Heath laughed with pride and quickly grabbed Chase’s
wrists, shoving him back to the wall.

“Busted,” Heath said and pushed his body hard against Chase. He leaned
close to Chase’s ear, his hot breath sending a jolt of awareness pinging
throughout Chase’s body. “That’s so cute. You wanted to make me jealous.”

And there was Heath’s mouth rattling again.
“Fuck off,” Chase said with a growl and struggled in Heath’s hold.

“Why do you fight the attraction between us?” Heath asked with a more
Serious expression Now.
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Chase stared into Heath’s dark eyes, and for a moment he got lost in them.
How did he answer that? There was no attraction between them. His semi-erect
dick said otherwise. God, how he really hated the guy. “Don’t flatter yourself.”

It was then Heath pressed his lips firmly to Chase’s. Tilting his head, Heath
angled his mouth and forced his tongue between Chase’s lips. A soft moan
vibrated unexpectedly from Chase’s throat, and between the hate and the rage
he was feeling, desire tamped down the fire in his gut. He reciprocated,
overwhelmed, giving back with intensity. Their tongues collided, swept
together in a sensual dance. Heath’s mouth was hard against his, demanding,
and taking what he wanted. Why did Heath stir such deep emotion in him? And
why did it feel so fucking good to be at his mercy?

Heath slowed, teasing with his tongue, pulling back a little to trace Chase’s
mouth. Chase took a shuddering breath and opened his eyes when Heath
stopped. Their eyes met, noses touching. Heath rasped out a shaky breath and
squeezed Chase’s wrists. “I knew you wanted me.”

Chase growled, his anger boiling out of control, and used all the energy he
could to break free of Heath’s hold. “You’re a fucking asshole!”

Heath stood shocked for a moment and wiped his mouth with his fingers.
Slowly a grin curved over his lips. “Does the truth hurt much?”

“Go to hell,” Chase replied and pushed past him, leaving in search of Nate
and the nearest exit.

*hkk
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Chapter 4

It had been two weeks since Chase had seen Heath and he was on the fence
about whether he was happy or bothered by the fact. So far, his wish had come
true and he was having second thoughts about wishing such. But damn, the guy
was so obnoxious, so infuriatingly handsome, and so sexy with his sarcastic
charm until Chase thought he’d go mad just thinking about him. And why was
he worrying about such nonsense anyway? He asked himself that question as he
readied for the shoot less than two hours away. The dream spread, the
moneymaker, the image-propelling ad of his career was literally right in front
of him.

Thoughts of Heath did nothing more than internally rile him, replays of the
scene in the men’s room with Heath a distraction. That was something Chase
didn’t need at the moment. He continued to shave and directed his thoughtsto a
more positive note. Nervousness rose a little when he realized just how big his
upcoming day really was. A whole new world could open up for him, taking
him from small time to big time.

He rinsed his razor and set it aside. Staring into the mirror, he gave himself
a small pep talk. “Don’t blow it.”

Chase’s stomach churned and growled, but he didn’t dare eat for fear his
anxiety would bring it back up. He settled for a cup of coffee instead, and
sipped it as he pulled a pair of jeans from his closet. Walking out and into his
bedroom, he tossed his jeans to the bed and sat down. Why wouldn’t Heath’s
image leave his mind? And why couldn’t he stop thinking about him?

This was getting ridiculous, he thought, rubbing his eyes with irritation and
confusion. After he had left the party with Nate, he made the mistake of telling
his friend about what happened with Heath. Since then, Nate had bombarded
him almost daily with talk of the guy, encouraging him to go for it. Chase
shook his head. That would be a monumentally stupid idea. Heath was a self-
absorbed ass, not capable of thinking of anyone but himself. The thought of
having any type of relationship with him, well, it was ridiculous, because Heath
had made it clear he was in it for sex, and sex only.

Chase wasn’t one to indulge in his desires, quick flings or otherwise,
especially not with someone in the industry. No, falling into bed with Heath
would be a big mistake, and one he’d be reminded of a lot, judging by how
often they were on the same shoots.
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“Damn,” Chase whispered, annoyed at himself for allowing Heath to bother
him. This wasn’t like Chase. He didn’t lose control. He didn’t fantasize about
men he’d rather punch than look at. “What an infuriating asshole.”

He stood up, placing his coffee cup on the dresser, and reached for his
jeans. He shoved each leg in with annoyance, knowing he needed to shake it
off. The upcoming shoot was to be a depiction of a loving couple. The only
emotion Chase could convey at the moment was frustration. Maybe he needed a
drink to calm his nerves, he wondered, then decided against it. Where was all of
this coming from? Was it because the break he sought from Heath happened,
and he wasn’t happy about it after all?

“Ridiculous,” he said out loud as he pulled a shirt from a hanger and jerked
it over his head.

After slipping into his loafers, Chase brushed his teeth, checked the time,
and headed out. He looked forward to a nice brisk walk, anything to help ease
the emotional battle taking place in his mind. Jogging down the stairs, he
relaxed a little, the exercise getting his blood pumping.

Focus.

Outside, a cool spring breeze blew on his face, and the bright sunshine
lightened his mood. He squinted and shielded his eyes, looking for a cab to hail.
People moved efficiently around him, all heading to jobs of their own. Horns
honked, cars and buses zoomed by. He smiled and inhaled a deep breath of
crisp morning air. Waving his hand and whistling caught him a cab, and he slid
in the backseat, giving the address of his destination as he did so.

The cab lurched forward, the driver honking his horn, trying to merge into
traffic. Rock music lightly played on the radio. Chase tapped out the beat on his
leg while he stared out the windows as buildings raced by. The distractions
helped ease and wash away his anxiety. His mind went blank as colors melded
together in a steady stream.

It’s going to be a good day.

Fifteen minutes later, the cab stopped in front of Chase’s destination. He
pulled out his wallet and paid the driver, giving him a nice tip as well. After he
got out and the cab zoomed away, Chase looked at the entrance of an old, but
renovated building. The property hinted of architecture from the thirties, with
tall arched windows, a white stone fagade, and intricate designs on the exterior.
Large steps led to a landing with tall pillars and neatly trimmed trees in large
box planters. He took a deep breath and started up the stairs. Break a leg.
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After meeting with the photographer and editor for the shoot, Chase was
directed to a room to change into the company’s apparel. He shut the door
behind him, surveying the rack of underwear in the middle of the room. A small
chaise of gold with a paisley design set on the far wall, with an ornate
expressionist painting above. Gilded molding encased the angles of the room,
and an oversized Persian rug completed the décor.

According to the photographer, multiple shots would be taken in front of the
large cathedral window in the main room. Various colors of underwear lined
the rack, some with stripes, others with pop art, while others were solid,
including a pair of tighty-whities.

Chase kicked off his shoes as he unbuttoned his shirt. Apparently there was
a shooting order, he realized, when he noticed another rack of underwear on the
opposite side of the room, lined up accordingly. He tossed his shirt onto the
chaise and unfastened his jeans, wondering who he’d be paired up with for the
shoot. As he bent down to untangle his foot from his jeans, he heard the door
open and close. He continued with his task, suspecting the other model had
finally arrived. Being in various states of undress with other models was the
norm, so he didn’t think much of being bent over, slipping his jeans off.

When a hand connected with his ass, slapping hard enough to make him
lurch forward, Chase stumbled and turned. “You have to be fucking kidding
me!”

Heath grinned, casually walking to the opposite side of the room while he
pulled his T-shirt over his head. “Hello, lover.”

This isn’t happening.
“I’m not your lover,” Chase said with hate in his tone and glared. His ass
was on fire.

“l don’t see why not,” Heath said. His wide chest was bare, and his fingers
were unbuttoning his jeans. “You’re single. I’m single.”

“And you’re an asshole,” Chase replied and turned to the rack of underwear.
Damn, his ass really hurt.

Heath shucked off his shoes and jeans. Chase tried not to look, but found his
gaze veering in Heath’s direction. Underneath, Heath was well, wow, Chase
decided, yet tried to ignore the guy’s amazing washboard abs, the defined pecs,
his hard nipples, little cute nubs of flesh. Chase always figured him for a boxer-
brief sort of man, and closed his eyes while trying to wash away the image of
the navy fabric hugging his thick, muscled thighs.
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How fucked up is this?

Chase flipped through the underwear, although he didn’t need to. The
designer knew his size, they were all the same size, and in freaking order. Gah,
he shouted in his head. Maybe he should seek modeling jobs in a different
country so he could get away from Heath.

It wasn’t fair, not by a long shot. Chase couldn’t understand why he was so
attracted to a guy he hated so much. Why should such a conceited dick have it
all?

“I’m still holding out for dinner with you,” Heath said and blatantly spoke
as he shoved his briefs down, causing Chase to look in his direction.

In front of him was Michelangelo’s masterpiece. Toned and fit from head to
toe, Heath’s body commanded his attention. Thick hips and muscled thighs
made him look ready for battle in a kilt on a Scottish highland. The only thing
he was missing was the fair skin and, obviously, the kilt.

No, no, no!

“See something you like?” Heath asked, unabashed by his nakedness,
standing with hands outstretched, begging for Chase’s eyes to drink him in.

“Uh, no.” Chase lied and averted his gaze. He pulled the first pair of briefs
from the hanger, nervous about taking his last article of clothing off.

Heath was waiting. He stood proud with arms now crossed over his chest.
His prick hung, not affected by the cool air or sizzling heat zinging through the
room. Chase felt a quiver in his sack and prayed to whatever gods had the
power to tamp his stiffening dick down. Turning his back to Heath, Chase
shoved down his briefs, stepping out of them before tossing them to the chaise
with his clothes. He could feel Heath’s eyes watching him.

“Stop staring at my ass,” Chase said and bent over to put on the first pair of
underwear for the shoot.

“You have a cute little mole on your butt,” Heath said, snickering behind
him.

Chase was mid-thigh with the briefs. “Do not!” He turned his head to glare
at Heath.

Heath was smiling with his head cocked to the side. “Do too.”

Looking down, Chase of course couldn’t see his ass, but was curious to
know if he really did. “Oh, fuck this.” He gave up and finished covering his
anatomy with a pair of patriotic underwear.
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“Stars,” Heath noted, and pulled his first pair from the rack, striped red and
white. “I’d like to put a stripe in your star.”

“Damn, is everything about sex with you?” Chase asked and worked to
keep his mind from conjuring images.

Heath stopped and scrunched his brows together, apparently deep in
thought. “Huh, well, sometimes | think about food. At times, | think about food
and sex.” He laughed. “Hot combination.”

“Bacon and grits?” Chase asked with sarcasm.

“Actually,” Heath started, and stepped into his striped underwear. “I prefer
whipped cream.”

Thoughts of Heath’s stiff prick coated with whipped cream immediately
flashed in Chase’s mind.

“You know, foreplay is really underrated,” Heath said and snapped the
elastic band.

“I’m not even going to ask,” Chase replied, averting his gaze once again
and starting for the door. He was asking for all he was receiving by engaging in
conversation with Heath to begin with, and that’s not what he wanted.

“No need. I’ll tell you anyway,” Heath said, following Chase out the door.
“Of course, at times, | like to just get to the good stuff. You know, bodies
banging together, skin slapping, cum dripping.”

“You’re still an asshole,” Chase said, borrowing Nate’s singsong tone.

Heath stopped Chase at the end of the hall, grabbing his arm and turning
Chase around to face him. “Don’t act like you haven’t thought about it. About
us together.”

“l don’t.”

Heath grinned and licked his lips. “Baby, | grew up in an area where a
poker face can make or break you. My parents played cards every Friday night.
I caught on to the tells that people give when they’re bluffing, and you, you are
bluffing.”

“Nice, so now if your modeling career fails, you have a fallback as a
hustler. Too bad you don’t know what the hell you’re talking about. I don’t
think of you at all. Well, except for the few moments | envision you getting hit
by a taxi full of clowns.”
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Heath raised a brow and snickered. “Now that | can believe.”

“Uh, we sort of have a job to do here. Are you done boring me with redneck
life?”

“Ah, and there it is again!” Heath sounded triumphant. “When you try to
deceive, your lips sort of quiver on the left side.”

“Do not,” Chase argued, and felt his lips tremble.
“Oh, yeah.”

“Whatever,” Chase said with an irritated huff and headed to the main room
where the staff was waiting.

*kkk

Multiple shots were taken from different angles with Heath and Chase in
various shades and styles of underwear. During it all, Heath worked to break
Chase down, one sexual innuendo at a time.

The more Heath talked, the harder it seemed for Chase to retain his focus.
They were supposed to be a loving couple, standing in front of a window while
holding hands, filtered with natural light. God, Heath loved when Chase got
into character. Chase was looking at him with adoring eyes, a sweet smile on
his lips. Together they stood in standard-issue white briefs, the basics. The
sunlight highlighted the green in Chase’s eyes, giving him an angelic look, but
Heath knew otherwise. Underneath his soft portrayal, Chase was wicked,
delightfully so, with a sharp and sarcastic tongue that drove Heath insane with
desire.

A long beep and a flash of an umbrella light brought Heath back to the
present. For a moment, he had gotten lost in Chase’s eyes, far away on a
tropical beach with white sands, waves gently rolling in, leaving thousands of
bubbles in its wake. And for an instant, Heath could almost hear the sounds of
the ocean creating a romantic backdrop for them.

Click, click.

“Don’t grin like that. You look like a cartoon character,” Chase said,
keeping a sweet smile on his face while holding Heath’s hands.

“How should I look at you?”
Chase snorted, still smiling affectionately. “I hate you.”

“Liar.” Heath felt a natural smile replace his forced one. In front of him was
the guy who owned his heart and didn’t know it. The sad but true tale of it all
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was the fact Chase would deny any kind of inkling of a feeling in return. Chase
had convinced himself that Heath wasn’t worth his time or his affection, tossing
him away like yesterday’s garbage.

Well, Heath had news for Chase. He was, in fact, the man Chase was
seeking, but didn’t know it. In no shape or form was Heath about to change to
earn Chase’s attention, but rather, he was going to be himself, win Chase, devil
be damned.

“Lucky for me, this shoot is almost over,” Chase said, grinning in a way
that was almost sickening.

“You don’t know what you’re throwing away, Chase.” Heath became
serious, hurt by the care-not attitude Chase portrayed.

“I think 1 do,” Chase replied, putting on a pleasant face for the camera. God,
the camera loved him.

“No, you don’t.” Heath gripped Chase’s hands tighter in his.

Chase’s effervescent grin faded a little as he struggled to break free. “Yes, |
do. I’m not a one-night stand. I’m not a good fuck because I’m available. I'm
not an in-between until something better comes along. I’m not even a friends
with benefits kind of guy.”

Heath felt his lips tug into a wide grin. “I know.”

“I’m not a conquest—" Chase stopped and stared at Heath. “What did you
say?”

“I said | know,” Heath repeated and rubbed the backs of Chase’s hands with
his thumbs.

Chase looked confused, unsettled. His eyebrows pulled together. His lips
pursed like he wanted to speak, but the puzzled look in his eyes told the tale.
Chase was speechless.

“Have dinner with me. Tonight,” Heath whispered with the photographer
firing off shots and the staff struggling to hear. No doubt they had listened to
every word he and Chase had exchanged since the shoot started.

“l need a little more affection,” the photographer said, interrupting the
moment. “Maybe a kiss as well.”

Heath placed his hand on Chase’s cheek, adoring the shocked and nervous
expression in his gaze. Pulling their clasped hands up, Heath rested them
against his chest, never taking his eyes off Chase. Heath leaned closer,
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searching for any kind of reaction. “You heard the man. I’ll need to kiss you
now.”

Chase stood motionless, lips slightly parted, with uncertainty in his stare.
Heath deliberately brushed his lips over Chase’s, barely touching the surface.
Around them, the room had gone quiet, eerily still with only the sound of the
camera. Heath gently flicked his tongue out, skimming Chase’s bottom lip, and
caught the faint sound of a groan from Chase.

“Have dinner with me,” Heath said again, lazily brushing their lips together.

Chase nodded, their noses gently rubbing. His eyes were wide for a
moment. The green color of them was mesmerizing Heath.

Heath cheered inside and took a shaky breath.
“Now kiss me,” Heath whispered, pressing his lips firmly to Chase’s.

At first, the kiss was slow, tentative, and unsure. Heath could feel their skin
touching, heat radiating, and prayed his dick wouldn’t happily pop up and
introduce itself. He squeezed Chase’s hand, allowing a soft moan of pleasure to
hum between their mouths.

Chase raised his left hand and ran his fingers through Heath’s hair before
clutching a wad and thrusting his tongue into Heath’s mouth.

Fireworks abounded behind Heath’s eyelids, and his heart beat erratically,
joyfully.

“Fabulous!” the photographer shouted, and the crew whooped and hollered
around them.

Chase smiled against Heath’s mouth for a brief moment. He groaned,
clutching Heath’s hair tighter, the kisses becoming more urgent. Dear God,
Heath chanted in his head, a triumphant euphoria making his skin tingle. They
had an audience but he didn’t care. He was too happy to give a damn, and gave
into the moment, seized it.

The clicks of the camera and hushed, whispering voices evaporated. No one
else existed, no one was there. Heath was consumed by the moment, lust
fueling his kisses. He needed to kiss Chase everywhere, anywhere. Breaking
their kiss, Chase grunted his disapproval and softly gasped when Heath trailed
kisses down his neck, stopping to suck his tender flesh.

“l suddenly have the urge to masturbate,” the set coordinator’s soft voice
cut through the room and laughter abounded.
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“I love it!” shouted the photographer, clicking multiple shots in seconds.

The camera quit making noise and soft chatter filled the hall. Heath moved
back up Chase’s neck and gently kissed his lips. “I believe the shoot is over,”
Heath said, and Chase nodded, opening his gorgeous eyes to stare at him. They
were smiling, bright and lust-covered, hinting of enjoyment.

“We’ll, uh, we’ll leave you two alone,” the set coordinator said and giggled
as she walked away.

Heath and Chase stood locked in the moment, uncaring about the world
around them.

“So, uh, where can | take you for dinner?”

*hkk
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Chapter 5

Heath tossed his keys on a table and shut the door to his apartment behind
Chase. “It’s not much, quite lonely at times,” he said.

Chase looked around, noting the quiver in his stomach hadn’t bothered to
go away. Never in his wildest dreams would he have ever believed he’d be with
Heath anywhere, let alone his apartment. He gazed at Heath, searching for the
hate he had always harbored for the guy, and it wasn’t there.

“You realize I’m not as big of an asshole as | portray,” Heath stated, matter
of fact in his tone. “A year ago my only option was factory work. College
wasn’t a goal, not that we had the money for such things.”

Chase swallowed, nervous about what was to come, but also regretful
perhaps, always seeing in Heath what he wanted to believe. Heath’s dark hair
was still a little wild from Chase’s hand, making him look even sexier than
before. His dark eyes were sincere, with no hint of sarcasm or conceit.

13 I 1m_11

Heath waved for Chase to stop before he continued. “l don’t need your
sympathy or anyone else’s. | worked myself out of a bad situation, and for that,
I’m proud.” He smiled and walked toward Chase. “I’ve gone from a small-time
country hick to a model making a name for myself. Sure, that kind of pride
goes to my head every now and again. At times, my charm is a little rusty,
maybe even in need of a tune-up. I’m loud, obnoxious, too rowdy, and I’m as
wild as they come. Inside, though—"" He stopped to chuckle. “Inside, | have a
heart of gold, one that yearns for life, for happiness. It had been lonely, and
then | met you.”

Chase felt heat rise in his cheeks, remembering their first introduction.
Wow, that wasn’t the most pleasant of experiences.

Heath snorted, as if thinking back, amused by his recollections. “I hated you
from the instant we met, but honestly, would have given my soul to the devil
for one night with you.”

Wow, Chase thought, unable to believe what he was hearing. This wasn’t
Heath. Heath was obnoxious, sarcastic, covering up his true feelings with
bullshit words and tactless remarks.
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“Of course, it didn’t take me long to realize I truly didn’t hate you. I envied
you and over time fell for you,” Heath said, close now, his fingertip grazing
Chase’s jaw. “And | believe you feel the same.”

Chase started to object, but closed his mouth. Heath’s hand on his face felt
right, it belonged there. But he had to pause, collect his thoughts, and organize
his feelings. He’d hated Heath for the better part of the year, wishing to be
away from him, while secretly hoping to see him.

“The hate game. That’s what I’ve called the game we have been playing.
And now I’m tired of playing. It has been great foreplay, but I want more, need
more. | need you.”

Cocking his head to the side, Heath grinned with devilish flair, leaning in
slowly, taking his time, and making Chase want to scream for him to hurry up
already. “Here’s the thing, lover. I’m truly, one hundred percent a cocky
asshole, and I hope you can see past all my hang-ups to give us a try.”

“Us?” Chase whispered, choked up with emotion, uncertainty rushing
through his mind while blood pulsed to his groin, causing his dick to stir.

“Don’t lie to yourself or to me. We both know there is a fine line between
love and hate. Underneath the act, we’re wildly crazy for each other. You know
it, and I know it.”

Rational thinking was becoming harder the longer Heath lovingly stared at
him. His words were an aphrodisiac, heating Chase from the inside out. Then it
occurred to him, and it was an interesting revelation, everything that he hated
about Heath was everything he sort of enjoyed. Was in fact all their banter
nothing more than foreplay? Could a relationship built on hate turn to a
fulfilling union?

“You’re thinking too hard, and where | come from, that means—"

Chase smiled and interrupted. “Let me guess. I should just let go, follow my
heart?”

“No, actually I was going to say that where I’m from, it means you’re either
constipated or a little slow.”

Heath grinned, bright teeth shimmering while Chase wrinkled his nose with
irritation.

“And there’s that mouth of yours. And your Hillbilly 101. And—"
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Heath grasped the front of Chase’s shirt and pulled him roughly against his
body, cutting off Chase’s words with his mouth. Chase fought his hold,
simmering over Heath’s statement.

What an ass.

“And then there’s your fire, something | love most about you,” Heath said
between Kisses, tugging Chase to follow.

“You infuriate me,” Chase replied, pulling at Heath’s shirt, yearning to be
closer, free of clothing.

Heath laughed, pulling Chase to the bed. They landed hard, hands seeking
to free their bodies of the material separating them. The bed felt like a cloud, all
soft and fluffy under Chase’s back. Heath’s body pressed to his felt especially
divine. His hard muscles flexed as he moved, positioning himself over Chase.

Kissing became erratic and sloppy as they fought against the clothing
between them. Heath sat back, jerking his shirt over his head. Chase stared,
amazed by the perfection greeting his eyes. Thick bands of muscle lined
Heath’s abdomen. His sun-kissed skin looked like finely woven silk that
Chase’s hands begged to touch.

The cocky smile Heath possessed only furthered Chase’s desire, the truth
slamming into his gut. Chase needed Heath, yearned for his affection like no
other person he’d ever encountered. His fingers touched Heath’s chest, tracing
the contours, alive with wild sensations traveling and pinging in his toes. Chase
lifted when Heath grabbed the hem of his shirt, allowing him to take it off.
Heath dipped his head down and flicked his tongue over Chase’s sensitive
nipples.

“I’ve dreamt of this,” Heath said with a raspy tone, kissing and sucking
Chase’s tiny nub of flesh.

All Chase could do was give in and revel in the attention. It had been ages
since he’d been touched, so long since his needs had been met. He inhaled a
deep breath, feeling Heath tug at the button on his jeans. Awareness of what
was to come made him quiver.

Heath tugged and pulled, stopping to shuck off Chase’s shoes, all the while
keeping a cute grin on his face, and dimples evident in his cheeks. And then
Heath was there, at the point most in need of attention, gently lapping at the
head of Chase’s cock, tickling the slit with his tongue.
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Arching his back, Chase hummed and fisted the comforter on the bed.
Blood raced through his body, exhilaration making his skin tingle. He writhed
and moaned, giving in to the moment, allowing his heart to soar with the
sensation. Heath sucked him hard and fast, humming up and down the length of
Chase’s prick.

“Heath,” Chase called in a whisper, unable to form a full sentence. Bright
lights flashed behind his lids, all coherent and rational thinking nothing more
than a faint memory. Blood rushed south, pulsing at the point where it was
needed the most, leaving his brain in a drunken, euphoric stupor.

“That’s it, call my name,” Heath said, sounding out of breath, and resumed
his task, leaving Chase almost boneless and at the verge of release.

“Heath, no, oh hell. I’'m going to blow!” Chase shouted and felt his skin
begin to sweat.

Heath stopped, rising slowly with pride in his smile. He teased the head of
Chase’s cock with his tongue, prolonging what bubbled like a volcano ready to
erupt under the surface. Heath was enjoying himself and Chase was held at his
mercy, needing so badly to let go.

“Don’t tease me,” Chase said and ended with a growl. His muscles were
bunched up, tight with excitement.

“Beg for it,” Heath said, lazily swiping his tongue up and down.

“Are you serious?” Chase asked. His cock was hard as steel, aching, fucking
hurting!

Heath chuckled with pride. “Beg me, lover.”
“Fucking suck it off already!”

“Mmm, you’re so damn hot when you’re angry.”
“Jesus Christ, Heath!”

Heath plunged down, sucking Chase hard, beckoning the blood to pulse to
the tip. His hand slid under his sac, gently rubbing the soft flesh. Chase’s head
fell back and he bucked his hips, flexing his ass, stomach muscles, gearing up
and... heaven.

A loud moan erupted from Chase’s lungs, satisfaction washing over every
inch of his body. Heath pumped his cock, letting go with his mouth.

“Come for me, lover.”
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Extreme joy and ecstasy held Chase’s body tight, cum erupting from his
prick as shuddering spasms took over. Heath climbed over Chase, straddling his
body. He kissed him, humming while he did so. Chase held his eyes closed,
enjoying how good he felt, how good it felt for Heath to be the one to bring him
to this high.

Gentle kisses swept over Chase’s throat. Heath’s scent enveloped him. It
was distinctive and rich, clean like fresh rain. He held Heath, allowing his
fingertips to drag down his back, desire building again with more fervor than
before.

“You’re an asshole,” Chase rasped and began to open the fly of Heath’s
jeans.

“So I’ve heard.” Heath laughed and rolled to his side, working his jeans
down to his ankles.

Chase got on his knees and leaned over, his rear directed toward Heath. He
took Heath’s dick in his hand while Heath kicked free from the denim. He
needed to taste Heath. Everything about Heath excited him, made Chase desire
him. It was the perfection of his body, the way he carried himself with such
confidence, and especially the cocky nature of his tongue, ripe with sarcasm
and witty charm. Everything he hated, he loved.

Heath moaned when Chase took him all in, feeling his throat tense as the
head bumped the back of his mouth. Chase was overwhelmed with lust for the
guy—>body and, surprisingly, soul. They were opposites, salt and pepper, oil
and water, yin and yang. There was nothing they held in common except their
careers, but Chase didn’t care, seeking only the pleasure they could create
together as his head moved up and down.

“Is it too soon to say | told you so?” Heath asked with a groan.

“Yes,” Chase replied, pumping Heath’s cock with his hand and mouth,
determined to drive the guy out of his mind.

Heath caressed Chase’s back, humming from the pleasure, stopping to give
a tender slap to Chase’s ass. Chase grinned, trying to maintain his amusement.
He pushed Heath’s boundary, the small band of muscles between his scrotum
and tiny puckered hole, making him cry out and wiggle from the buildup.

“Damn, lover. Your mouth is awesome,” Heath purred.

Abruptly, Chase stopped and sat back.
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Heath chuckled, apparently expecting the reversal. Chase smiled with
adoring eyes and slid off the bed, retrieving his underwear and stepping into
them.

“What in the hell are you doing?” Heath shouted and sat up. His eyes were
wild, bulging open wide.

“I’m leaving,” Chase said and reached for his jeans.

“You have got to be fucking kidding me.” Heath pointed to his hard and
erect cock, disappointment crinkling his brows. “Look at my dick!”

Chase glanced at the bobbing member, smiling softly, enjoying the hell out
of himself. “Huh, looks like you have a big problem.” He put one leg, then the
other into his jeans and pulled them up.

“Oh, hell no.” Heath hopped off the bed and stalked toward Chase. “We are
going to finish what we started. If I have to, | will bend you over my legs and
spank your bratty ass.”

“Bratty?” Chase asked, amused by his choice of words. Heat rose in his
groin, loving the banter.

“Yeah, bratty and fucking spankable. You will get your ass back in that bed.
Now.”

“And if | don’t?” Chase asked and reached for his shirt.

“That’s it,” Heath barked and jerked Chase to him. “Damn, | want to spank
your ass, fuck you, and then love you until we fall to sleep.”

Chase flipped the end of Heath’s dick with his fingers. “Interesting. Tick
tock.”

Heath grinned wide, jerking the shirt from Chase’s hand. His chest
expanded, cock sticking straight up. Grabbing Chase by the arms, Heath turned
him around and pushed him back, making short work of removing his jeans.

“Don’t move.” Heath growled, walking around the bed to his nightstand and
pulling out a condom and bottle of lubricant.

Chase watched, elated by the thought of their bodies joined. A tremble
shook him as Heath rolled the condom over his thick length. His breathing
hitched, and he felt his puckered hole tense up. Heath was everything he
wanted, and didn’t. In a not-so-charming sort of way, Heath had touched him,
no matter how hard Chase had tried to deny the fact. Somewhere underneath his
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calm demeanor, Chase harbored a need for a guy like Heath, and he suspected
he always had.

“On your knees,” Heath said, moving to the end of the bed while stroking
his glistening prick.

Chase complied, feeling his dick twitch with excitement. Peering over his
shoulder, Chase admired Heath. He was strong and confident, virile, with a
body built for sinning. Chase admired him, hated him, and longed to be joined
with him.

A bite of pain radiated out, and Chase took a deep breath, beckoning his
muscles to relax. Soft kisses peppered Chase’s back, causing him to sigh and
smile. The tough and pushy side of Heath’s personality had taken a back seat,
leaving a gentle lover behind. His lips felt like velvet on Chase’s skin,
wonderful and luxurious.

Chase felt his body relax and Heath eased in. They both moaned in unison.
Heath wrapped his arms around Chase’s chest, holding him as his hips moved
gently. Chase rocked on his knees, exhaling the breath he had been holding. He
hadn’t dreamt of this, would have sworn it would have never happened, and
here he was, overjoyed by the fact, loving each and every stroke Heath
delivered.

The moment was surreal, but deep in his heart Chase knew it was right,
perfect while being imperfect. They grunted their satisfaction, sweat beading on
their foreheads. Heath impaled Chase stroke after stroke. Soft and gentle gave
way to lust, pushing their bodies a little faster, seeking more.

Chase cried out as the momentum increased, Heath’s hips pounding against
his ass. Chase loved feeling the raw emotion channeling from Heath, the
overwhelming need in him to please, to push their bodies to complete ecstasy.

Heath’s hands gripped Chase’s hips tight, controlling the movement, pulling
when he pushed, their bodies slapping together. Heath growled, pumping
harder, faster. Chase felt the bed move, finding a steady rhythm.

A slap from Heath’s hand stung Chase’s ass cheek, morphing into sublime
pleasure. Another slap, followed by another, caused Chase to wail, overcome
with the various sensations pinging through him.

Not normally a physical person, Chase was learning much about his desires,
secrets he never knew he had until now. Stronger and larger physically, Heath
was in control, and Chase found himself enjoying it, wanting more.
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Heath stopped and angled Chase’s head to the side so he could kiss him.
Chase felt his toes curl when their mouths connected. Searing heat rippled
through Chase’s body, and he knew without a doubt, he had fallen for Heath as
well.

“I have this overwhelming urge to fuck you so hard you’ll never forget |
was here,” Heath said, roughly flipping Chase to his back. His chest flexed with
intent, hands grasping Chase’s ankles and shoving Chase’s knees to his
shoulders.

Chase quivered, unable to move if he’d wanted to. One part of his mind
screamed for his control back, while the other side yearned for the domination.

Heath wet his lips as he stared down at Chase. Anchoring his feet on the
bed, Heath lifted, putting more pressure on Chase. He resembled an athlete, all
muscled perfection, with sweat glistening on his body. Moving his hands to the
back of Chase’s knees, Heath teased Chase’s bud, barely piercing in before
retracting.

With a forceful grunt, Heath shoved inside of Chase, the impact causing
Chase to whimper. “Yeah, | love being on top,” he said, inching back and
pounding inside again.

It was wild, rough, overwhelmingly so, as Chase struggled to breathe
between crushing thrusts of Heath’s hips. The bed swayed with force, smacking
against the stone wall, loud clanking a backdrop to Chase’s cries of pleasure.
He was full, Heath’s cock thick and long, stretching him, pushing his
boundaries.

“Fuck yeah!” Heath shouted, his hips pumping hard, sweat dripping off his
face and onto Chase’s chest. His breaths were coming fast and he shuddered,
grunting as he flexed his hips, relentlessly pounding against Chase’s ass.

Chase felt his eyes roll back, inundated with the feeling, the emotions
swimming in his mind, and the submissive state he was in, yet loving the
release of his control. All he could do was hold on, riding the waves of bliss,
knowing he’d never be the same again.

“Yes,” Heath drawled, plunging deep and grinding his hips against Chase’s
rear, creating a new and wildly pleasing sensation. He pulled out, releasing
Chase’s legs and growling while gently stroking his cock. Falling to his back,
he motioned for Chase to straddle him. He grinned, positioning his body, cock
straining, thick and ready. “Ride me, lover.”
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Chase climbed over, squatting above Heath’s prick, the tip brushing
between the cheeks of his ass. Inching down, Chase inhaled deeply, being filled
completely by Heath. He moaned, fingertips digging into Heath’s stomach.

Heath cupped the cheeks of Chase’s ass, lifting him slightly. “Get ready to
ride, boy.” His thick accent tickled Chase’s ears, raw and raspy, deep and
demanding. Heath pumped his hips, getting extra momentum from the bed,
cock gliding in and out of Chase’s bud.

The bed squeaked with disapproval and Chase’s legs trembled. “Dear God,”
Chase moaned, feeling his prick hard between his legs, bouncing up and down,
slapping on Heath’s stomach. His skin was wet, droplets of sweat racing down
his chest and forehead. He began to strain, his legs not accustomed to such a
vigorous workout.

“You were made for me, Chase,” Heath said between grunts, relenting and
pulling Chase down, giving his legs a much-needed break. He guided Chase’s
hips, pushing and pulling him back and forth, his cock wiggling in Chase’s ass.

“Fuck.” Chase moaned, lightheaded, the friction creating a wild feeling. He
was out of breath and panting, heart racing, blood pumping, adrenaline
skyrocketing.

“Come here, lover.” Heath beckoned Chase, wrapping his hands around
Chase’s neck when he leaned over.

Their lips crashed together, tongues immediately thrusting in each other’s
mouths. Heath held Chase tight, breathless between kisses, grunting as he
resumed, gentler this time.

“It feels so good to be inside you, Chase,” Heath admitted and stilled,
holding Chase down, his cock firmly wedged deep inside Chase.

Chase nodded between kisses, wanting to race to the finish line. “Fuck me,
Heath. Don’t stop and get all mushy on me now.”

Heath chuckled as he pushed Chase off and rolled to his side. “Come here,”
Heath whispered, pulling Chase’s leg and turning him to his side. “I guess |
have yet to fuck the sarcasm out of you,” he teased and wrapped his arm up
under Chase’s leg, opening him wide.

Positioning his prick at Chase’s rosebud, Heath entered him swiftly, tugging
Chase’s leg further up. Chase hummed and reached down, feeling Heath’s dick
stretch his muscles, entering him with long and purposely slow thrusts. Heath
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wrapped his other arm around Chase’s neck and pulled Chase to his mouth,
breaths coming hard and fast.

Heath kissed Chase over and over, seeking air in between. Hard muscles
and wet, sweat-drenched skin slid together effortlessly. Chase hummed. He
could sense his cock building, Heath’s prick tickling his prostate, each ridge
and every thrust pushing Chase to the summit. He grabbed his erection and
began pumping it from base to tip.

Heath stilled, holding Chase tight. He grunted and heaved his breaths,
growling as his release took him. “Fuck,” he rasped, squeezing Chase harder,
his hips gently moving his pulsing prick in and out of Chase’s ass. “Come for
me.”

Chase couldn’t hold off any longer, so keyed up that his cock was
ultrasensitive to his own touch. He let go, crying out as Heath pumped his semi-
erect cock deep in his ass and stilled. Chase quivered, all ticklish and satisfied.
With a trembling hand, Chase entwined his fingers with Heath’s that were
draped over his hip.

Thinking about the past year, Chase had to smile as he curled up next to
Heath. The intensity between them was wild, the sex hot. Where did they go
from here? Chase wasn’t certain, but was sure it would be one hell of a ride.
Not sure what to say at this point, Chase smiled, knowing no better words were
necessary to express his heart than the ones he was about to say.

“I hate you,” Chase said, squeezing Heath’s hand.

Heath chuckled, reciprocating with his fingertips. “I hate you more.”

The End
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HE DIDN’T HAVE TO BE
By Tracey Michael

Photo Deseription

A black and white photo accompanied my prompt. A blond man, early
twenties, is being kissed by a taller, dark-haired man, also in his early twenties.
Behind the men, there are small white festival tents and trees.

Story Letter

Dear Author,

He didn’t have to do it, but he did anyways. He’s like that. 1t’s one of the
many reasons why he’s my best friend. What did he do?

He kissed me.
In front of everyone.

They say actions speak louder than words, and with just one kiss... he
silenced every one of his jock friends in true Griffin style.

The only downside now is that | can’t stop thinking about his lips pressed
firmly to mine, and just how right it felt. I’ve never really thought about Griffin
in that way, after all, he’s straight, but now | can’t stop thinking about him
period. And sometimes, out of the corner of my eye, I catch him watching me in
a way that makes me wonder if he can’t stop thinking about me too.

Griffin is my past, my present... Is he my future too?

*1°d just like a good contemporary, friends-to-lovers, GFY theme. There
can be as little or as much angst as you want as long as Griffin, the dark haired
one in the picture, and unnamed blonde get their HEA, which is a must. The
background appears to be like a town fair or something of that nature. You can
use that setting as a part of your story or make one of your own; I’d just really
like this moment to be the catalyst.

Sincerely,
Runell

Story Info

Genre: contemporary

Tags: gay for you, friends to lovers, violence, bullying, college, homophobia
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Chapter One

The door to the dorm room crashed open, then slammed shut. “Griffin!
Look!”

His best friend and roommate lay sprawled across his bed with his feet
hanging over one side and his head over the other. A textbook sat open on the
floor. Griffin rolled to the side with his eyebrows raised. “Must be something
good if you’re smiling like that.”

“The music department is hosting a music festival!” Toby dove onto
Griffin’s bed to kneel beside him, waving the flyer in front of his face. “And
there’s a contest! Winner gets to be on stage with Dark Heart!”

“You know I can’t read that with you waving it around, right?” Griffin said.

Toby stopped throwing his arm around and handed the flyer over. While
Griffin looked at it, he climbed from the bed to go to the mini-fridge in their
room and pulled out a bottle of water. Excitement made it too hard for him to
sit still. “Want one?” Toby asked, holding the bottle out.

Glancing up briefly, Griffin nodded. “Yeah, thanks.”

Tossing the bottle of water on to Griffin’s bed on the way by, Toby sat
down and stretched out on his own bed before bouncing back to his feet. “I’m
going to volunteer to help set up.”

Griffin handed the flyer back and rolled onto his stomach. He looked to be
focusing his attention on the book in front of him, so Toby quieted. His best
friend might not look like a nerd, but he hid it well. From the distance, it looked
like he was reading his chemistry book.

“I’ll help. Sign me up, too.”

“What?” Toby had been zoning out, debating on doing his math homework
or reading a chapter of his history book. Both were due in two days, and both
were not what he wanted to be doing.

“I’ll help,” Griffin repeated. “The basketball season will be over and classes
will be finishing, so... why not?”

“Sweet! Thanks.”

“No problem. Now get over here and quiz me on these vocab words, would
ya?JI
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“Okay. Then maybe you can help me with my calculus.”
“We can start. | have to meet Wendy later,” Griffin said.
“Deal.”
——
“Griffin, you okay?” Wendy asked.
“Yeah, | guess.”
“What are you thinking about so hard?”
“Maybe nothing.”
“What happened?”

“I don’t know if anything did. I heard some of the guys in the locker room
earlier, ragging on someone. They shut up when I walked around the corner.
Toby would tell me if they were giving him shit, right?”

“I seriously doubt it, Griffin. Toby’s not the tattling type, and that’s what
he’d call it. Why do you think they were talking about him, besides the fact that
they shut up when you walked in?”

“They said blond, and something about a musical fairy.”
“That doesn’t mean it was Toby.”

“Yeah, you’re right. Sorry for being distracted.”

“Then make it up to me,” Wendy said with a wicked grin.

“I think I can handle that.” Griffin rolled over to cover Wendy’s body with
his own. His mouth melded with hers, putting an end to his worry and all
conversation.

*kk*k
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Chapter Two

After Griffin left to hook up with Wendy, Toby left for the pool. He was too
restless to sit and study. There shouldn’t be anyone else swimming that late, so
he wouldn’t be disturbed. Laps through the warm water always made him feel
better, more centered.

He envied Griffin and Wendy. They were happy and a good match. Toby
liked her. She let Griffin be who he was without trying to change him.

Toby wanted that. Someday, he told himself.

Stripping down to his swim trunks, he piled his clothes on the bottom row
of metal bleachers then dove into the water. He kicked his legs behind him
while his arms sliced through the water. He could feel the tension leaving his
body with every lap he made.

After fifty laps, Toby swam to the ladder and climbed out. Surprise had him
pausing mid-step. His towel and clothes were missing from the bottom of the
bleachers. Resignation rounded his shoulders as he started moving again.

He looked around. Color floating on the surface of the chlorinated water
caught his eye. His shirt, wind pants and towel were soaked. The shirt would be
ruined, but the towel would survive. The pants, he didn’t know. As soon as he
got back to the dorm, he’d throw them in the washer. Toby slipped back into
the water and fetched his things, then got back out. He wrung everything out,
but even then, they were too wet to be any good.

Leaving the building, Toby trudged across the campus. “You look a little
wet and cold, Simmons. | thought fairies flew everywhere,” a voice sounded
from behind him, a voice he knew all too well.

“Yeah, but then who would the big, tough guys like you harass?”” Toby shot
back.

“Are you mouthing off? Someone’s feeling brave tonight. Maybe 1 should
teach you not to fuck with me.”

“You could, but then you know Griffin would be pissed. Can’t have your
best center pissed at you, now can you? What if he quit the team? How would
your season end then?”

“Fag, watch your ass. Sooner or later, Griffin will get tired of you holding
him back,” Brock said.



Love’s Landscapes Anthology ~ Volume 8 53

]

Toby kept walking, not bothering to respond. His friendship with Griffin
was solid. No way would his best friend get tired of him. But, even as he
thought it, a little voice in the back of his head nagged the question, was he
holding the one person who meant the most to him back?

When Toby met Griffin, they were in middle school. Mr. Proctor paired
them up as science lab partners.

“I’m Toby.”

“Yeah, | heard Mr. Proctor say that.”
“It’s nice to meet you.”

“Sure, sure.”

They didn’t talk to each other much those first few days. Toby had been
shy, and a little intimidated by the guy sitting beside him, while Griffin had a
loner personality. On Friday of that first week, Toby wore his Foo Fighters
graphic tee. Griffin had eyed his shirt, curiously. He finally asked Toby if he
was a fan. Toby had enthusiastically said yes. Dark, shaggy-haired Griffin had
nodded in approval. They talked the entire period about bands they enjoyed and
hated. The teens agreed on most of their choices and harassed each other about
some of the others.

“My dad got me tickets to see Green Day tomorrow night. You wanna go?”
Toby asked.

“Yeah, | wanna go. Let me check with the parents. You got a cell number?”
Griffin said.

Toby wrote down his number on a piece of scrap paper and watched Griffin
stuff it in his pocket. The bell rang and both boys stood up. As Toby stacked his
books, one of the kids who sat behind them came by and swiped the books off
the table. Papers went flying and books crashed to the floor with a thud.

“You’re such an asshole, Church,” Griffin said as he bent over to help pick
up the scattered schoolwork.

“Thanks,” Toby said, averting his eyes from his new friend. “If you don’t
want to be seen with me, | understand.”

“Don’t worry about me. | don’t care what other people think.”
“Okay,” Toby mumbled, his gaze still downcast.

“Hey.”



Love’s Landscapes Anthology ~ Volume 8 54
]

“Yeah?”

“Don’t let them get to you. There’s nothing wrong with you.” Griffin stood
up and grabbed his backpack from the desk. “I’ll call you tomorrow and let you
know about the concert.”

They had a great time at the concert. Hanging out after school and during
lunch became a regular thing. The bullies backed off Toby with Griffin around.
Toby talked his buddy into going out for the basketball team when he saw how
much Griffin wanted to. Barring sickness and swim meets, the blond sat in the
stands for every one of the taller boy’s games. Griffin returned the favor and
attended all of Toby’s swim meets that he could.

In high school, the two had most of their classes together, and when the
time for college came, they applied to the same schools. Griffin was offered
basketball scholarships to some schools they hadn’t tried to get into, but he
turned them down, not willing to leave his best friend behind.
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Chapter Three

“Get up! We’re gonna be late!”

Griffin grumbled and pulled the blanket up over his head. “Go away. It’s
too early.”

“I’m going to leave without you.”

A minute later, Toby left his roommate in bed and headed for the park
where the music festival would take place. Excitement had his feet moving fast
across the campus. Dozens of people were milling around the park when he
arrived. A table was set up with the majority of the people surrounding it.

“Thank you all for coming!” A professional-looking woman stood behind
the table with her hands waving in the air. “We’ve divided you into groups,
some setting up, some fetching supplies and one floating group to assist anyone
who needs it.”

The group leaders stood away from each other and started calling out
names. Toby headed for the woman who called his name. He would be part of
the supply runners.

Two hours later, sweat matted his hair against his skull as he hauled a tent
across the midway. His shirt stuck to his back.

“Hey, it’s the swimming fairy,” said a familiar, unwelcome voice.

Not today. I’m too tired for this. Toby closed his eyes. Brock was nothing
more than an overgrown bully.

“What are you doing here, Simmons? | don’t think Barbara is scheduled,”
Brock said.

“Stereotype much?” Toby asked.

“You mean you don’t love Barbara. | thought all you fags loved her. Oh,
wait. | know. You’re a Cher fan.”

“Beat it, Brock. | don’t have time for this today.”

“l don’t think so. I’m kinda enjoying myself.” Brock walked over and
knocked the folded-up material from Toby’s hands. “Pick it up.”

Toby scrubbed his hands over his face and sighed. “Just go away.”

“| said, pick it up.”



Love’s Landscapes Anthology ~ Volume 8 56
]

Toby bent over, intent on getting the tent and walking away. Don’t react.
As soon as he had the bulky load picked up, Brock knocked it from his hands
again. The group behind him laughed as if it were the most hilarious thing
they’d ever seen.

“What’s going on here?”
Oh shit. Griffin.

“Nothing. We’re just talking to your buddy,” Brock said. “How can you
stand to hang out with him, Griffin? He’s gonna make you gay, just being near
him.”

“You know, Brock. I knew you were kinda dumb, but I didn’t think you
were that stupid,” Griffin said.

“Who needs brains when you can play ball like I can? C’mon. Leave the
fairy and come hang out with us,” Brock said.

Griffin walked up beside Toby. “I gave my word that I’d help here.”

Brock rolled his eyes and curled his lip. “Next thing you’ll be doing is
dating him. You’ll see. If you don’t get away from Simmons, you’ll be Kissing
dudes like he does.”

He shrugged. “I think it’s too late for me. Oh god! It’s bubbling up inside
me!” Griffin’s eyes widened right before he reached for Toby. In the next
second, their mouths were pressed together. Toby kept his body rigid, as his
eyelids fell closed. He’d wanted to die laughing when his best friend started
pretending to freak out. Now he didn’t feel like laughing at all. The world had
shifted on its axis.

“You are done on the team, Griffin. I always wondered if you were hiding
being a queer. Now | know.”

Toby pulled back from Griffin and watched, horrified, as the jocks walked
away. “Oh my god, Griffin! What did you just do?”

“Nothing, Toby. Forget about it.” Griffin looked pissed when he turned and
left him.

He licked his lips and immediately wished he hadn’t. The taste of his best
friend lingered. Toby could have gone his whole life without knowing Griffin’s
flavor.

Okay. It doesn’t matter. He was proving a point. Nothing more.
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Toby shook it off and went back to work. Getting everything ready for the
festival pushed the incident from his mind.
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Chapter Four

Way to go. What were you thinking?

Pulling his cell from his pocket, Griffin sent a text to Wendy. Have to talk
to you.

Her response was quick. What’s wrong?
Something happened. I’ll explain everything when | see you.
Okay. Love you.

He dropped his phone back into his pocket. Griffin stomped to the
organizer’s table and asked for his assignment. The girl manning it gave him
directions to the group he was supposed to be in.

He fought for calm on the way over. It pissed him off when anyone messed
with Toby. Teammates, people who were supposedly his friends, made it
worse. How long had it been going on?

The group’s leader put Griffin to work as soon as he walked up. Keeping
busy meant he didn’t have to think—think about what he’d done.

The tents and tables went up with everyone’s help. Banners flew between
posts and trees, blazing with colored advertisements and eye-catching pictures.
At some point, enormous speakers, strategically placed, came to life with
music. Toes tapped and booties shook while voices sang along. The atmosphere
changed from arduous work to a party-like camaraderie.

The organizers sprang for pizza and sodas for the volunteers. As soon as
Griffin could get away, he went to find Wendy.

“There you are.”

“What’s going on, Griffin?” Wendy asked. “I’ve been worrying since | got
your text.”

“Can we walk?”
“Sure.” Confusion dominated her face.

Griffin took her hand and started in the opposite direction of the festival site
and the dorms. “Do you remember our talk the other night about Toby?”

“Yeah... Did something happen to him? Is he okay?”
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“He’s fine, I guess. | caught the guys from the basketball team giving him
shit.”

“Oh, no. What did you do? You don’t look like you’ve been in a fight.”

“No. Worse. I think I’m going to get kicked off the team. | mean, the season
is over and it’s my last, but still...”

“Why? What did you do?”

“l kissed him, right in front of the entire team.” He watched as her mouth
fell open. She was about to explode. “It didn’t mean anything, Wendy! | just
got so pissed when they told me his gay was going to rub off on me. I didn’t
think.”

He waited, but she didn’t say anything. She’d closed her mouth. Her face
was carefully blank. “Say something.”

“I don’t know what to say, Griffin. I’m proud of you for taking care of your
best friend. But | also don’t believe that it meant nothing.”

“I’m not gay. | don’t care about Toby in any way but friendship.”
“Okay.”
“Okay? That’s all you’re gonna say?”

“| told you, 1 don’t know what to say. What? You want me to scream and
yell and break up with you?”” She snorted. “I love you, Griffin. I really do. But |
don’t expect us to last forever.”

Huh? That was news to him. He stopped dead in his tracks and stared at her.
He mentally made sure his chin didn’t drag the ground. “What do you mean?”

“Griffin, do you love me? Be honest,” Wendy asked.
“Well, —Maybe?”

“Of all the times | have said the words to you, never once have you said
them back.” She raised her hand, stopping him from saying anything. “I don’t
want you saying them just because I called you on it.”

He winced. “Then why do you stick around?”

She shrugged and smiled. It wasn’t a forced smile. “Because | like being
with you. We are good together.”

Griffin started walking again. “I like being with you, too. I wish I could say
the words, ya know?”
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Wendy hooked her arm through his. “I do know. That’s why | haven’t
complained.”

They walked in silence for a while, each lost in their own thoughts. Griffin
didn’t regret his actions, but he didn’t look forward to the fallout either.
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Toby stood stock-still under the steaming hot spray of the shower. His
hands were braced above his shoulders, against the slick tile, as his head hung
down. Who knew tents were so heavy? The sticky, tight feel of his skin swirled
down the drain as the water washed away the sweat and grime. Given the odd
time of day, the showers were blessedly empty. Even so, he’d lingered as long
as he dare. Straightening, Toby lathered his body and washed his hair to
squeaky-clean. He shut the water off and grabbed a towel. With his tired eyes
closed, he scrubbed his hair with the towel.

“Fag.”

Pain exploded through his nose and the rest of his face as he fell backward.
The back of his skull connected with the tile, the sound of it echoing through
the shower. Black clouds drifted across his vision, like a gathering storm
covering the sky. Toby fought not to pass out as he rolled onto his side and spit
out the blood flowing from his nose.

| gotta get outta here.

Terror that whoever attacked him wasn’t finished gripped his being. Toby
watched the news. He saw the horror stories on the internet of gays being
beaten to death, but he’d never had to deal with it. Griffin kept the haters at
bay. Griffin. Toby couldn’t let his best friend see him like this.

He managed to get to his hands and knees and started crawling across the
floor. His vision wavered with the motion, making him sick to his stomach.
Halfway to his pants, where his cell laid stuffed in the pocket, Toby couldn’t
hold back the nausea anymore, and threw up all over the floor in front of him.
The violent retching was more than his head could handle, and he slumped to
the floor.

*kkk
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Chapter Five
The sharp, burning scent jerked him from the dark oblivion. With the
waking, came pain radiating all over his head.
“Don’t try to move, son. An ambulance is on the way.”

Toby peeled his eyes open. The shadow above him wouldn’t come into
focus. He blinked once, twice, and waited for his vision to clear.

“Coach.”

Toby recognized the man kneeling over him from going to Griffin’s
basketball games.

“Do you know your name, son?”
“Toby Simmons, sir.”

“That’s good, Toby. You just lay here until the ambulance arrives. Do you
remember what happened?” The older man turned away, speaking to someone
over his shoulder.

“Someone punched me while | was drying my hair. | remember falling
backwards, and my head bouncing off the tile.”

“Did you see who it was?”
“No. My towel was covering my face.”
“Okay, then. The ambulance is here,” Coach said.

A rattle and the sound of plastic wheels on tile killed Toby’s head. He
cringed as the noise grew louder before stopping beside him. After the EMTs
settled him onto the gurney, they wheeled Toby to the ambulance and took off
for the hospital.
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Griffin and Wendy were heading back toward the dorms when his phone
rang. He groaned when he saw his coach’s name on the display. “I guess | don’t
have to wait to get kicked off the team. It’s a good thing this is my final
season.”

Wendy slipped her hand into his and squeezed.
“Hi, Coach,” Griffin said.
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“Hey, Griffin. | need the emergency contact for Toby Simmons. Do you
have it?”

“Why?” Griffin’s wide eyes met Wendy’s as he frowned. He started
walking faster, dragging Wendy along with him. “What happened to Toby?”

“l found him unconscious in the showers. Someone broke his nose. I’'m
pretty sure he’s got a concussion, t0o.”

“Shit! Where is he?” Griffin asked. The burn of anger and panic spread
through his chest almost doubling him over.

“On the way to County. Son, do you have a number for me?” Coach said.

“I’m his family.” Toby’s family turned him away once he became legal.
Griffin’s family treated Toby like he’d been born to them, so the impact hadn’t
bothered him much. When they were accepted to the same college and had to
fill out the forms, Toby put Griffin’s name down as the emergency contact.
“I’m almost to my car, sir. Thanks for calling,” Griffin said. He hung up and
shoved his phone into his pocket. “I gotta get to the hospital. Toby’s hurt.”

“What happened?” Wendy asked.

“Someone broke his nose, and Coach says he has a concussion,” Griffin
said.

“I’m coming with you,” Wendy said.
“It might be late when we get back,” Griffin said.
“l don’t care.”

Griffin and Wendy picked up the pace to get to his car. They climbed
inside, started it up and peeled out of the parking lot. Thankfully, the hospital
was close by.

The two hurried into the emergency room and straight to the nurse’s station.
“Toby Simmons,” Griffin said.

“Are you family?” The nurse behind the desk asked.
“Yes.”

“Just a minute, please.” She left the desk and walked down the corridor. A
few minutes later, she came back and pointed Griffin in the direction of the
curtained off area.

“I’Il wait out here,” Wendy said.
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“Okay. I’ll be back,” Griffin said.
“Take your time, Griffin.”

The more steps he took toward Toby’s room, the angrier he became. This
was his fault. If he hadn’t kissed Toby in front of everyone, they might have
left him alone. Please let him be all right.

Griffin pushed the curtain out of the way and looked at his battered best
friend on the bed. His eyes were closed, so Griffin tried to be quiet. He sat
down in the hard plastic chair beside the bed.

About thirty minutes after Griffin sat down, a nurse ducked inside the
curtain. “I need to wake him up.”

“Why? He’s hurt,” Griffin said.

“He’s got a concussion. He has to be awakened every hour for the next
twelve hours,” the nurse said. She touched Toby’s shoulder and gave him a
gentle shake. “How many fingers do you see?” She held up three fingers.

Toby blinked a couple times. “Three.”
“Do you know what year it is?”
“2013,” Toby answered.

“Good.” She turned to Griffin. “We’d like to keep him overnight, unless he
has someone to watch him during the night.”

“I’ll watch him.” Griffin offered.

Toby rolled his head to the side where Griffin was now standing. “What are
you doing here?”

“Coach called. How are you feeling?” Griffin asked.
“Like someone used my head for a pifiata,” Toby replied.

“You’ll have to wake him up every hour and ask him questions,” the nurse
said.

“No problem,” Griffin replied.

“I’ll get the papers and something for your friend to wear home.” The nurse
disappeared behind the curtain.

“Who was it, Toby? I’ll kill em,” Griffin gritted out.
“l don’t know,” Toby said.
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“Why are you protecting them?”

“I’m not. I didn’t see who it was. | had a towel covering my face,” Toby
said.

Griffin’s temper seethed under the surface. If he ever found out who... “All
right.”

“How bad do | look?” Toby asked, reaching up for his face.
“Well, you won’t be as pretty anymore,” Griffin joked.

The hospital released Toby a while later. They put him in the front seat
while Wendy climbed in the back.

“We’re here. Wait there. I’ll come around and get you,” Griffin told Toby.
Wendy crawled out of the backseat and stood beside the passenger door of
Griffin’s car.

“Okay,” Toby agreed.
Wendy opened the door for Griffin.
“I can walk, you know,” Toby told them.

“I know. But your eyes are swollen, and I’d hate for you to trip over your
own feet. | don’t want to take you back to the hospital for a cast.”

Griffin and Wendy walked with him back to the dorms, and settled in
Griffin and Toby’s room. Wendy kissed Toby’s forehead, and then Griffin’s
cheek before she left them alone.

Every hour, on the hour, Griffin woke Toby up and asked him basic
questions. By the time dawn arrived, both men were grumpy and exhausted. At
the twelve-hour mark, they passed out in their beds to sleep most of the day
away.

When he woke, Griffin called the coach to let him know what was going on.
Relief appeared to roll through the coach when he asked about Toby. He even
offered help, should him or Toby need anything.
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“You sure you’ll be okay?” Griffin asked, picking up his duffel.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” Toby said from his reclined position on the bed. His
chemistry book lay open across his lap, and a tablet beside his leg. “I’m just
going to work on the vocab, and then maybe I’ll make myself something to
eat.”
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“Okay. I’ll be back after class,” Griffin said.
“Cool. See ya later,” Toby said.

Griffin walked out of their room, and Toby watched him until the door
closed. This scenario had happened hundreds of times over the years they’d
been friends. So why did this time feel different—off? Five minutes passed
before Toby realized he was still staring at the closed door. His nose ached, as
did the lump on the back of his head. He reached for the bottle of pain reliever
and took three. Studying for his chemistry test didn’t seem to be a good idea
when he couldn’t focus. He ditched the studying for a nap.

A few moments later, Griffin walked into the room and dropped his bag by
the door. His long strides brought him to Toby’s bedside within seconds of the
door closing. The look on his face was hungry, a look Toby never expected to
see meant for him.

*“| forgot to kiss you good-bye,” Griffin said softly. His mouth pressed
against Toby’s in the next second.

Toby’s heart started to pound in his chest. He sat straight up in bed, his
pulse still racing, and memories of Griffin’s kiss still lingering on his mind. He
couldn’t help but compare dream Griffin’s kiss with the real one from a few
days before. What could have possessed his best friend to lock lips with him in
front of the basketball team?

He lifted his hand to trace along his lips. Toby swore they tingled from the
visceral contact. He sighed. Why did he have the feeling his life was about to
become more complicated? Because his best friend’s scent still lingered in his
senses. Because he couldn’t stop thinking about how sexy his best friend’s ass
looked in his wind pants when he left.

Over the years they’d been friends, Toby could count on both hands the
times he’d seen Griffin without clothes. Then, it hadn’t fazed him. He didn’t
see Griffin as anything but Griffin, his best friend, and that included never
checking out his ass.

Wrong. On so many levels. My best friend’s ass is off-limits.
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Chapter Six

“You want me to order us a pizza tonight?” Griffin asked from behind him.

Toby sat at his desk, poring over some make up work from the classes he’d
missed. He turned in his chair to look at the other man. Did Griffin just look
away? “Do you mind? I’m struggling to get through this calculus.”

“Do you want some help? | will, after | order our dinner,” Griffin offered.
“Yes.”

Griffin laughed, and picked up his cell to call for pizza.

Had he always had that dimple?

Toby took a minute to watch him talk. Griffin smiled at something the
person at the pizza shop said, and Toby’s heart gave a little flutter.

Stop staring. You have homework up the ying-yang.

Toby turned back to the open book on his desk, and picked up his pencil. He
wrote out the example, trying to make sense of it.

“Okay. Pizza will be here in a half hour to forty-five minutes.” Griffin
dragged a chair across the small room, and flipped it around to straddle the seat.
“Whatcha got?”

Sliding the book over so Griffin could see, Toby pointed to the example on
the page. “This.”

Griffin started explaining, and Toby listened. Toby learned better when
hearing a lesson, as well as seeing it worked out repeatedly on a whiteboard.
With him missing a week’s worth of classes, he couldn’t make heads or tails
out of the assignment in front of him.

The patient voice, soft and close to his ear, made concentrating more
difficult. A whisper of hot breath glanced off his cheek, and Toby shivered. If
he turned his head, just a little bit...

No, no, no.

Pay attention!

Griffin’s hand touched his forehead.

Toby jerked back. “What are you doing?”
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His best friend frowned. “You shivered.”

“l did not.”

“Is your head hurting again?” Griffin asked.

“Calculus always makes my head hurt.” Toby gave Griffin a lopsided grin.
“Let’s take a break. Pizza should be here any minute.”

“I’m gonna hit the bathroom before it gets here.”

“Okay.”

Toby slid from the chair and circled around the back to head out of their
room. Just before the door closed, he looked back over his shoulder. He
shouldn’t have lied to Griffin. No, not a lie, more like a half-truth. Toby needed
a minute to get his body back under control. Going to the bathroom was the
best excuse he could think of.
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Griffin forced his head not to turn and watch Toby leave the room.
Watching his best friend was becoming alarmingly frequent. He told himself
worry was the cause of his rapt attention.

He heard the door close, and his rigid body relaxed. He stood up and
stretched out his stiff muscles. The scent of Toby’s cologne lingered in his
nose.

His cell rang from across the room. Racing over to grab it before his voice
mail picked up, Griffin cleared his throat before answering. “Hello?”

“Pizza guy is here asking for you.”
“Thanks. I’ll be right down.”

Griffin welcomed the distraction from things about Toby he should not be
noticing. Snatching his wallet from the dresser, he left their room. He ran
downstairs, paid the delivery driver for the pizza, and dodged eager, hungry
looking faces on his way back up to his room. Food, then more calculus—the
fun-filled night of a college student.
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Chapter Seven

Knock, knock.

“Can you grab that, Toby? It should be Wendy,” Griffin said from between
the open closet doors.

“Sure.” Toby slid from the bed to walk across the room. His eyes widened
as soon as he opened the door. He let out a wolf whistle. “Damn, Wendy.”

“You’re so sweet,” Wendy said, stepping inside their room. She twirled ina
circle, grinning from ear to ear.

“Griffin’s gonna swallow his tongue.” Toby grinned back.

The closet doors closed behind him. He turned his head to look over his
shoulder. His best friend dressed in a suit happened at funerals and weddings,
and once a year, the basketball banquet. Toby’s mouth went dry. He blinked
and shook his head. “Who are you, and what have you done with my best
friend?” Toby teased.

“l saw that,” Wendy whispered, close to his ear.

Toby jerked his head around to flash wide eyes at her. The lack of anger on
her face was a confusing afterthought. “You didn’t see anything. Please,
Wendy?”

“What are you two whispering about?” Griffin asked.
“Nothing.” They spoke in unison.

“No. That didn’t sound guilty at all.” Griffin chuckled as he neared them.
“You look beautiful, Wen.”

“You guys better get going. You don’t wanna be late,” Toby said.

Griffin held his arm out for Wendy to take and steered them toward the
door. “I don’t know what time we’ll be back, but | have my key.”

“Have a good time!” Toby shoved his hands into his pockets and watched
them leave.

Walking to his desk, he sat down and opened his World History book. After
ten minutes of reading, and realizing he had no clue what he’d read, Toby stood
up.

Maybe a walk will clear my mind.
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Grabbing a light jacket from the end of his bed, he left the dorm room. He
pulled it on as he made his way down the unusually quiet halls. Many of the
students in their dorm had to attend the banquet, so less people roamed about.
He stepped outside, smiling as the breeze hit his face. It was refreshing after
spending hours in his room catching up on homework. The bandages had come
off of his nose, and the bruises were mostly faded.

He took off through the quad, towards the area set up for the music festival
that coming weekend. Toby was beyond excited. He and Griffin had been to
countless concerts in their high school years, and they always had a blast. With
the new awareness of everything Griffin, those memories took on a new look in
his mind. As hard as he tried, Toby couldn’t beat the feelings for his best friend
back, the emotions inside him were stronger than his will. He didn’t want to fall
for the brunet basketball player who’d been with him for every major event in
his life. Complications, awkwardness, and resentment would ruin their
friendship eventually. He’d lose the person who meant more to him than
anyone else in the world.

The soft strumming of an acoustic guitar caught his attention as he neared a
group of trees. Curiosity drew him closer to the sound. His eyebrow raised
when he recognized the song as one of Dark Heart’s most popular ballads.
Whoever was playing had some serious talent. Toby wandered quietly across
the grass and through the trees. He found a dark head bent over the guitar,
playing, oblivious to everything around him. The man had one long leg
stretched out in front of him, and the other bent at the knee.

Toby lowered himself to the ground beside the man, and closed his eyes to
listen. So absorbed in the music, his eyes popped open when it stopped.
Striking blue eyes met his, and Toby gave a small smile. “I apologize for
intruding. | couldn’t help myself.”

“It’s cool.”

“You can keep playing. I won’t bother you. I’d just like to stay and listen, if
that’s okay with you,” Toby said.

“I’m Drake. You’re welcome to hang,” the other man said.

Toby’s smile widened. “I know who you are.” He blushed and looked
down.

“You weren’t going to say anything?” Drake’s tone was dubious.

“l assumed if you wanted to be recognized, you’d be playing in the middle
of the quad instead of hidden among the trees.”
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“What’s your name?”
“Toby Simmons.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Toby Simmons,” Drake said, with a smile. “You look
like a man with a lot on his mind.”

“I dO?H
“l saw you sit down. What were you thinking about?”

“How my life is balancing on the edge of a cliff, and with just one stiff
breeze the wrong way, I’ll lose everything I hold dear?”

“That’s pretty heavy for someone so young.”
“You aren’t much older than | am,” Toby said.
“Tell me about him.”

“How do you know it’s a him?” Toby laughed, but the sound held more
surprise than humor.

“Are you going to keep dodging my questions?”

Toby sighed, and pulled a blade of grass from the ground in front of him.
“My best friend, Griffin, did something a couple of weeks ago that threw me
into chaos.”

“What did he do?” Drake asked, laying the guitar beside him.

“He found some guys harassing me, and he kissed me in front of them to
shut them up.”

“Whoa... Really?”

“Yeah. I’ve never thought of Griffin that way, but now it’s all I think about.
I notice everything—the way he smells, what he’s wearing, and the sound of
his voice. | remember the taste of him whenever | close my eyes,” Toby
confessed.

“Is he gay, too?”

“No. Absolutely not. He has this really great girlfriend, Wendy. They’ve
been together for a couple of years now.”

“You need to turn your feelings off before you don’t have a best friend
anymore,” Drake said.

“Yeah. How do | do that, though?”
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“You find a distraction.” Drake suggested, moving closer.
Toby swallowed hard. “What kind of distraction?”

Drake lifted his hand to mold it around Toby’s neck. He added a little
pressure, pulling Toby closer. “The hot, available kind.”

Drake angled his head, and pressed his lips to Toby’s. Featherlight touches
grew to sips until he felt the slick, hot tongue seeking entrance into his mouth.
His heart raced in his chest as he leaned forward for more. His hands landed on
Drake’s thighs for balance.

This is all wrong. The taste is all wrong.
Toby sat back, ending the kiss with Drake. “I’m sorry. | can’t.”

Drake shrugged and turned to pick up his guitar again. “It’s all right. You’re
a good looking guy, Toby. I had to try.”

“Well, I can cross one thing off my bucket list, anyway,” Toby said,
ruefully.

“Oh? What’s that?” Drake asked, positioning his fingers on the neck of his
instrument.

“Kissing a really hot lead singer.”

Drake laughed, as Toby hoped he would. “So, what are you going to do
now?”

“What do you mean?”
“You’re in love with your best friend, your straight best friend.”
“Pretend. Hide it.” Toby sighed. “Die a little inside.”

They talked between random musical segments played on Drake’s guitar.
Toby sang along with the songs he knew.

“You have a decent singing voice,” Drake said.
“Thanks.” Toby blushed.

The moon hung high in the sky as he walked back to his dorm. He’d made a
new friend tonight, complete with a cell number loaded in his phone. It turned
out to be a good night.

*hkk
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Chapter Eight

Hundreds of people wandered around the festival. Music pumped through
the speakers, and voices sang along. Toby followed behind Griffin and Wendy,
weaving through the sea of bodies.

“The concert will be starting soon. How close do you want to be?”” Griffin
asked them.

“As close as we can get,” Toby said.
“What he said,” Wendy agreed with a grin.
Griffin nodded. “Okay.”

Griffin tried to ignore the nagging in the back of his head telling him
something was wrong. Toby had changed in the last few weeks, but even more
so in the last few days. On the other hand, maybe it was he who had changed.
His relationship with Wendy had certainly become different. Affection still
remained, but neither of them pushed for more than hand holding and chaste
kisses. They spent most of their time these days talking... usually about Toby.

“How’s this?” Wendy shouted over the music, stopping about ten yards
from the stage.

“This is good,” Toby yelled back, grinning.

Griffin bounced on the balls of his feet. The group on stage now played
rockabilly, amping up the excitement in the crowd. He took Wendy’s hand and
twirled her around, dancing with her in the small area they’d claimed for the
three of them. The band finished up, leaving the stage to clapping, cheering,
hooting and hollering.

“Everybody welcome Dark Heart!”

The emo-rock band strutted out under a thunderous applause. They wore
huge grins, and waved to the gathered fans.

“All right! First thing. We’ve got a winner to announce!” the lead singer
said into the mic.

The audience went wild for a half a minute before quieting again.
“Toby Simmons, come on up!”

Griffin turned to grin at his best friend. “Go!” He cheered louder than
anybody as Toby made his way through the bodies in front of him. His grin



Love’s Landscapes Anthology ~ Volume 8 73

turned down into a frown when Toby walked across the stage and got a hug
from Dark Heart’s lead singer.

That was weird.

Even stranger was the way he leaned in to Toby’s ear. Griffin watched his
friend nod, give him a flirtatious smile and walk to the mic.

What the hell?

The song began, and Griffin recognized it as their most popular ballad.
People all around him began swaying with their significant others, but he stood
mesmerized. Toby sang along with the band. He could have been one of them;
he sounded so good.

Across the expanse, his eyes met Toby’s. Every word his best friend sang
was like a sucker punch in the gut, stealing the air from his lungs.

When the song ended, Griffin shook from head to toe. Toby hugged the
singer again, and got acknowledgment from the other band members.

“Give it up for Toby!”

The crowd erupted into cheers and applause. Toby exited the stage, but
didn’t rejoin Griffin and Wendy. Griffin watched him go.

He turned to Wendy. “I have to go. I’'m sorry.”
“There’s nothing to be sorry for. Go.” She smiled. “Good luck.”

Griffin kissed her cheek and took off running, weaving through the people
blocking his way. Somewhere along the way, he lost sight of Toby. Moving in
the direction his best friend appeared to be heading, Griffin looked around. He
spotted him entering their dorm and began running to catch up.

Thank god for being in shape!

“Hey?!"” Griffin said when he burst into their room. He stomped across the
floor to wrap his hands around the smaller man’s biceps. “I don’t know what’s
going on with you and that lead singer, but he can’t have you. You’re mine.”

“Wha—"

Griffin slammed his mouth to Toby’s. He thrust his tongue between the
slightly parted lips, and kissed Toby for all he was worth. He poured all the
mixed-up emotions flowing through him into the kiss. He relaxed his hands and
moved them up to cradle the back of Toby’s head.
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A moan, and then a whimper broke the spell, and he pulled his mouth away.
Griffin leaned his forehead against the other man’s and attempted to catch his
breath.

Seconds passed before Toby shoved him away. He looked furious. “What
the hell is wrong with you? Are you insane?”

Yep. He was pissed.

“No. Maybe. Probably.” Griffin lifted his hand to rub the back of his neck.
“I didn’t know.”

“Didn’t know what?”

“How I felt about you. Not until I saw you making eyes with that guy,”
Griffin said.

“Drake? | wasn’t making eyes with him. He’s just a friend. What business
of yours is it anyway?” Toby asked.

“You were. | saw you. | was there, remember?”

“Your imagination was working overtime. | love you, idiot!” Toby’s eyes
went wide as he slapped a hand over his mouth to mumble, “I didn’t just say
that.”

“Oh yes, you did. And I’ll be shit if you’re taking it back.” Griffin grinned.
He couldn’t help himself.

“Stop smiling! It’s not funny!” Toby sank down on his bed.

Griffin walked over and knelt on the floor in front of his best friend.
“You’ve been my best friend since the day we met. I’ve loved you all these
years as my best friend. Today, seeing you on that stage, hearing you sing those
words to me... | felt every single one of them, right here.” He lifted his hand to
pat his chest.

“What are you saying, Griffin?”
The look in Toby’s eyes broke his heart. He had to fix this.
It’s now or never.

“I love you as more than a friend, now.” Griffin swallowed. “I think I have
for a while.”

“You can’t. You’re not gay.”

“No, I’m not. But yes, | do.”
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“You do?”

Griffin saw a glimmer of hope in Toby’s eyes. He lifted his hand and
cupped his soon-to-be lover’s jaw. “Mmhmm. | just need you to be patient with
me.” The corner of his mouth lifted. “I’m sorta new to all this. I’ve never been
in love with a guy before.”

“What about Wendy?” Toby asked.

“Wendy wants to be a bridesmaid or best woman at our wedding.” Griffin
smirked as Toby’s eyes widened.

“W-wedding? She’s getting a little ahead of herself, isn’t she?” Toby
snorted. It was the cutest sound Griffin had ever heard.

“I think it’s a chick thing.” Griffin laughed. “But I told her she could, if, and
when, you marry me.”

“Um. Okay.” Toby smirked. “Maybe Drake can sing at our wedding.”
Griffin growled and leaned in to be nose to nose with him. “No.”

*kkk

Toby laughed and fell back on the bed. “This has to be the weirdest day
ever.”

Griffin pushed his knees apart and straightened to lean over him. Beautiful
brown eyes looked down at him with something Toby never thought he’d see
from the man he’d known most of his life. “Weird good, or weird bad?”

“Weird good, definitely.” Toby stared into the eyes of the man above him.
“Are you sure about this?”

“I think so. Maybe | should kiss you again, though. You know, just to be
absolutely sure,” Griffin said.

Toby nodded. “I think that would be a good idea.”
Griffin lowered his body on top of Toby.

Toby could feel the hard lines of Griffin’s body against him, and forgot to
breath. It was even worse when Griffin’s warm lips brushed over Toby’s and
coaxed them open before his tongue swept in for a taste. His hands rose from
the bed to weave through Griffin’s hair as his hips pressed up. A soft moan
rumbled in his chest at the contact. He could feel Griffin’s cock rubbing against
his.

Oh god...
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Griffin rocked over him, causing warm friction against Toby’s shaft. Toby
couldn’t hold back an eager whimper, or stop his legs from closing around the
hips pressed to his. Griffin’s steady rocking, and the rise and fall of his own
body, brought him to the edge of orgasm. He curled his fingers in the other
man’s hair as his body shuddered hard.

Griffin’s groan vibrated against Toby’s chest as he, too, climaxed. Griffin
lifted his head, panting for breath. He looked down at Toby with a slow, lazy-
looking smile. “Can we do that again?”

Toby’s body relaxed as he started to laugh. “Anytime you want.”
Griffin rolled off Toby, pulling him into his side. “That was incredible.”

“I love you, Griffin.” Toby closed his eyes and sighed happily. Now that he
could say the words aloud, he planned to say them often.

“I love you, too.”

*hkk
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Epilogue

Toby’s arms were crossed loosely over his chest as he leaned in the
doorway, staring at the man he shared his bed, apartment and life with.
Griffin’s towel-clad hips swayed back and forth. He hummed Dark Heart’s
song under his breath while he dug through his sock drawer. One year later, and
the sight of his mostly naked body could still stop Toby in his tracks.

He turned his head in Toby’s direction, a smile lighting up his face. “What
are you doing?”

“Staring.”

“Like what ya see?” He gave his hips a dramatic shake.

“It’s okay.” Toby shrugged, hiding his smile.

A rolled pair of socks bounced off Toby’s chest. “Ass,” Griffin said.

Toby chuckled and straightened from his position. He strode across the
room to stand in front of Griffin. “I love everything about you. The package has
definite perks, though.”

Toby lifted his hand and slid his index finger down the center of Griffin
until the towel blocked his way. He watched Griffin shudder, and his smile
widened.

“You’re such a tease,” Griffin said.

“If your parents weren’t going to be here any minute, I’d show you how
much of a tease I’m not,” Toby said.

Griffin grinned. “Later.” He leaned in and took Toby’s mouth in ascorching
hot, toe-curling kiss. When he pulled away, Toby knew his eyes were dazed as
he struggled for a ragged breath.

“Maybe if we’re quick...” Toby suggested.

“No. Later.” Griffin stepped back. “Go. Get. | need to get dressed.”
“Oh. | came up to tell you the steaks are on the grill.”

“Okay. I’ll hurry.”

Toby turned to walk back out of the bedroom. “I’ll wait for you
downstairs.”

“Toby,” Griffin said.
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“Yeah?” Toby looked over his shoulder with an eyebrow raised.
“I love everything about you, too.”

Toby’s heart thudded hard against his ribcage. Griffin was his past, his
present and his future. “Hurry up, or we’ll be ordering pizza, and then your
mom will move in to feed us.” He shot a wink over his shoulder as he
disappeared around the corner. His life was damn near perfect now, and would
only get better with Griffin by his side.

The End
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A HEART OF KLONDIKE GOLD
By E. Davies

It seemed nigh-impossible for Edwin Brooks to be taking in the sight that
lay in front of him. His mind could scarcely comprehend it, as simple as it was:
the wooden buildings of Dawson. Muddy streets stretched out before him, and
the shoddy boat beneath him seemed primitive compared to the luxuries that he
knew awaited him after the long journey to reach the city.

About a hundred other crudely made boats had recently arrived or were
going to land soon, and a crowd had gathered at the beach to greet the new
arrivals. The sight of a proper city was so unfamiliar that Edwin briefly
wondered if he’d remember how to order at a restaurant or get shelter at a hotel,
or even shop for supplies.

The crowd’s raised voices made him flinch. Though the lake crossing from
the Bennett tent camp was short, the tent camp he’d left had been rough and not
altogether friendly during the long winter of 1897-1898. He’d been one of the
first to leave the camp as soon as the ice broke, and they could cross the lake to
Dawson.

The Northwest Mounted Police were a familiar sight by then—just about
every prospector had run into them at one point or another, checking to make
sure everyone had supplies. So many of those who hadn’t been turned back by
the Mounted Police for not having enough supplies had either turned back on
their own or died. The law-keepers stood on the beach, supervising as men
unloaded supplies. Crates, bags, and sacks of goods were strapped firmly to
boats and had to be piled up, then carted into town one at a time.

All Edwin could think as he stepped onto the beach and hauled his boat
ashore was, please, God, let me never see another skeleton.

In the ten months since the gold rush had begun, he’d had ample time to
consider that he might have been making a mistake. The first steamships had
arrived from the Klondike in his own home city of Seattle with the news of the
discovery of gold, and he’d received word from a childhood friend, Albert, that
he’d split a claim with him if he was willing to put in an honest year’s work on
it.
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Now, Edwin was ready to get to work. He was sweating in the early
summer heat, though hauling goods was no trouble. Moving them all for
months across the roughest trails mankind knew had toughened and hardened
his hands. He was bearded, and his hair was shaggy, and he hadn’t had a
shower or relaxing bath in a long time.

“Supplies! Get your supplies at Northern, right down the street.” A young
man who didn’t look like he’d ever seen the prospecting creeks was yelling
from the edge of town, where the wooden buildings started to spring from the
ground. This was not Seattle.

“Walt don’t need no one advertising for him!”” someone else yelled, but one
of the Mounties approached the heckler and things quieted down.

One bag at a time, Edwin piled his belongings on the shore, then hauled his
boat ashore. He had to find a place to store the boat that day since he had no
doubt the prices of lumber were going to be high with everyone looking to
build a cabin of their own. Maybe he could rent a place in town for the first
week, until he started to get some gold dust out of the claim he now shared with
Albert.

“Hello? Excuse me, sir,” he addressed the Mountie who was overseeing the
chaos.

“Yes?” the man answered, taking in his appearance. He must have looked a
sight to the authority figure, after fighting for his life through wilderness,
rapids, and mountains for so many months. His clothes had been torn and
repaired too many times to count.

“I know a man here in town, Albert Carson. I’m looking for him. What
would be the best way to find him?”

“Place an ad in the paper, or make inquiries at the bars,” the clean-shaven
man advised him. “I’m not familiar with an Albert, but the population has been
swelling. If you visit the station when the rush is slower, we can check the
records. Welcome to Dawson.”

“Thank you kindly,” was all Edwin could say. It looked like he’d have to
find a hotel for the night, at least. Since he’d have to buy supplies, find Albert,
and figure out where his claim was, he’d better get a room for a week while he
was at it—and fast. Men were arriving by the boatload and setting about to find
accommodations.

He’d been one of the first to leave the Bennett tent camp, but not the first to
arrive here. Boating wasn’t his strongest suit—really, he’d just been grateful
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that his boat had stayed afloat as he crossed the lake. He’d had the winter to
talk to the other men in the camp (and a very few women) who knew more than
he did about constructing boats, and he’d started building as early as possible to
make sure it would be waterproof. At least it had served him in that capacity, if
not with haste.

“Klondike!” he had heard someone yelling from behind him as he landed,
and he was answered by a few other ragged yells before they quieted under the
watchful eye of the police. That was a welcome change, too—the officers’
presence. Dawson City would treat him better than Skagway and the cesspits
that lay between decent towns and the gold fields.

“Help move your possessions?” A deep-voiced man with a greased
mustache gestured at his boxes and bags.

“I’Il help! "Il help, sir. I’m faster than him.” Another guy—cuter, younger,
more eager-looking and with close-cropped blond hair sticking out from
beneath a narrow-brimmed hat—approached at a trot. “And | can get you a
room. He’s barred from Bonnie’s hotel.” The look this young man gave him
promised perhaps a bit more than help moving his possessions.

Oh, but Edwin’s heart felt like it rose within his chest with relief. Of course
there were other men like him up here! Surrounded by men, who doubtless
outnumbered women by a good twenty-five men to every lady here, he’d had
little doubt this would be the case, but he hadn’t dared hope for more than
finding a great prospecting partner. Seattle... was a different town.

“I’ll leave you two to live within your means,” the first man said, a hint of
scorn in his voice as he moved off to another boat that was being pulled ashore.

Edwin’s eyes widened as he glanced after him.

“Don’t mind him. Roy’s the meanest drunk, but I think he’s mostly bitter.
I’m Charlie.”

“Edwin,” he answered, and reached out to firmly shake hands. He didn’t
want what he thought Charlie might be offering along with the hotel room, as
lonely as the last year had been, but a friend in the city might be handy for as
long as he ended up staying here. Hopefully, that wouldn’t be long. He was
eager to prospect.

Charlie shrugged bags of navy beans, rice, and flour onto his shoulders with
ease, then reached for his clothing sack. “The rest will be safer on the beach,”
he advised. “Basic supplies like this are the priciest.”
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“Are you certain?” Edwin glanced at his bags. There was a certain amount
of honor involved in being on the trails together with the same group of men,
women, and children—even tens of thousands of them—~but here?

“Positive,” Charlie told him. “Law is kept here, and the Mounted Police will
stay within sight. We have to go now to get you a room, though. It’ll be damn
near impossible to rent a hotel room or even a run-down cabin if you wait much
longer.” He pointed down towards the beginning of the muddy street. “That’s
the hotel there.” He seemed sincere, which swayed Edwin’s mind on the matter.

“All right.” Edwin nodded and shouldered the heaviest and most valuable of
his bags. He had so little compared to how much he’d left with, that he figured
a second load would get everything into his room.

Walking down the muddy street with Charlie, he smiled at the sight of
horses around. They passed the boy who was advertising supplies at Northern,
two women with tight corsets lingering around the outside of a bar, and a group
of men who seemed to be haggling over the lumber in a makeshift boat.

“I’ll need lumber,” he realized aloud, his plans suddenly returning to mind.
He had to find Albert, buy lumber, and haul it to the claim, then build a cabin.
He’d try to find someone who knew Albert today. Tomorrow, he’d need
enough supplies to live there for long enough to hopefully get some gold dust
and build up his pantry for winter.

“Walt’s store’s the best-supplied, but he charges the most. Might be able to
find some for less from the men coming in. Take their boat lumber, offer them
less and fix it up yourself,” Charlie told him, sounding a little out of breath.
“Walt owns the Northern there. One of the Klondike Kings, they call him.”

Edwin nodded. “Can you handle that load?” he asked, nodding at the bags
Charlie carried.

“I’ve been hauling loads like this all winter while you were playing cardsin
camp,” Charlie retorted with a grin. His shoulders were narrow, but he had
enough muscles that Edwin could believe it.

Edwin chuckled and didn’t comment upon the way Charlie’s cheeks were
flushed with exertion. Instead, he pointed up at the wooden building looming
up before them as they tromped through the well-churned mud of the main
street of Dawson City. “That the hotel?”

“Itis indeed,” Charlie confirmed, shouldering his way through the doorway
so he didn’t catch the corner of a bag and rip it open. “Mary?”
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“Another new one, Charlie?” Mary greeted from behind the crude entrance
desk of the hotel. Edwin wondered if this was the biggest hotel here—or the
only one. It was possible Charlie ran a scam by steering travelers to the
expensive hotel and taking a cut of the proceeds, but... he hadn’t seen any
alternative accommodations.

“Edwin here’s looking for a room. | told him you might have a few left.”

“You’re a lucky one, Edwin,” Mary marveled. “This is my second-to-last
room. If you’d walked a bit slower...”

Edwin swallowed hard. | need to take it. No time to check for other places
to stay. “I am, then. I’d like to stay for a week. Do you think that will be time
enough to gather supplies before I find my claim?” he addressed Charlie.

“If you’re quick to the store today or tomorrow.”

By the look of the sun, he had a few hours of daylight left to find food—
proper food, at last! Perhaps he’d best shop for supplies today while the armada
of boats still crossed the lake. “All right. A week, then,” he requested with a
polite smile.

“Certainly. Five dollars, or a third of an ounce of gold dust,” she requested,
and he handed over some of the precious few dollars that he had left. He’d
heard already that most people here traded in gold dust, not dollars. “Here is
your key. Charlie can show you to your room. It’s the corner room, Charlie.”

Charlie nodded, shifting the bags on his shoulder and looking at Edwin.
“This way.”

Edwin picked the key off the rough-hewn board that served as the counter
and nodded his thanks. At least I still remember how to be polite to a lady.
“Much obliged, ma’am.” He followed Charlie to his room, the familiar feeling
of exhaustion starting to settle in. It was difficult to process all the noise and
interactions and speed of the city, even a small city such as this, after so many
months in the wilderness.

Opening the door to the sight of a simple bed, desk, and chair, he had to
smile. A mattress at last... a real mattress. Edwin had never been so grateful for
the sight. He didn’t care if it was stuffed with pine needles.

“Edwin?”

He glanced at Charlie.
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“We should hurry and pick up your other load,” Charlie prompted him as he
set down his bags, then pushed his hat back to keep it in place. “And | know a
safe place to store your boat, if you want to keep its lumber for your cabin.”

Edwin nodded, letting his bags thump to the ground and turning around to
follow Charlie back towards the lakeside. Emerging from the building to the
muddy, busy streets again made him cringe at the noise, but he quietly walked,
eyeing Charlie now and then.

“Please do not mistake this for any sort of question of your character,” he
addressed Charlie as they reached his bags, still safe on the shore where he’d
left them. “I merely wondered what you hope to receive from this. You provide
so much help to a greenhorn unlikely to repay you tenfold yet...”

“Adollar and your goodwill,” Charlie answered simply. “Dawson is a small
enough town that I value every friendship I may form over a shared load.” He
picked up about half of the remaining bags, then cradled the crate that
contained the remaining foodstuffs in his arms, waiting for Edwin to pick up his
goods, too.

“Very well. You have more than earned both,” Edwin told him. What sort
of goodwill did he mean? Surely just friendship?

They were both quiet as they walked back to the hotel with the remainder of
Edwin’s goods, though Edwin cast a few sneaky glances at Charlie when he
thought him not to be looking. In return, he was certain he felt Charlie looking
at him when he was distracted by the sights of a main street, horses and
carriages, and even a few children scampering around back of a building.

When they reached the room, his question was answered. Once he’d closed
the door and set down the remainder of his bags, Charlie arranged his own bags
around the room and set the crate aside, then straightened up.

“How long a year has it been without the company of others such as us?”
Charlie asked, searching Edwin’s eyes with a bright-blue gaze that seemed to
see straight through him. He reached up to take off his hat and run a hand
across his blond hair before setting it in place again, then wiped his face with
his arm.

Edwin saw Charlie taking a quick glance up and down him, too. He knew
he presented an interesting sight for a man like Charlie: his own patched clothes
stretched tight around the muscles he’d developed since he’d bought the shirt
back in Seattle.



Love’s Landscapes Anthology ~ Volume 8 87
]

Edwin hesitated, then shook his head slightly. “Long enough, but | doubt I
seek what you offer.”

“l understand,” Charlie murmured with a small a frown. “Only a dollar,
then. You will not be disappointed in this town if you know where to look.”

Edwin nodded now, handing over a dollar. The warmth of Charlie’s palm
against his fingers gave him a moment’s pause before he pulled himself
together again. | came all this way to make my fortune, not to get involved with
aman, even such a handsome one... and certainly not for just a night. “Thank
you for your help, Charlie.”

Charlie nodded and tipped his hat slightly, then let himself out of the room.
Once he was gone, Edwin locked the door, marveling at the simple metallic
click that meant safety and privacy in a room of his own for as long as he liked.

He sank onto the bed, resting his elbows on his knees and putting his
forehead in his hands. For months, he’d dreamed of what he might do when he
arrived in the gold fields, but now that he was finally there, and he’d beaten the
odds, memories of his old life in Seattle returned.

Edwin still remembered sitting on the edge of another mattress, much like
this, after he’d determined to change his life and escape the too-small city. He
wasn’t much for the bars and theaters, but when he did try to visit them, he had
always been there. Edwin had even briefly resorted to nerve tablets to
overcome the nervous anxiety and exhaustion that overcame him after each
sighting.

Louis had been young, restless, and excitable, drawing the calmer Edwin
out of his shell. He had also been more knowledgeable on matters of the body,
which was particularly useful when it came to the bed they shared. He had
enchanted Edwin for over a year, utterly fascinated him in mind and body until
he abruptly called it off one gloomy April morning. Edwin might never know
why, and thoughts of it had been absent during his trek.

The news of the gold rush had been welcome then. Edwin had abandoned
his job as a store clerk for the prospect of finding his fortune and escaping his
past at the same time.

Perhaps being in the unfamiliar wilderness with no reminders of the
domestic life he had once enjoyed with Louis had been restorative. Now that
he’d reached the Paris of the North, filled with Parisian fashions and theaters
and saloons (and likely more that he had not yet discovered), his old city life
was returning to him.
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That determined Edwin’s choice on how to spend the remaining hours of his
day. He carefully hid the money he’d leave in his room, bringing only enough
to cover some food, clothing, and lumber and stowing some extra cash closer to
his body. He used the small bathroom to brush his teeth, changed to a shirt that
was a little cleaner than the rest, and dusted off his cowboy hat and settled it on
his head. It was time to discover what Dawson had to offer a prospector on his
way to find gold.

*khkk

“Albert?”

Edwin was convinced that even in a town as small as Dawson had been
before the gold rush began in earnest, it could not possibly be his childhood
friend dressed immaculately and serving behind the counter of Northern.

“God save me, is it you, Edwin?” Albert’s youthful face concealed his true
age of twenty-five, just a few months older than Edwin. When it was lit up with
such joy, he seemed even younger.

They approached each other for a tight hug that spoke of the years that had
passed, Albert reaching up to rub his palm over his own eyes for a moment.
“By God, I thought you would never answer my offer.”

“I merely came here in lieu of telegraph,” Edwin joked with a broad grin,
letting go of Albert and standing back to take him in. “I accept, of course.”

Albert clapped his shoulder, beaming as he gestured around. “Whatever
supplies you need, | will keep aside unless you plan to buy them today?”

“Is there a cabin at the claim site already? Lumber seems the most urgent,”
Edwin nodded. “Food next, and clothing and tools for panning and mining.”

Albert still seemed overwhelmed as he nodded. “No cabin yet. | set aside a
stock of lumber and tools already, but | have had little time to build, occupied
as | am here.”

“You work here, then? Why work for another man when you have a claim?”
Edwin asked, his mind reeling. Come to think of it, there were plenty of able-
bodied men here in town who rightfully could have been prospecting at this
very minute.

Albert’s face fell. “Gold is harder to find here than advertised. | have
worked for others to find out how to mine it, but I lack the strength to dig the
claim myself. | earn a steady wage working here until I can find a partner to
work the claim.”
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Edwin frowned. That obviously meant him, and Albert’s bad fortune hung
over him ominously as he answered, “Will you be able to show me what work
remains to be done?” Albert did look less apt to mine than to hold a glass and a
cigarette.

“I hoped we could meet at the restaurant tonight to discuss an arrangement,”
Albert told him. “But | can sell you supplies immediately since they will
scarcely last until the next shipment arrives.”

Another clerk behind the counter—bearded, with intense brown eyes and
thick, muscled forearms—cleared his throat. Edwin glanced over, realizing that
a lineup of men waiting to purchase supplies had already formed. “Tonight,
then,” he promised, not wishing to further delay Albert from his work during
this busy time. “Which restaurant?”

“Across the street, near Bonnie’s hotel,” Albert told him. “I will be free to
meet at five.”

Edwin nodded. “God bless you,” he bade, then walked around the store to
view the goods and prices. As he’d expected, prices were high, but he hadn’t
expected them to be this high. Lumber that he might have paid ten dollars for
cost over a hundred dollars here, and beans that were a few cents a pound could
cost fifty cents here.

He might have to change his plans to dine royally in town. His heart raced
as he realized that some people had to be rich enough to easily afford these
prices... and the expensive Parisian goods in other stores. He’d seen bottles of
champagne cracked open in another saloon he’d passed by where men were
wearing imported garments. Gold wasn’t as hard to find as Albert seemed to be
implying, then.

Edwin picked up a few basic foods and some new clothing, then brought the
items to the counter to pay. He nodded his greeting to the other clerk, trying not
to focus on how much more he was paying for these things than he would have
anywhere else. “Northern living has its downsides, doesn’t it?”” he tried to make
conversation.

The clerk grunted a response while Edwin dug his money out of his pocket.
This one was much less friendly, but more attractive than Albert. Nothing
against his friend, of course, but he’d never felt attracted to those boyish looks.

This man was far more within his own tastes: about as tall as him but
stockier, built like a man who worked in the woods. A lumberjack, perhaps?



Love’s Landscapes Anthology ~ Volume 8 90

]
His muscles showed in the way the fabric pulled across his chest and upper
arms. He was bearded like the other working men here, and his eyes were
watchful. His full lips were pressed together in thought, and Edwin
unconsciously licked his own lips.

It’s been too long, but settle down. 1t’1l be much longer still. “Expensive,
that is,” Edwin clarified, still trying to win over any sort of a response.

“You can pay the prices here, and be sure you’re getting flour without
grubs, or go down the street and take your chances,” the clerk told him, his
voice suddenly booming through the small wooden building. Edwin cursed his
luck—this must be Walt, the owner himself. “My store has never overcharged
anyone.”

Edwin couldn’t afford to make enemies on his first day. “I didn’t—I didn’t
mean—"

“Three dollars and forty cents, if that’s not too steep a price for this kind of
quality,” Walt cut him off. “You can pay your new partner there.” He stepped
out from behind the counter to talk to a man who was gesturing for assistance
with the sacks of flour.

As Edwin paid, biting his tongue, Albert glanced around to make sure Walt
was out of earshot, then leaned in to murmur, “I have more to tell you tonight,
when | can.”

With this promise, Edwin tried to let go of the minor incident. He walked
back to his hotel room to arrange his food and take a proper inventory of his
possessions. Everything he expected to need was in his bags, so he spent his
afternoon bathing and lying on the mattress in his hotel room. No wonder they
called this city the Paris of the north! All it lacked was electricity and indoor
plumbing like new homes in his old city had.

After shaving, Edwin trimmed his hair a little with a knife, neatening
himself up. He wouldn’t look like a proper townsperson yet, or perhaps ever,
but he’d look more decent now until he could find a barber. It was nearly
sundown, so he headed outside. He made a mental note to check his pocket
watch, which he hadn’t had an opportunity to check against a proper town clock
in so long now.

When he arrived at the restaurant, he glanced around before spotting Albert
already seated at a table across the room.

“Over here,” Albert called out, and Edwin nodded, making his way around
other tables of men and the few women gathered over food and whiskey. God,



Love’s Landscapes Anthology ~ Volume 8 91
]

for a sip of whiskey again! He must have looked half-starved, because Albert
laughed and told him, “Rosie will be here shortly to take our orders.”

“I’ll eat whatever you’re having,” Edwin answered.

“Twenty-five cents for clam chowder and a large glass of beer,” Albert told
him.

“Oh, yes,” Edwin grinned, rubbing a hand across his smooth face. It felt
chillier in the room without the beard he’d just shaved off, but for early June,
he couldn’t complain. He knew the winter would be far colder. “Clam chowder!
| haven’t eaten like that in so long.”

“Did you arrive overland?”

Edwin nodded. “If I’d known how treacherous the path would be, | would
have saved another month’s wages and paid for a steamship fare.”

Albert winced. “I’ve heard many tragic stories,” he told him. “I didn’t
expect you to drop everything and arrive immediately. | didn’t even know if the
message would arrive.”

“You’re my dearest childhood friend,” Edwin answered with a shake of his
head. “Your friend—I can’t remember his name, with the red beard—sought
me out at work and gave me your message. He told me... you’d said to tell me
that Dawson gold was discovered, that you’d bought out his half-claim and
would give it to me, if | would supplement your work.”

Albert nodded. “That’s more or less the story. He was my prospecting
partner for the last year. He left Dawson a rich man and promised to send
another partner he trusted as much as I trusted you, if he could not find you.”

“l am glad he took the time to find me!” Edwin smiled.

Rosie, a modestly dressed woman clearly named for her rosy red cheeks,
came up to their table. “Hello, gentlemen. Albert, the usual order?”

“Yes, and the same for him,” Albert nodded. “Thank you, as ever, Rosie.”
His eyes lingered on her face for a few moments. Edwin recognized that look
from their schoolboy days.

“Anything for you,” Rosie answered cheerily and headed off to give the
cook the order.

Edwin raised his eyebrows, and Albert nodded slightly. They didn’t need to
exchange further words in public, particularly with the lady in question so close

by.
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“I hope you did not leave your heart with anyone?”” Albert inquired in turn,
looking worried. “As | said, | did not wish for you to depart at an inconvenient
time.”

Edwin glanced at the table for a moment. He hadn’t wanted to bring up
Louis. Even though it was an unspoken fact between them that his desires did
not lie in women, Albert had always taken care to inquire after his personal
life—a fact he appreciated more deeply than he could ever say, given that the
trial of Oscar Wilde had made most people’s heads shake over headlines just
two years before he had left Seattle. “Actually, departing as soon as possible
was best. | found myself... a bachelor again, not long before the arrival of the
steamer.”

“Oh.” Albert frowned, then nodded. “You, perhaps more than I, will have
an easy time of it here.”

“So I have been told,” Edwin nodded. “I’m not seeking attachments deeper
than friendships at the moment, though... just gold,” he confidently added.
“And on this subject, did you have an even split with your partner? Why did
you remain here?”

Albert sighed and gestured around the room with a broad sweep of his hand.
“Gold dust blows away in this town. I’ve never been one for savings, you know
that.”

Oh, Albert. Edwin shook his head. He could find a fortune and spend it all
on penny candy, whiskey, and Sears catalog goods.

“Walt! Come in, come in, sir,” he heard someone calling out from near the
doorway and turned to take a look.

At the sight of the very same bearded man he had unintentionally insulted
just a few hours ago, Edwin cringed, but he knew what he had to do. “One
moment,” he requested of Albert and stood, approaching the man slowly to let
him see Edwin before he got to him.

“Oh, the boy who thinks he can have the world for free,” Walt greeted, his
eyes hardening warily. “If you’re here to complain about the price of clams, the
lake’s that way.”

There was a burst of laughter from nearby tables. Even though Walt didn’t
seem to be approaching any table in particular, each seemed to be making a
little space and acting agreeable in case he should choose to sit there. It seemed
he was little more than a gold-dusted star of the town, then.
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“l came to offer an apology. My comment was quick and rash, and | do not
wish for it to reflect on my character or that of my prospecting partner,” Edwin
told him, keeping his head high and meeting Walt’s eyes. “I have no doubt your
goods are of high quality and worth the price, particularly given the costs and
dangers of transporting them here. I was simply used to Seattle prices.” I hope
that apology is well-worded enough to placate him.

“A fine attempt at a reconciliation. A Seattle boy, are you?” It was hard to
read what Walt thought. His beard seemed to hide the finer expressions twisting
his mouth, and his eyes were calculating and not altogether friendly. “What did
you do?”

“Yes, sir. | was a clerk.”

“Like your prospecting partner. | hope you have better luck than him. He’s
a fine man to work for me, and rest assured I do not judge him by the company
he seems to keep. Even those from Seattle.”

Edwin bristled. “Do you have something against the city which would make
you flee from it to the furthest corner of the earth and also insult its citizens?”
he retorted, losing his conciliatory tone in favor of standing up for himself. If
this golden man of Dawson thought he’d push Edwin into begging for
forgiveness, he was wrong.

“Only the quality of man it produces, one prone to unfriendliness and a
sense of entitlement to others’ good graces,” Walt told him.

“Then rest assured | do not judge your store by its foundation, either,”
Edwin retorted, aware that they were attracting attention. “The prices may be
fairer than all else.”

Walt’s cheeks flushed with annoyance, and he reached up to fidget with his
hat, then rubbed a hand across his face. “Very well. Let us keep our own
company, boy. Good day, Albert.”

“Agreed, sir,” Edwin nodded and moved back to the table while Albert
raised a hand slightly to wave in return.

There was silence for a few moments as Walt walked out of the restaurant
before murmurs of conversation began again. Edwin kept his eyes on the table
for a minute, waiting until all seemed more or less back to normal before he
glanced up at Albert.

“| can scarcely believe you to be the same man I know,” Albert murmured
with a wondering shake of his head. “Regardless, your words are not
unfounded, despite your unfamiliarity with him.”
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Edwin nodded. He would expect to hear that about the sort of man who
attempted to extort more than a reasonable apology out of him and insulted him
underhandedly at the same moment, but he did not wish to endanger Albert’s
employment. “I hope he is fairer in hiring matters.”

“He is,” Albert nodded. “He speaks truthfully when he says he will not
judge me for my... association with you.” He seemed sheepish to even speak
the words.

“Well, when | take the rest of the gold from our claim, I will return to
Seattle and stay out of that unruly beard of his,” Edwin muttered.

Albert was startled into a laugh. “Staying out of his hair before then would
be best, too. When we need to purchase supplies, | can take care of it.”

Edwin nodded, despite the combative part of him that wanted to duke it out
verbally with Walt again and show him just how wrong he was about “Seattle
boys” (men, he thought indignantly—Walt had added another insult to injury
there despite only looking a decade or so older than him).

It didn’t take much to forget the argument when food arrived, and he
enjoyed hot clam chowder and cold beer for the first time in months. He paid a
few extra cents as a special thanks to Rosie for bringing him an extra-large
portion to celebrate his first meal in town.

After they ate, Albert showed him along the wilderness paths to the claim
site, letting him see the creek where he’d panned, the digging and sifting done
to date, the map he’d drawn of the site, and the secret cache of lumber and tools
he had on the site. They shook hands and swore on a fifty-fifty split of the
profits from everything found at the site, and that Albert should support them
and purchase supplies by working at the store as Edwin constructed the cabin
and started digging up the ground while they could in the summer.

They had to pick their way back through the trees in the evening, using
Albert’s knowledge of the area and Edwin’s knowledge of the wild to find the
path, but when they got back to town, Edwin was prepared to enjoy a long,
deep sleep in his hotel room. Walt’s disapproval, and the enemy he might have
made, scarcely registered in the face of the excitement of the next day and the
riches that he could feel in the ever-frozen ground under his feet.

*khkk

A hard week of working from dawn until dusk yielded a structure that
Edwin felt he could live in quite easily. The cabin was a bare, cramped, one-
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room structure, but it had a roof and a door. There was no way he wanted to
buy windows and carry them all the way out here when they could so easily be
broken and let in the natural elements.

He’d have to spend time later that summer on building a proper cabin with
another room, a stove, and insulation for the harsh winters, but for now, he had
somewhere to move to after his stay in the hotel was up. He was sure going to
miss that mattress, though.

Hauling his supplies to the cabin took much time from Edwin’s morning.
To make matters worse, once he was inside and he’d unpacked his candles and
matches, he realized that he was running quite low on them. He’d bartered
some food for more matches at the winter camp, but accidentally losing a bag
on the trail had meant he was without candles for a while. Edwin didn’t want to
wait for Albert to be finished with work to purchase candles, because it would
be dark by then.

It’s been a week. | should be safe enough, he reasoned as he emerged from
the trail into the Klondike wilderness and made his way through the district of
low-rent slums that he was fortunate enough to be avoiding and the red-light
district immediately above it. The city looked like it was overflowing with new
residents now: every hotel room was full; every cabin near the city rented;
every room within it rented by at least one person. The bars were overflowing,
and business was booming in Dawson.

When he found his way to Northern, he drew a breath before walking in.
The same stale scent of hay, grain, and metal met him inside, and he saw Albert
behind the counter... and Walt. There were at least ten other men crowded into
the small store, and the shelves seemed far more bare.

“Ah,” Walt spoke up as Edwin approached the counter with candles,
matches, and a few other necessities. “Seattle boy. How are the northern woods
treating you?”

Edwin gritted his teeth, meeting those deceptively pretty, brown eyes with
his own calm gaze. According to the rumors he now knew from listening in on
restaurant conversations and making conversation with others, Walt rarely
prospected anymore. This made his muscular build surprising. For a man who
held a fortune, physical exercise was usually optional. Walt still wore that slight
smirk on his face that made Edwin want to knock it off.

He set down the candles and set the bag on the counter, glancing at the shelf
of clothing nearby while he counted to five. The only clothes remaining were
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winter clothes—a few knitted caps, thick undershirts, and gloves. “Very well
indeed, sir. And yourself?”

Walt raised his eyebrows, counting the candles with a quick flick of his
finger and writing down the total on his receipt pad. “Well, thank you. Plenty of
men envy my... claim. One brazen greenhorn has built a cabin—or what he
thinks passes for one under cover of night—along the very edge of his claim,
against mine, but no matter.”

“At least you have a claim worth envying,” Edwin said in an airy enough
tone that it could be mistaken for a compliment on the quality of his site, even
though they both knew it was a slyer insult than that. Walt’s gaze met his, and
Edwin couldn’t look away, the sparks of enmity crackling in the air between
them.

“A discovery claim is worth its weight in... oh, you know,” Walt chose to
answer with a smile hidden in his thick stubble, almost beard-length now.

Instantly, Edwin felt jealous, as he knew he’d been meant to. The right
thousand feet of creek could yield a fortune in gold—which, he supposed, was
why Walt was a big name in this town. Well, Albert’s partner had left without
finding any mother lodes, so Edwin would start panning for one tomorrow. It
wasn’t like he didn’t have time to spare, with Albert supporting them. Edwin
cast a quick glance at Albert, who was studiously focusing on serving
customers.

“That’ll be a dollar twenty-five,” Walt added when Edwin didn’t respond.
“Or would you like the price in gold dust?”

Edwin dug coins from his pocket, picking out exactly enough, then slapped
them lightly on the counter. The hollow thunk of them hitting the wood counter
beneath his palm was his cue to draw his hand back, but just before he could,
Walt’s fingers covered his own as he reached out to take the coins.

He paused as he felt those warm digits brushing against the backs of his
knuckles, his breath catching for a moment as he glanced back up. Walt’s
fingers were callused like a working man’s, and they felt gentle, which was a
sign of danger, given their current relationship.

“Don’t push your luck, Seattle boy,” Walt advised him in a quiet murmur,
then flicked his hand away from the counter with his middle finger and picked
up the coins, dropping them into his drawer. “Next.”

Edwin’s head spun as he emerged into the smells of the street—restaurant
odors, horse manure, and a lady’s perfume. He blinked against the light, then
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shouldered his bag of supplies as he set off to trudge back into the woods. It
would be a good, long walk back to town and would eat up most of the rest of
his day, but now he was set to live in the woods with only occasional fresh
supplies.

With Albert staying in town and him working by himself, it was going to be
lonely, but he was used to being alone after the last year’s trek. He only needed
his own company and that of the wilderness, sort of like the great poet, Walt
Whitman, with whom he liked to think he had a lot in common, except for the
ability to coherently write about his experiences with nature.

By the time he finally reached his and Albert’s claim, the crude cabin
looming into view through the hillside, he breathed out a sigh of relief. Home
was here now. Here, he only needed to worry about God’s creatures, great and
small, and perhaps the occasional prospector wandering along the creek in
search of an unclaimed site. He couldn’t help but wonder if Walt was his new
neighbor, but it seemed like too much of a coincidence. Nevertheless, he
resolved to check out the claim posts of the site next to his and see if Walt’s
name was engraved upon them. Edwin had yet to see anyone working on the
claim, but he’d heard them, and he hadn’t been within sighting distance along
the creek yet. He’d chosen to build higher up the hillside and stick to the
wooded area in the hopes of not building on top of a gold lode.

Living in his new, crudely made cabin was nowhere near as luxurious as his
week in the hotel had been, and he was going to miss having the luxuries of a
hotel, but this place was his very own. Technically, he shared it with Albert, but
he doubted that his friend—now a city man with a taste for caviar and whiskey
rather than cold creek water and campfire beans—would spend much time here.
Despite the downgrade in sleeping accommaodations, he slept solidly and with a
smile on his face. Tomorrow, he’d find his first gold.

*kkk

The months-long trek to the Klondike was worth it all the moment Edwin
found his first flakes of gold. Dressed in his old, painstakingly repaired shirt
with the sleeves rolled up, boots, and trousers, the summer heat bore down on
him, but the creek water was still cold.

His boots slipped against the round stones underneath the water, and his
hands were muddy from sifting through the silt, tightly gripping the bowl he
used to separate gravel from gold.
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When he was left with three small flecks of gold, his breath hitched in his
throat. This was the ticket to his freedom—to financial security, perhaps to a
life in New York or further afield, where life was better for men like him.

As gently as he could, he poured the remaining flakes and finer grit and
sand into a tin cup to be picked through later, trying not to focus too much on
them. A little gold dust was a good sign, but men brought ounces into town to
be exchanged, not three flakes.

He’d enjoyed the moment, but hard work was at hand now. He had to try to
trace the flakes back to a lode—a vein of gold running in the ground leading to
the creek. Edwin hardly noticed time passing as the morning crawled on, and he
panned what felt like entirely too much river rock and water. He was endlessly
grateful that the journey had given him more strength than he’d ever had
before, or his arms and thighs would have felt worn out far more quickly than
they did.

By lunchtime, he thought he had figured out where the gold had been
coming from, so he stood up, wiping his hands on his pants and stretching to
get the knots from his back. A tonic for his muscles would have been
welcomed, but he’d make do with something herbal if he could find it. He’d
learned two or three herbal remedies from other travelers, though he had yet to
test them.

As he glanced up the hillside towards the forested area where his cabin lay,
Edwin scanned for pine trees with fresh green boughs that he could bring with
him and strip during lunch. He found one, but in the process, his gaze fell upon
the posts that marked the end of his claim and the start of the next miner’s. That
was downriver, and the direction of the claim he’d thought might be Walt’s.

He trudged the few hundred feet towards the post, then squinted at the
plaque.

The first few words caught his eye: Walter Kennedy.

“Oh, fuck,” he breathed out, the word more than justified by the gravity of
the situation. He had to be far more careful around Walt in the future. If this
was his discovery claim, he’d discovered the creek and he had a thousand feet
of it to sluice and mine at his leisure. Perhaps this was his main money-making
source. Making Walt nervous about his fortune’s security wouldn’t do. He had
to be friendly.

It was only after he’d cut off a bough, and proceeded back to his cabin to
light a fire and cook a meal while stripping the bough, that another thought
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occurred to him. Walt must have already known that this claim belonged to
Albert—and if he’d met Albert here, that would explain how Albert had
become employed by him. That meant Walt knew where he was, and he hadn’t
taken any further action to antagonize Edwin. The quiet words Walt had spoken
about not pushing his luck rang in the back of his mind, though.

“Seattle boy.”

Edwin startled, gripping his knife firmly and starting to raise it as he stood,
then let out a quiet breath and lowered the weapon as fast as he’d raised it.
“Hello, Walt.” The man looked devilishly handsome and at home in the woods.
Edwin hated him a little more.

Walt’s stubble was growing out into a beard that was a light, but rich,
brown. He had short, scruffy hair and a wide-brimmed hat on. His clothing
looked cleaner and newer, though his shirtsleeves were rolled up and revealed
those strong forearms that still looked like they could crush granite. The top
few buttons of his shirt were undone, and a small amount of chest hair peeked
out from the V-shaped opening. His face had the faintly reddish tint of sunburn
on swarthy skin. He was stocky and handsome in all the ways Edwin would
normally admire.

Instead, Edwin gritted his teeth. He folded up his pocketknife and pocketed
it, then set aside the branch. “Can | help you?”

Walt nodded down towards the creek. “Saw you panning. You’ve got guts.”
“What do you mean?”

“It’1l take you about a decade to take out all the gold in the creek if you’re
working by hand.”

Edwin shook his head. He thinks I know nothing of prospecting. “Have you
managed to import a dredge already?”

Walt raised an eyebrow, then shook his head. “No. But steam or fire would
still work better.”

“I know,” Edwin insisted, trying to keep his tone from being too heated.
“I’m trying to find a vein first.”

Walt nodded. “You have patience, then. Your partner’s old partner, Tom...
he didn’t. He dug around a lot until he got lucky. I did much the same. I’ve got
a steam system working to thaw the permafrost, though, and a sluice always
running.”
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“I’ve never heard it.” Edwin shook his head. “Well, | have heard some
sounds, but | could never be certain what caused them.”

Walt explained, “It’s set up around the bend in the creek. This stretch is a
lot dryer.”

“Well, I work with what I have.” Edwin shrugged. “And Tom worked hard
enough—he got enough out—that | heard he’s set up now. It’s my turn and
Albert’s turn.”

Walt rubbed his chin and nodded. “I thought you might be fleeing here for
other reasons,” he said, clearly testing the waters with this comment.

Edwin shifted his stance, making it clear by his posture that Walt was
crossing into dangerous territory. “Like what?”

“Oh, nothing illegal,” Walt assured him, though he seemed to have a hint of
a satisfied smile about him with that answer. Whatever he’d been looking for,
he’d gotten it. “But | came to warn you to be careful. There are a lot of thieves
in these parts. Keep your knife close. Gun, too, if you have it. If you strike gold,
you’ll need them.”

Edwin frowned. “I was never told that,” he admitted. “I will. Appreciate the
advice, sir. Just common thieves, not ones you know?” Why am 1 still
addressing him that way? We’re both equal men when we’re in the creeks with
a sluice box.

“The ones you’re watching for now are unknown to you. Watch out for the
other kind, too. And Walt will do.”

“So when will | stop being ‘Seattle boy’ to you, Walt?” Edwin decided he
was on safe enough ground to grin. He wasn’t sure what to make of his answer.

“When you stop being one,” Walt told him and turned his back, trudging off
to his own claim. “Good luck with that,” he added, not turning back to glance
his way. It was an oddly cold ending to the encounter, and Edwin let out a long
sigh of relief, trying to stay calm and not fire back a heated retort. Walt seemed
like he was testing Edwin’s patience deliberately, but he wouldn’t give Walt the
satisfaction of snapping at him again.

He put his frustrated energy into stripping the bough, which would become
part of his bed frame when he built it. The needles would be boiled in water to
make a tea for relief of joint and muscle aches—his own elixir of sorts.

After a meal and some of his pine tea, he felt restored and ready to get to
work. Whenever he thought of Walt now, the same half-crazy, desperate desire
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to prove him wrong sprang up within his belly. He needed to best Walt in the
mines and in the gold buyers’ shops now that he’d made his reputation as one
with a grudge against the unreasonably wealthy Klondike Kings who
endeavored to make a profit from those who had flocked to the area after them.

The rest of his day was spent furiously digging placer gold holes, searching
for promising ground to light a fire upon that night. When he found a hole that
yielded some small amount of gold, he decided to start there. Tom had stripped
the claim land almost bare already and had dug up as much gold as he could
from the other side of the site, but he’d never dug around in the area close to the
border of his claim and Walt’s.

Edwin could quickly understand why—the noise from Walt’s claim could
leave a man feeling inferior. Constant grinding or hissing, the hisses and rushes
of water, the yells of men’s voices relaying instructions and discoveries... itall
quickly grated on his nerves. He tried his best not to feel too inefficient. Every
prospector had to start this way, he reminded himself. A steam mining system
would come later. In the meantime, he would sweat for his gold dust.
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If Edwin had thought he sweated to earn his gold, it was nothing compared
to Albert’s poor skill. While he had gained weight and strength in the years
since they’d seen one another, his childhood friend seemed to have grown
skinnier and more accustomed to fine dining than hard work.

When Albert cursed and told him, “Sorry,” for the dozenth time that
morning after spilling gold flecks back into the river, Edwin sighed.

“I can see why Tom kept you in town, friend,” Edwin told him. “You aren’t
well-suited to this work, are you?”

Albert looked ashamed as he shook his head. “For a man with his name on
the claim, | have little to offer.”

Edwin nodded. “You do well working for Walt, though.” Albert had an odd
expression on his face, so he added, “What troubles you about that?”

“Nothing,” Albert admitted. “Just, supplies for this endeavor are more
expensive than | remembered.”

“A hundred dollars for lumber to build a sluice that will last all summer, or
a dollar on a fine supper that will be gone tomorrow?” Edwin reprimanded him.

“I’d rather the supper.”
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Edwin shook his head. He’s not the same as | remember. | think his brief
life of riches has softened him. Briefer still it will be if I can’t find gold swiftly
in this creek. The weight of the work of two men had settled on his shoulders,
but he accepted it gracefully.

“l don’t think I should waste my time off work walking here to bring you
assistance,” Albert said and followed up with, “merely supplies.”

“That would be best,” Edwin agreed. “Your wages earn enough for
supplies, and within two weeks, | expect to be bringing gold dust back to
Dawson.”

Albert grinned. “Two weeks is little time after so long waiting. Best of
luck,” he wished Edwin and leaned in to clap Edwin’s back in a brief hug. “I
will walk back now, I think. I have tasks of my own now that Walt has paid me.
Oh. My apologies.”

“For what?”
“Mentioning his name.”

“He isn’t the Devil.” Edwin rolled his eyes, but he kept his voice quiet. The
claims were close enough, and the water carried voices easily. “His hame is not
forbidden to any tongue.”

“Nor to your mouth,” Albert murmured, but Edwin did not grasp his
meaning, and he let it go. “Good mining,” he wished his friend.

As he watched Albert begin the walk back to town, Edwin didn’t yet know
that he would see few other people for some time, except men mining and
working at a distance along the same creek. Most other claims seemed to be
worked by two or more men, sometimes by six or seven at once. Some ran
steam systems together, while others took shifts watching the night fires to
thaw the ground.

Meanwhile, his own week was spent in fitful sleep shifts, checking and
stoking the fire with scraps of wood that weren’t fit for building, and as few
large logs as he could manage while keeping the fire’s intense heat burning.

When morning came, Edwin set about digging out as much thawed earth as
possible. He knew his summer had to be spent extracting as much dirt as he
could so that he could sift through it when it was too cold to dig up more. In the
winter, it would be still colder and impossible to process, so there was a narrow
window of opportunity now. He needed funds to live, though, so he processed
as much as he could with the help of the sluice and the river water.



Love’s Landscapes Anthology ~ Volume 8 103
]

The week’s work yielded a hundred dollars’” worth of gold or so. It was just
a few precious ounces, but still more than many claims ever saw. Little else of
interest occurred except a persistent dream that seemed to tell him to continue
on the course he’d set. In it, he would always be inches away from finding the
mother lode of gold, only to give up; in the morning, he would wake full of
determination to start fresh that morning and continue this quest for as long as it
took to hit pay dirt.
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Edwin had nearly run out of dehydrated potatoes and baking soda when he
decided it wasn’t worth waiting for Albert to come meet him. He had been
absent from the mining site for some time now, and Edwin was worried that
something may have happened to him. Besides, he needed supplies now, and he
needed to compare money to see whether either of them owed one another—
Albert’s wages versus the gold he’d extracted so far.

He was only half a mile out of town when he met Walt walking out, his eyes
alert and a frown furrowing his brow.

“Seattle boy,” Walt greeted him, but he had something urgent in his eyes
that caused Edwin not to walk straight past him.

“Back for another round of sparring? That’s a sport now, you know. You
might be better off seeking your fortune there,” Edwin commented.

Walt paused, then shook his head without bothering to retort. “Remember
what | told you about looking for unexpected betrayals?” When Edwin nodded,
he said, “I believe it would be best to register your claim under your name. I’ve
seen how hard you have been working for the past week.”

“Albert would never betray my confidence,” Edwin said simply.

A nostalgic smile curled the corner of Walt’s mouth. “Suit yourself, Seattle
boy. Your inexperience shows in some areas.”

Edwin shouldered past him on the trail, brushing against Walt as he moved
by. The brief, solid contact of another body, even one to whom he felt hostile,
was strange after so many days in the wilderness with only rocks, branches,
tools, and dirt under his hands.

When he reached Dawson, Edwin headed immediately to Northern. Albert
was not there, so he visited him at his home. Upon finding him there, he entered
and sat, trying not to stare at the stove and bed. Those were amenities to him
now.
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They quickly evened out their money—Edwin had made much more than
either of them had expected, so he shared some of the gold dust.

“By the way, since | am working the claim every day, we should travel to
Forty Mile and add my name to the claim,” Edwin nodded.

Albert hemmed for a moment and leaned back. “It will take a while to
travel, and my days off are few.”

“Are you working for Walt today?”
“No, but...” Albert hesitated.
“Anything you can tell an old friend?” Edwin coaxed.

Albert smiled. “I’m seeing Rosie later today.” That explained why he
seemed to be dressed up even fancier than usual. Edwin had just assumed that
he was going out on the town to enjoy some show at an opera house or theater.

Edwin straightened up in his chair and smiled. “Well, why didn’t you say
that? I’ll take my leave, then.”

“Oh, it’s fine,” Albert assured him but stood up nonetheless. “I didn’t wish
to cause you any... reason for envy.”

Edwin laughed. “You need not concern yourself,” he told Albert. “I am
married to my sluice box!” They shared a moment’s laughter before Edwin
added, “But I’m glad for you.”

“Thank you. I’ll see you next week, I’m sure,” Albert assured him.

Before Edwin knew it, he’d been politely ushered out to the street again. He
shook his head and headed to the store to pick up supplies with the remainder
of his gold dust, thinking about everything that had transpired that day.

The trudge back to his camp provided plenty more opportunities for
thought. Walt’s words were haunting him now. He knew that, technically, he
could be found trespassing on Albert’s property, but a quick visit to Albert
would clear it up if anyone came to check claims. Others could not trespass,
and he had never spotted any thieves working his mines in the night. Perhaps
Walt was just trying to make him feel paranoid and cause him to lose more
sleep. By now, it seemed a real possibility.
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Several weeks full of solitary work and sweat (and a few unkind thoughts
about his childhood friend) later, Walt showed up at his camp again. By then,
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Edwin had had just about enough. He’d had weeks of fretting about Walt,
wondering what he meant and whether it could hint at any harm to him. Now,
he was showing up on his claim again?

“I think you should stop seeing me.” Edwin decided to flatly address Walt,
hoping to cut off any further conversation. Walt’s laughter was not the response
he expected. He furrowed his brow, an angry outburst ready to come out any
moment, before Walt cut him off with a raised hand.

“l apologize. As much as | would enjoy another tirade from you, Seattle
boy, it may be difficult not to see you given our proximity.”

“Your claim is—”
“That one and half of this one.”

Edwin honestly didn’t know what he meant for the first few moments. He
stared at him, then just shook his head. “You will have to be clearer in
meaning.”

Walt waved a hand at the land behind Edwin. “Albert has decided that city
life suits him better. Rather than let him disappoint you, | offered to
immediately purchase his half of this claim. I know I should have consulted you
first, but... I assumed it would be better than being left without a partner.”

Edwin sat down heavily on the log by his campfire site. Albert? He’s out?
After Edwin exhausted one hole completely of gold, the wealth had slowed.
Had Albert decided that it wasn’t profitable enough? Was he bored? Was he
trying some fancy trick?

“Due to the complicated situation, | have arranged to visit Forty Mile with
him tomorrow, preferably with your company, if you are agreeable to the
situation. The registration will need to be changed.”

Edwin shook his head slowly. “No—yes, | mean. Forty Mile. | can visit.”
No exposed gold at the moment meant he could leave the site safely without
worrying about thieves. “Why did Albert... leave?”

For perhaps the first time since they’d met, Walt’s expression was soft, even
sympathetic. “For the past few weeks, | suspected it would happen. He has been
occupied with city life and all its pleasures. Particularly of the female variety.”

I should have known. “Men and their vices,” Edwin muttered—~by which, of
course, he meant other men. The ones who courted and married women, who
felt true affinity to them and a desire to raise a family with them and wished
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their time be taken up by them. He had never been like that, and he had not
even felt that way about men.

All he wanted was someone who wouldn’t leave him.

“Every fucking time,” Edwin muttered, then stood up, trying to shake it off.
“My... new claim partner, then.” He held out a hand.

Walt returned the handshake firmly, then reached out to touch his shoulder.
“I will work this claim with you for the next week or so, see where you are. |
can bring in some of my equipment. If you operate it while I’'m in town, |
assume we can come to a similar fifty-fifty arrangement as you held with
Albert.”

“I’d rather...” Edwin started, then trailed off.
Walt jerked his chin. “Be direct.”

“1d rather a partner who is present with me. | want someone to stay with
me,” Edwin admitted. He cleared his throat, then shifted on his feet. “It’s... a
lot of work. Even with equipment, work will go much faster with two.
Though... I understand if the store takes up time.”

“My hope was that the extra profits from this claim would cover the cost of
hiring another man to work as a clerk at the store,” Walt admitted. “That would
free me up to accompany you in this. | plan to hire a man tomorrow. This is
where | started, and working here is... what | enjoy most.” Walt sank down to
squat by the fire, which was scarcely needed in this heat except for producing
cooked meals and tea.

“Why run the store, then?” Edwin could hardly believe they were having a
civil conversation after having exchanged barbs at arm’s length for so long.

“Good way to invest my gold. Smarter than most other ways.”

Edwin nodded. “Makes sense, | guess.” He resisted the urge to make a
remark about fleecing new prospectors for their gold.

“I’ll let you be for the day, then,” Walt told him. “Meet us at the store at
eight. Albert said he’d get up early.” He looked dubious.

Edwin cracked a grin. “At least that hasn’t changed.” He rose to his feet
again, assessing Walt for a moment before holding out a hand. They might
never like each other, but they could be cordial to one another.

“Pleasure to properly meet you,” Walt said as he shook Edwin’s hand. His
callused palm instilled Edwin with confidence that he’d be far more reliable as
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a claim partner. If they didn’t kill each other, they could easily get twice the
gold out of this ground.

“And yourself. See you at eight,” Edwin answered.

“Don’t be late, Seattle boy, or this claim’s mine.” Walt dropped his hand
and walked off, leaving Edwin watching him for a few moments. He didn’t
think Walt was serious, but then... he could well be. He wasn’t going to take
any chances.
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It turned out that Albert and Walt were both on time, as was Edwin. They
didn’t exchange much conversation on the journey to Forty Mile. Edwin
couldn’t blame Albert for not wanting to be stuck in the middle of the barely
concealed bitterness between Walt and himself, though he’d expected more
chattiness out of him.

The registration seemed confusing at first since they had to transfer it from
Albert’s name to split between Edwin and Walt, but it turned out to be little
trouble. It was more relieving than Edwin had expected to be officially a half-
owner of the claim on the title as well as in practice, though he had hardly
expected it to be under these circumstances. They reached town in time for
supper.

As they approached Main Street, Edwin looked at the other two. “I’m eating
in town,” he told them. “Would either of you care to join me?”

“l can’t.” Albert shook his head. “See you, friend.” Before Edwin could
really respond, he was hurrying off down the street.

“Well,” Edwin murmured and gazed after him. “Must have a pretty girl
waiting.”

Walt didn’t react to that comment, just shook his head. “I have plans. | can
highly recommend the fresh fish at the saloon ’round the corner, though.”

“Sure about that? | might test that out,” Edwin told him.

Walt nodded. “Don’t sleep in tomorrow, Seattle boy. It’s an early morning
of hauling ahead of us.”

Stay calm. We’re working together now. Edwin gritted his teeth, then let out
a sigh. “Sure. I won’t. Tomorrow, then.” After Walt walked off, he made his
way to the restaurant and saloon Walt had told him about to try the fish and
enjoy a drink on the town.
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The bar was even more crowded than most in this town with men of all
kinds—some dressed in their finest clothes, while others were in patched shirts
with suspenders about as dirty as they could get. The cleaner ones were more
common, though. Most of the townsmen wore a good hat or had nicely trimmed
hair and mustaches. Only the prospectors seemed to have beards.

Edwin self-consciously rubbed a hand across his face, then moved for a
table. When a young man came over to take his order, he asked for the fish
dinner and a pint. As soon as he left, Edwin hardly had time to settle back in his
chair. “Hello, friend.” Edwin heard a voice that he recognized from somewhere.

He glanced up, then smiled at the fresh-faced, blond man in front of him.
“Charlie. Hello.”

“Mind if | join you?” Charlie was holding a pint of his own beer.

“1’d be pleased to have you.” Edwin nodded his thanks as he was promptly
brought a beer, then sipped it. “How has the summer treated you?”

“About as well as can be expected. The rush is slowing, but people are
leaving, too. They always need help with their bags. And even the ones staying
here need my services sometimes.”

Edwin felt uncomfortable at the open discussion of what else Charlie did, so
he cleared his throat. “Glad it’s going well for you.”

“What about you? Struck it rich yet?” Charlie asked, good-natured enough.

“Just about. Took out more gold than I thought my first few weeks, but it’s
slowed. | just got a new prospecting partner, though. He bought my old
partner’s half of the claim, and he has more equipment. Not hydraulics, but just
about as good as you can get up here, he said.” Edwin sighed, thinking of the
learning curve. If it would save the back-breaking labor of digging up ground,
though, he was in favor of it.

“Who’s your new partner?”
“Walt Kennedy... the Walt Kennedy.”

Charlie whistled softly and leaned back in his chair. “You must have done
something right.” Then, something seemed to click in his mind, and he
straightened up again. “This old partner of yours, who was he?”

“Albert Brown. He works at Northern.”

“Oh, I know Albert,” Charlie murmured, thoughtfully rubbing his chin.
“Mm.”
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Edwin knew enough to know when something wasn’t right. “Yes?” he
prompted. “I sense you may have heard something I should know.”

“No, no,” Charlie said quickly—too quickly. “Well, I’m glad for you that
you’re working with Walt. The man’s bad luck with others does not extend to
his finances. He’s a charm for everyone else.” He glanced over to a man who
had walked in, then back to Edwin. “Work beckons. I’ll let you enjoy your
supper in peace,” he said.

That’s a mystery in itself, then. Edwin nodded. “See you around, Charlie.”
When he’d left, he shook his head, settling back to think and wait for supper.
Even by the time he’d finished and headed back to his modest cabin, he could
hardly imagine what was meant by all these riddles—Albert’s sudden
abandonment of him and the claim, his unwillingness to speak to him, Walt’s
friendlier demeanor but apparent bad luck, and something that Charlie knew. If
it meant gold for him, he wouldn’t question a thing.
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The next morning was at least as full of work as Walt had promised, if not
more. They had to dig to entrench the steam pipes, set up the fires to heat up the
water and produce the steam, and set up a bigger sluice, since Walt told him
they’d be digging up more dirt than they’d know what to do with.

For the most part, Edwin followed Walt’s lead. His skill and knowledge
showed in every metal pipe he twisted together with expert hands and each
tidbit of information he left Edwin about why he was doing certain things. He
still couldn’t imagine exactly how to work all of this machinery, but he planned
to watch Walt at work so that he’d learn how to do it himself.

There was something undeniably attractive about the man, especially when
he was shirtless in the heat, sweat droplets trickling down his spine as his
muscles flexed while they lifted, carried, and positioned equipment. Edwin
hated himself for being so attracted to the man he most disliked, but a morbid
fascination led him to take more glances than he needed to. His intention was
not impure, but it wasn’t strictly pure either, so he tried to put it out of his mind.

“Does this take the gold out much faster?” he finally asked Walt as they
took a break to drink some cool creek water and splash it over their foreheads.
The early July heat was getting to him more quickly than Walt, so he was glad
that Walt had decided to have a break before Edwin grew sick from the heat.

“Night and day.”



Love’s Landscapes Anthology ~ Volume 8 110

“Well, I was turning up plenty of gold by hand,” he told Walt, his chest
swelling with pride. My claim’s a good one.

“But then it dried up?”
How did he know? Edwin frowned.

“You’re green. You think there’s a nice, juicy vein of gold that runs from
the creek clear up to the hill. You think it’s just a matter of digging along the
vein, pulling out gold all the way.” Walt wore a small smile and an air of
disdain as he shook his head. “It ain’t what they advertised in the outfitters’
down in Seattle, boy. It’s scattered all around. You have to blast it all up. Water
jets are our next step. Spray it all down.” Walt scooped water and let it run
down his chest and back until he was cool.

Edwin bit his lip and glanced around the property. What if Walt was wrong?

“I’ve dug up half a dozen claims in this area. Three turned up nothing. One
had a bit. One had placer gold only. Then there was mine, right next to this one.
I know the gold in this hill,” Walt told him. “If you want half of nothing, go
ahead. But, you could listen to me and get half of a lot more.”

Edwin finally sighed, wiping his wet hands through his hair. “Fine. | don’t
know what possessed you to take this over, other than the desire for more shiny
dust in your pockets, but I concede that you know more about this hillside than
I do.”

“Only that?” Walt laughed. “This hill? All the goddamn world and the
living I’ve done, and | know more about this hill, huh? You must think very
little of me to think I’d be seeking more gold when | already have enough.” He
stepped out of the river and shook his torso like a dog to flick off water
droplets.

Edwin hesitated and shrugged, shaking water off his hands into the river
before stepping out, too.

In a flash, Walt turned on him and grabbed him by the front of his shirt,
pushing him until his back was to the creek, his feet in the water. It was no real
threat, the bottom being as shallow as it was and the current barely there, but
the action was still a shock. He hadn’t driven Walt to harsh words or blows yet.

Edwin’s heart was pounding as he was held in place more by Walt’s fierce
stare underneath furrowed brows than by his fist. “What—"

“You know nothing about me. It’s safe to say you should never assume
anything about me, boy,” Walt said, speaking slowly and clearly as if trying to
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rein in his own temper. “Learn to appreciate a good thing when it stares you in
the face.” The hair along his forearms rippled as his muscles tightened. Then he
hauled Edwin forward and away from the river before letting go, turning, and
walking back up the hill towards the steam pipes.

Edwin stumbled forward, keeping his balance and staring after the broad-
shouldered, stocky man. He felt almost sick to his stomach. Had he truly driven
Walt to rage by implying that he was in this claim for the money alone? It was
true, wasn’t it? It wasn’t like that was a bad thing—they were all there for gold.

The rest of the day was quiet, as was the rest of that week as Walt began to
show Edwin how to keep the steam flowing and the ground thawing, how to dig
up the dirt most efficiently, and how to sift for even fine gold particles. Each
night, well before sunset, he’d trudge back to town for the night, and Edwin
would be left with the oddly disquieting silence of the woods around him, only
the sounds of miners a few miles away, felling trees or shouting in the early
evening, breaking the silence.

Rather than feeling energized each morning, he felt anxious and restless
until Walt arrived. It took him a few more days before he realized that he was
used to the company now and being alone was unsettling. Walt’s presence was
spoiling him, and he was sure Walt would leave him any day now and return to
work at the store. They spoke no more of the incident at the creek.
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Not long after dawn one morning, as the short northern summer started to
draw to a close, Edwin heard Albert’s voice hollering his name. He dropped his
shovel and hurried up the hillside towards the trail and the cabin. Walt didn’t
seem as surprised as he was, and he didn’t follow.

“Albert,” Edwin called when he was close, then ducked around the cabin to
find Albert waiting there for him. “Hello.”

“Edwin, my friend.” Albert was dressed in good clothes and looked
comically out of place in the woods. “I have news.”

A baby? A marriage? Edwin nodded to encourage him to go on.

“Well...” Albert took the hat off his head and started to turn it about in his
hands, a particularly nervous mannerism Edwin remembered. “I, er... an
apology, first. I will have made right with God only once | have admitted to
you that | was not a good friend.”

“You have always—" Edwin tried to reassure him, frowning. He stopped
when he saw Albert hold up a hand.
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“In more ways than you know, | do not deserve you as a friend. The gold
dust... well. Gold fever struck me. It drives a man mad,” Albert emphasized. “I
cannot stay here any longer.”

At the claim? “Oh.” Up north. Edwin rubbed a hand across his forehead.
“Oh, | see.”

“l leave today.”

“Today?” Edwin exclaimed, unable to help the strength of his response.
“l—I had no idea.”

“My deepest apologies,” Albert sighed, then shook his head. “I must be off
to pack. I will write,” he promised, “or send a message by wire when they put
in service next year.”

Edwin didn’t know what he could do except reach out to hug Albert. In a
few sentences, his only friend in the North—the man he’d come north for, who
had seemingly become a stranger over just a few weeks—had changed
everything. “Is that why you sold the claim?”

“Among other reasons.”

Albert looked guilty as he pulled back from the hug, so Edwin assured him,
“All is forgiven. Where will you go?”

“Chicago. I will start a new life,” Albert told him with a smile. “I have
saved enough to return a richer man.”

Edwin reached out to take his hand and squeeze it. “I hope you find your
dreams in your new life.”

“And you.” Albert nodded. “I can think of no one who deserves it more than
you. | hope you find what you most need and what you most desire.”

Edwin shook Albert’s hand, then leaned in for another quick, tight hug.
“We will meet again,” he promised.

“We will.” Albert drew back, then raised a hand to wave. “Good-bye for
now, Edwin.”

Once Albert disappeared from sight altogether, Edwin lowered his hand
from waving and settled down on the log by his cooking fire. Now that Albert
was gone, what kept him here? The gold fever alone. He would put all the
strength he had into finding gold to earn Walt’s respect and the dust he needed
to restart his own life.

“He’s gone, isn’t he?”
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Edwin hadn’t even heard Walt approach, but he stayed seated. “Yes,” he
murmured back. Pull it together. Time to get to work.

“Condolences,” Walt said, walking up behind him and squeezing his
shoulder momentarily before sinking down to sit on the log next to him.

Edwin didn’t protest or stand up like he normally might have, just turned his
head to glance over at Walt. “Did you know?”

“He quit yesterday and told me he had to go. | thought he might have told
you earlier, but...” Walt trailed off with a small sigh. “Glad he did now, at
least.”

Edwin shook his head. “They never tell you why. It’s always just...
somewhere else to be.” Oh, fuck, no. I’m not going to spill my guts to the man
who hates me.

After a long few moments of watching him oddly, Walt reached out to
bump Edwin’s arm with his fist. “Hey, let’s take the rest of the day off and
walk to town. I’ll take you for dinner.”

This wasn’t what he’d expected to hear, but Edwin nodded. After meals of
potatoes and rice, beans and salted pork, it was always a rare luxury to have
supper in town. Even if Walt was feeling sorry for him, it was an excuse for a
free dinner.

“All right,” Edwin agreed, straightening up. “Let me change my shirt.”

Walt nodded and waited as Edwin went into the cabin to change into a
cleaner shirt, at least, then accompanied him along the trail towards town. They
both knew the route by heart but pretended to be focusing on how to get there
so they didn’t have to make much conversation. The silence between them was
comfortable, perhaps for the first time in the months they’d worked together.

When they finally reached the edge of town, it seemed closer to the creek
than ever. New cabins and buildings had gone up around the edges of the town
since Edwin’s last visit, and he’d given up trying to figure out who anyone was.
The population was simply too great now.

“I need to have a word with one of my men at the store,” Walt told him.
“You go on and wait for me.” He gestured at the restaurant across from
Northern, and Edwin nodded.

As he walked in, a woman greeted him and found him a table. He already
planned to have the clam chowder, but he waited for Walt to join him.
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It was little surprise to him when he saw Charlie approaching the table, but
Edwin still smiled. Still kicking around, then. He must make a fine living here.
“Hello.”

“Edwin,” Charlie nodded. “Hello. How goes the search?”

“It goes well. Walt has taught me steam thawing, and we are making
remarkable progress,” Edwin smiled. “And yours?”

“I never come up dry,” Charlie told him, leaning against the table. “I heard
that Albert left on the ship today.” Edwin frowned and folded his arms, and
Charlie sighed. “Sorry. That was hardly a soothing compress.”

“Not really,” Edwin agreed. Because his curiosity was piqued, he couldn’t
help but ask, “So, last time we met... what was that about Walt?”” He glanced at
the doorway, then Charlie. “If honor permits you to share.

“He would not like it,” Charlie told him, sliding a little closer on the table.
He needed no more encouragement, though—the glint of good gossip was in
his eye. Charlie leaned down to murmur, “They had a public disagreement.
Walt told Albert that his morals were slipping, that he was going to cheat a
good man and a good friend if he continued on this path. He demanded that
Albert give you justice and admit to God what he’d done.”

The story hardly seemed plausible, but it would at least explain how Walt
had ended up with the share so suddenly. “What was Albert going to do?”
Edwin murmured back.

“My guess—your name was not on the share. He could have claimed
everything on the land for himself.”

Edwin’s cheeks heated with indignation. “Albert wouldn’t—" he spoke up
loudly.

“Great men have done worse for less,” Charlie told him, his voice still soft.
It made Edwin go quiet as he started to remember Walt’s subtle words. They
hadn’t been threats at all—perhaps they had been warnings. Walt had seen this
entire situation unfold from the first moment he’d arrived.

Edwin finally just shook his head. “Thank you. I had no idea.”

“Walt would never have told you. He gave up a year’s wages for that claim,
simply so that Albert couldn’t take that dream from you,” Charlie told him. And
before we started to extract that gold, he didn’t know how much there was.
There could have been nothing there, Edwin added. He could have given that
up for nothing.
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Edwin didn’t bother to ask how Charlie knew all this. In any city, those who
knew the most were women and occasionally men in Charlie’s line of work. He
felt almost sick again now that he realized how much Walt had given up and
how unlikely it would have been for Walt to ever tell him. All this time, he’d
thought Walt conniving, not concerned. Walt was too good of a man to boast of
what he had done. “Thank you,” Edwin said again, quietly.

When Walt entered, Charlie stood up straight again. “Come to town more
often, and | can show you the sights,” he offered with a smile. “You would be
surprised how much has changed since your arrival.”

“I will remember your offer,” Edwin promised. “Good-bye, Charlie.”

Walt sat down once Charlie had left, cast a glance after him, then looked at
Edwin. It was clear that he thought that interaction had been far different from
the reality. Perhaps he even wondered if he was being tricked into anything.

“I know what he does, and | have no interest in it, but I won’t judge him for
it,” Edwin told him outright. “He is a good man.” He had swiftly decided not to
tell him what he had heard from Charlie. Embarrassing him would not be kind.

Walt settled again, his shoulders sinking. “I know him. What I’ve heard
would seem to confirm that. | spoke about supplies with my men at the store. |
have some reserved for us to carry back to the claim.”

“What sort?” Edwin asked, quickly distracted by the news.

“Tools to help insulate the cabin for the autumn. The summer months are
nearly gone. With both of us working together, we can ready it for winter next
week, or the week after, in perhaps three full days.”

“Only three days?”

“Or four,” Walt nodded, and Edwin laughed. In response to the laugh,
Walt’s lips curled up in a smile that warmed his face and made Edwin’s
stomach churn with pleasure.

“You seem confident, but | will believe you in this as in everything else,”
Edwin agreed. Conversation quickly turned to the details of how they would
protect the cabin against the elements, and Edwin noted that, from the way
Walt spoke, he intended to stay there. Edwin fell asleep dreaming of the close
companionship that winter might bring.

*kkk

The familiarity of weeks passing in Walt’s daily company seemed entirely
good, and Edwin paid little attention to his complacency. To his mind, the
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man’s newfound respect for him was long overdue. Now that they found
themselves conversing over work and sharing tidbits of knowledge about the
land or the creatures upon it, life was far more comfortable. Walt occasionally
checked on the men he’d hired to work on his discovery claim who stayed in
that cabin, but they seemed far more self-sufficient in their knowledge of the
job, to Edwin’s shame.

If Edwin suspected that Walt thought as much of him at night, when Walt
walked back to town to check up on the store after work most evenings, and
Edwin slept in the rough cabin, he never said. Nor did Walt try to bring up the
subject of Albert’s absence. Nonetheless, they were perhaps as open and
agreeable to one another as they ever had been when the accident occurred.

Edwin didn’t even see it coming as he grabbed the steam valve handle to
pull it open, gradually releasing the pressure from the steam driven to the hole
from the boiler on Walt’s property so they could dig up the thawed earth. It was
no different than he had done many times before, but their conversation had
him thinking about matters other than his job.

“If I could travel to another city,” Walt mused over the question Edwin had
posed, “I suppose it would be... New York City.”

“Why?” They both waited for the earth to thaw enough for digging.

Walt made a huffing sound that meant he didn’t like the way Edwin made
him think about his answers. By now, Edwin knew it wasn’t a serious threat.
“Life there is about as different from here as possible, and it’s on the east coast.
I don’t know anyone on that coast.”

“Fair enough,” Edwin agreed. “I have often thought of moving there,” he
admitted.

“Well, I’ll let you know if | plan to move there,” Walt told him. “A train
from Vancouver to Montreal would be slow alone, and splitting a sea passage
south from Montreal would be more tolerable with you than an unknown
stranger.”

“I’m glad I’m more tolerable than a stranger if New York life beckons,”
Edwin laughed as he gripped the handle to release the steam again. This time,
the wind direction had changed. It was blowing the wrong way, meaning that a
cloud of near-boiling steam would scald him directly with no chance of escape.
He’d only realize it later, but as he twisted the handle, the last thing he was
aware of was a gust of cold wind against his face, the hiss of released air, and
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then... impact, and a warm body atop his own, and a sharp rock pressing into
his spine.

Edwin grimaced at the sensation and jerked upwards, reaching under
himself to cushion his back. The move pressed his body against Walt’s, his
mind spinning. Walt hadn’t hesitated for a moment to throw himself atop
Edwin and cushion him from the steam.

The sensation was most strange for Edwin—the man he’d more than once
harbored a secret momentary desire for was suddenly far closer to his personal
space than he ever had been, and he didn’t mind it at all. Their chests pressed
together through thick shirts, and Walt’s gloved hand still rested atop his
shoulder, their faces scarce inches apart. Walt had shaved last week, but
already, his stubble grew in quickly, and Edwin could have sworn he’d felt the
scrape of it against his cheek during the impact.

With the danger behind them, Walt pushed himself to his feet again and
offered Edwin a hand. When Edwin was foolish enough to take it, Walt pushed
him back down to the ground and stood atop him with a foot on either side of
his legs, fury in his expression.

“If you cannot hold a conversation and concentrate on avoiding death or
disfigurement, we will not talk from this point on, you idiotic Seattle boy!”

Edwin pushed himself into a sitting position, which made Walt take a step
back to avoid having Edwin’s face in his own private parts—as much as Edwin
occasionally thought he would not mind that. “I didn’t mean to.”

“Of course you would not mean to, and then | would be responsible for your
foolish actions,” Walt snapped, but he offered a hand again, and this time, he
pulled Edwin to his feet and brushed a hand quickly across his back to clean off
twigs and dirt particles that his clothes had picked up from the ground. The
touches felt sinfully good to Edwin, and he tried to see them as the touches of a
good friend who was concerned about his safety.

“I’m sorry,” he told Walt honestly, reaching out to take his arm. “I am.”

Walt took a breath and let it out, then slowly shook his head. “Asam I. You
are new to this. | ought to have watched you more closely.” Now that Walt
mentioned it, he hadn’t made eye contact since the conversation about moving
had begun.

“Why weren’t you watching?” Edwin inquired. “What made you lost in
thought?”
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Walt hesitated, then sighed, watching the pipes cool down. “I was thinking
of what it would be like to move. | would leave everything | knew, unless |
were lucky enough to have a companion like...” he hesitated again.

Edwin raised his eyebrows.
“Like you,” Walt finished.

Edwin had not expected this answer. “Oh,” he murmured, then smiled
slightly. “I would be honored. If my time to leave this godforsaken territory is
the same as yours, we can travel together.”

“l did not wish to ask directly,” Walt admitted, but he was smiling a little
now. “It seemed impudent for one without a monopoly on your attention like
Rosie had on Albert.”

Edwin laughed, quashing the uncomfortable feeling that rose within him.
Don’t let him discover me. “I have no one with such a monopoly, so | am free
to make such a contract. Furthermore, since the contract was made before any
future monopoly, it will remain valid for longer,” he assured Walt with a
playful slap of his back.

Walt stumbled for a moment but laughed, too. “Cunning. Then 1 shall
promise the same in return, friend.”

Friend. The word held all the significance Edwin could have imagined that
it, and several other words, could hold. To his knowledge, Walt had never
referred to his having another friend in this town, and his reputation was such
that Edwin knew he was unlikely to have any in secret.

In return, now that Albert was gone, Walt was the only one Edwin would
count as a true friend. Even if they hadn’t spoken at length about many matters,
they constantly discovered new topics of conversation but did not try to rush
into them all at once. There was a sense of having a lifetime to converse—
except, perhaps, during this stage of their prospecting.

*khkk

Once Walt deemed it best to switch to building, in case an early frost should
catch them by surprise, two days passed in a flurry of activity as they worked in
tandem to insulate the cabin with the best materials available from nature and a
sense of determination. A well-insulated space was life or death in the
Klondike, and neither of them wanted to risk anything else.

They both slept on the floor in sleeping bags, since the bed and rudimentary
furniture had to be moved outside while they worked. They still changed
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separately and did not speak much in the mornings, but Edwin was comfortable
with the routine.

On the third day, they spent the full day insulating the floor. Only when the
sun set did they stop to carry the furniture inside, and they had to shrug on
sweaters and hats. Even in this autumn month, a bitterly chilly night haunted
them after the heat of the day.

Walt grunted once the furniture was in place, tugged at the knitted cap on
his head, then looked around. “Looks like my first cabin did, a year or two
back.” Moments where he spoke of his past were rare, so Edwin stayed quiet to
hear what came next. “I shared it with a man named Will. He left and took
more than his share to gamble not even six months later, but those first six
months...” Walt trailed off, sinking to sit on the bed frame.

Edwin came to sit next to him. “I had someone leave me once, too. Never
offered a reason, really. When you asked what I was running from when | came
here... that was it.”

Walt sat just inches away, his shirt soaked with sweat and clinging to that
defined, barrel-like chest. He looked like a statue, but the words that came from
him were poetry.

“We’re found all over, aren’t we? Not in the big cities, but in the tiniest
towns at the edges of the earth. We push back the corners of the map,” Walt
told him, his husky voice all that Edwin could hear in the silence of the cabin.
He glanced over to meet Edwin’s gaze from so close, not moving back or
standing. “We don’t just run away, though. We run to.”

“Run to what?” Edwin felt compelled to ask, his lips parting. Walt’s eyes
wouldn’t look away from his. The air between them felt too thick to cut with a
knife, and the prospect of moving away seemed like walking through molasses.

“You tell me,” Walt murmured. “You came here as one of many. What
drove you?”

Edwin didn’t have time to carefully choose his words. “I sought gold, of
course. But I think I found it, regardless of how much this claim gives us.”

Walt seemed to consider his answer carefully, then nodded. “I thought 1
struck gold twice. Only the second time, it left for Seattle and took my profits
from the first time. I’ve been a lot more careful since then. I didn’t wish to find
gold a third time until | was certain it would last a lifetime. | find myself...
willing to make that a certainty now that | know the way that other men in
Seattle think.”
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“What way is that?”

“Open. Trusting. Honest to a fault, but willing to admit fault,” Walt
murmured. “Edwin, you are not your mother city.”

“And you are not what the rumor-mongers said, Walt.” I hardly know what
todo. Thisisn’taruse, is it? Edwin doubted it, though. The honesty was in the
way Walt’s steady hands fidgeted against one another.

Edwin embarked upon the most significant journey of his life, with perhaps
the greatest risk, when he reached out to take one of Walt’s hands, soothing
it from fidgeting by wrapping his own around it. “A lifetime would be easy
to spend in your company.”

Walt’s hands went still, and he watched Edwin’s expression. “When | saw
you with Charlie...”

“You were jealous.” Edwin made sure his tone was not one of accusation,
but a simple statement of fact.

It took tremendous effort for Walt to put aside his pride and nod. “I was,”
he admitted. “But then I realized... | hadn’t made a claim.”

“I would give you the right,” Edwin said, his own voice a husky whisper.
Walt’s body was strong, his spirit stronger, but his heart was the iron that sealed
the deal. Edwin’s attraction was impossible to ignore any longer, and from
Walt’s words, the older, gruffer, even wiser man was apparently feeling the
same.

“And | you.” Walt watched him carefully, their hands still clasped, then
leaned in to press the first kiss in so many months against Edwin’s lips, and
Edwin’s eyes fell closed. The warmth of Walt’s lips stoked the fire of need
within him, and Edwin quickly reached to run a hand along Walt’s side, then
across his back as their lips caressed one another’s.

Edwin’s touch was returned, as Walt’s hands broke free from his to run up
along his arms then squeeze his shoulders. He sank back against the sleeping
bag on the frame, letting Walt shift until his weight blanketed him. They were
both acting impulsively, and neither of them seemed to give a care to any other
concerns as Walt leaned down over him.

For a near-stranger of whom Edwin knew so little, he trusted Walt
completely. Perhaps it was because his past lover was a man he’d known
the full history of, yet he had known nothing of his character until he had
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left. Walt had shared little about himself, but the parts of Walt that Edwin
knew, he counted far more valuable than any reciting of biographical facts.

Edwin raised his arms, crossing his wrists above his head. Walt had him
completely helpless, and a far lesser man would have taken advantage of the
moment. Instead, Walt leaned down to cup Edwin’s cheek with a hand, running
his thumb along it before gently pressing another Kiss to his lips.

They had as much time as they pleased and as many nights as they could
spare together to explore, but that didn’t stop Edwin wanting to do so now. It
had been a while since Edwin had first felt the attraction, even if it had
originally manifested as an intense urge to shy away from being vulnerable
once more.

“Edwin,” Walt whispered, which made him open his eyes. The scruff across
his face made for a gorgeous, lightly bearded look now, and Edwin resisted the
urge to touch Walt’s face in return.

“Yes?”

“Since Will left... it’s been months. Over a year...”

“For me, too,” Edwin assured him. “Since Louis left me.”
Walt nodded. “But you’re certain about this?”

“Let me lay my claim, too,” Edwin told him, his voice low. He certainly
didn’t wish to startle Walt off, after all.

The appeal worked, and Walt smiled, his gruff exterior cracking once more
to show the softer side of him that so rarely shone through. “Of course.” He
kissed Edwin again, their mouths open, and the tips of their tongues starting to
tease each other once more.

Edwin had never known such heat. The past times he fell into bed with
someone seemed cold in comparison to the intensity with which he wanted to
see them naked against each other, wanted Walt to kiss him and caress him and
fuck him with the same tender, skilled care he showed in everything else. To
have those gentle hands around him forever was a privilege.

Now, Walt focused on unbuttoning his own shirt and then Edwin’s, sliding
them off one at a time. Between clothing items, he pressed more kisses to
Edwin’s lips, then to his neck and chest. He started to tease elsewhere, his
tongue flicking across the skin of his collarbone and the top of his shoulder, the
sensitive parts of his throat, and behind his ear.
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Edwin moaned before long, losing track of his thoughts in favor of his
senses. He was unable to resist reaching out to wrap his arms around Walt’s
bare back before unfolding them to run down across his skin until his fingertips
caressed the rounded cheeks of Walt’s bottom. What a fine one it was, too.

“Nnh,” Walt breathed in return, so Edwin caressed and even squeezed
lightly, kneading the muscled flesh before letting his fingers trail down to
Walt’s thighs. His hands slipped further up as Walt scooted down the bed frame
and Edwin frowned.

Walt’s purpose quickly became clear. The burn of hair bristles against his
chest felt just fine after his hot breath ghosted across Edwin’s nipple, followed
by the dart of his wet tongue and then supple lips.

“Oh, God,” Edwin groaned his approval, gazing down at the sight of that
weather-beaten face paying such close attention to him. Walt kept teasing and
tormenting that nub of flesh as every fiber of his body started to heat up, the
nervous tension flooding him. A half-hysterical need for release was close at
hand, especially when Walt switched to the other nipple, then lapped his way
down his torso and back up to kiss him again as he slid their pants off.

They couldn’t get naked fast enough for Edwin. He gazed down Walt’s
body, admiring it anew once no clothes covered it. The addition of his erect
penis to their heated situation matched Edwin’s own body’s response, and as
their cocks brushed together, even more nerves seemed to send a small electric
shock through him.

Walt’s stifled groan told him that he’d noticed that, so Edwin reached
between their bodies to wrap a hand around both of their erections at once,
slowly thrusting his hips up against Walt’s body and gazing into his eyes to
enjoy each little reaction to the movement. The way the skin around Walt’s
eyes crinkled with pleasure and his lips tightened spurred Edwin on to thrust
against him two or three times more, until their skin felt too hot and tight.

Walt wet his fingers, wasting little time now in reaching between Edwin’s
legs to press up inside him. Edwin willingly responded by opening his legs
further, still lazily thrusting against the sensitive flesh held against his own and
enjoying the rush of heat this produced within him. The late summer night
suddenly felt like the heat of midsummer day within him, and he knew he had
to be sweating already.

Walt’s other arm tenderly wrapped around him like he was protecting him,
and he was watching Edwin’s expression for signs of pain. Instead, Edwin only
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felt pleasure, eager for something thicker and less flexible than the fingers
currently ensuring his comfort.

When Walt drew his fingers out, Edwin’s breath caught. His heart still
hammered within his chest, but the intensity of his desire to make his mark on
this man—a man who had turned out to be his long-sought fortune—overcame
any nerves.

Moments later, Walt gently unwrapped his fingers from around their cocks
and reached up to kiss them, and Edwin’s heart could have melted at the move.
Walt noticed the effect that had had and smiled, taking hold of his own cock
and wetting it some more.

The hot, thick tip pressed against his opening and quickly slid into Edwin,
and Edwin let out a breath, his eyes fluttering closed briefly. It was a strange
sensation after all this time, but he had hardly realized how much he craved it
until now. The wait had been worth it, even if only partly intentional.

“Oh, you feel...” Walt trailed off, his words seemingly escaping him once
he was fully seated deeply inside Edwin, completely filling him.

Edwin grinned, then wrapped his hands around Walt’s hips. “Come on,
Walt.”

“Don’t push your luck, Seattle boy,” Walt murmured, but the playful return
of the nickname that had long incensed Edwin only made him smile now. He
set himself into a slow, careful rhythm at first and then sped up, his hips
thrusting in measured, deep motions.

Every time he pushed inside, Edwin felt a burst of pleasure deep inside,
somehow under his own cock. He felt like he was swelling even further, the
sensation always uniquely erotic. “Perfect,” Edwin breathed out, opening his
eyes again to watch Walt’s muscled body at work.

His forearms were braced against Edwin and the bed frame, his stomach
and buttocks rippling with each thrust. The sight almost made Edwin spill over
the edge of pleasure instantly, but he held out for at least a short while longer
before he couldn’t help himself. The tipping point was when Walt’s broad palm
started to stroke his cock in time with the thrusts, adding to his pleasure until he
could think of nothing else but Walt inside and around him.

“Walt,” he breathed in warning, wrapping his arms tightly around his new
partner as he clenched around him, his entire body giving the signal that Walt
was his own for life. He threw his head back against the sleeping bag, his groan
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loud and guttural. His cock spurted his passion with vigor and coated both their
stomachs as it settled and softened, and his involuntary twitches and clenches
had stopped.

It took just moments more before Walt followed with his own orgasm, his
expression contorting in such genuine, bone-deep pleasure that Edwin
momentarily lost his breath at the sight. His lips parted and those intense brows
furrowed as he saw the same pleasure that Edwin himself had just had. He kept
thrusting hard inside Edwin until he was done. His own body released the mark
of his passion within Edwin, filling him with warmth and the satisfaction of
their mutual bond—a bond forged of sweat, blood, and honesty from start to
finish.

“Oh, Christ, Edwin,” Walt panted as he tried to catch his breath.

Edwin grinned, waiting as Walt’s cock slipped out of him and nestled
between his thighs. “That was better than any scale-weight’s worth of work
here,” he murmured.

Walt breathlessly grinned in return, resting his weight upon Edwin as their
sticky, hot stomachs pressed together. “From both sides of the scale, | agree.”

They didn’t say much more for a few minutes, each of them recovering
from the sky-high bliss they’d experienced together, but Edwin didn’t miss the
way Walt wrapped an arm around his shoulders to keep him close. In return, he
kept an arm around Walt’s waist. The easy comfort of sharing a bed came as a
far lesser surprise than he ever could have anticipated.

At last, Walt murmured, “We’ll bathe in the river tomorrow, before dawn.”
“Naked?” Edwin teased.
“Do they bathe clothed in Seattle?” was Walt’s retort.

Edwin laughed, the happiness that radiated from every part of his being
settled deep in his heart. “They don’t slip away to the woods for trysts in
Seattle.”

“They’re missing out on the best part of life, then,” Walt murmured, and the
sincerity beneath his words made Edwin release a breath with contentment.

Edwin nodded. “Let’s not tell them. Don’t want everyone rushing up here
again.”

Walt made a quiet sound of agreement.
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“Besides,” Edwin whispered, catching Walt’s attention again with the
quieter tone, “they could never hope to strike it as rich as us.”

Walt squeezed Edwin against him and nodded once. “God finally blessed
us. If I’d only known what it would take...” He went quiet.

They shared a comfortable silence for a few more minutes, watching each
other in the flickering light from the candle that burned upon the table.

Edwin just smiled back at him. “Work to be done. Get the candle?”

Walt grumbled but lifted himself enough to blow a quick, hard breath across
the room. The candle flickered but didn’t go out.

“Guess your candles are too high-quality,” Edwin teased.

A laugh rumbled in Walt’s belly but he lightly pushed Edwin’s shoulder.
“Impudent as ever,” he scolded, blowing again. This time, the candle went out,
and he settled down again in the darkness, drawing the roomy sleeping bag
around their bodies until they nestled into it together.

“That’s why you fell for me, though,” Edwin murmured. He could feel Walt
smile.

“Work to be done tomorrow,” Walt told him. “Go to sleep, Edwin.”

Edwin squeezed Walt and settled in his arms until his cheek was pressed to
Walt’s strong forearm. “Good night.”

Walt murmured back, “Sleep well. May tomorrow bring riches.”

As he drifted off in Walt’s arms, Edwin could hardly have cared less what
tomorrow brought; tonight’s new claim was all he could think about. With a
man like Walt at his side, they could weather rich or poor soil, winter storms
and frost, and the heat of August days. If Walt someday left this corner of the
map, Edwin would follow, and he was certain that the reverse would be true.
For him, that was enough.

The End
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THE HEARTBEAT UNDER A WHITE COAT
By CR Guiliano
Photo Description

Jordan is lonely and in the closet thanks to a painful past and prior abusive
relationships. Here you see him thinking, wishing he had someone to love in his
life. Despite the chance to meet someone, he is scared. Afraid that no one will
want him after all that he has suffered.

Story Letter

Dear Author,

This is Jordan. He is a Physician’s Assistant (PA) working in the Neonatal
Intensive Care Unit (NICU) at the Children’s Hospital. Jordan is a sweet and
caring man. Given that he works in the NICU, he is surrounded by women.
They are his best friends and they are always trying to set him up on dates.
Unfortunately, those dates are with women. You see Jordan is not out. He has
been hurt in his life. Friends have betrayed him. He has been in abusive
relationships. Yet he longs to have someone special to call his own. One co-
worker of Jordan’s is Susan. Susan is a leshian and her gaydar goes off
whenever she and Jordan work together. Susan and her wife Michele have a
friend that just might fill the lonely place in Jordan’s life. Susan decides to ask
Jordan if he is open to a date with a man, and he finally feels relieved to come
out to someone at work.

Martin is truly a good guy. He is an Advanced Practice Nurse Practitioner
(APRN) working as a counselor to physically and emotionally abused children
at a free clinic. Martin has been divorced from his wife for two years. He has
done the bar scene and is over it. He is tired of being alone and just wants to
find someone special to share his life.

Susan and Michele are close friends with Eva and Jake. Jake and Martin
are BFF’s and work together at the free clinic. The women devise a plan to
invite both men to a dinner party. But when Susan approaches Jordan with the
plans, he is nervous and intimidated to meet Martin surrounded by Martin’s
friends. This causes Jake to explode and say that Jordan can’t be good enough
for Martin.

How can we get these two nice guys together? Cause when they meet the
sparks will fly...
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Chapter 1

Jordan looked up from the stool he was perched on to see his friend and one
of the NICU nurses, Susan shuffling in, hiding a yawn behind her hand. “Who
did you piss off to be on the night shift?” He smirked at her, and then chuckled
softly when she glared at him.

“No one. Michele and | are trying to buy a house, so I’m taking on extra
shifts and she’s working overtime. | damn sure hope it’s worth it. We never see
each other!”

With a small smile, Jordan just shook his head at her. It was going to be
nice working with Susan; they got along great. He only wished he wasn’t so
envious of her relationship with her wife, Michele. He’d met Michele a while
back at some function or another, and could easily see what a wonderful couple
they made. Sometimes, he wondered if he’d ever find someone to love that
much. “The Sherman twins are going to be released tomorrow morning.”

Susan nodded, and went to look at their charts. Jordan went back to his
notes on tiny, little Emily. He’d been called in early by Dr. Conrad when Emily
had taken a turn for the worse. They’d managed to stabilize her, but she was
still critical. Dr. Conrad had gone home and admonished Jordan to call him if
there were any changes, good or bad. Jordan looked over at the miniscule baby

girl.
So far, he’d never lost a patient, but it was very touch and go with Emily.
He wasn’t sure how he was going to handle it if she didn’t make it. Jordan

tended to get really attached to his small patients, and if the baby girl didn’t
survive, he was going to take it really hard.

“You okay?”

Jordan jumped when Susan spoke. She was right next to him and had laid a
hand on the small of his back. He gave her a weak smile. “Yea, just worried.
She’snot doing as well as I’d like.” Susan would understand how much Jordan
worried about all his patients. She did too. That’s why Jordan liked working
with this staff at the Children’s Hospital. They all cared so much for the littlest
patients, the ones struggling to just begin their lives. It bound them together,
made them friends, if only at work. Jordan’s thoughts turned back to how
lonely he was, despite having those friends. Part of it was they knew he was
single and liked to set him up on dates. The problem? They were dates with
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women and Jordan didn’t have the courage to say he wasn’t attracted that way
to the female gender. He had his reasons for keeping quiet and not revealing
why he wasn’t out, something else his friends didn’t know.

Susan moved away to continue working on the twins’ paperwork in
preparation for their release and Jordan went back to watching Emily,
monitoring her oxygen levels, pulse, and updating her nutritional intake so he
could administer her next feeding. Most of what he was doing could be done by
Susan or one of the other NICU nurses, but Jordan wanted to be close in case
there were any problems.

He had breakfast with Susan right after their shift ended, enjoying her
company. Once, while they were chatting, Crystal, another nurse came up to
them, trying to engage Jordan in conversation—about another date setup. He
declined, like he always did, stating he had out-of-town friends coming in. It
was a lie, of course, but there was no way he was going out on a date with a
woman. He tried to be as nonchalant as he could and was relieved when Crystal
seemed to accept his excuse. When he turned back to Susan, he couldn’t help
notice the thoughtful look on her face, but she didn’t say anything and they
resumed their interrupted banter.

*khkk

Jordan walked down the grocery aisles, feeling lonelier than ever as he
shopped. He probably wouldn’t even be here if he hadn’t nearly run out of
everything at home. He caught himself darting his gaze around, and tried to
stop being paranoid. It had been three years since he fled his hometown, ran
from Brolin and his violence. His ex-boyfriend didn’t know where he was and
Jordan was pretty sure Brolin wouldn’t bother searching for him. Not after all
this time. Time that didn’t seem to wear down Jordan’s fear, or the nightmares
that still plagued him occasionally.

He grabbed only what he needed and headed for the checkout. Errands were
a chore and he kept them to a minimum, always anxious to get home. He’d
purposely rented a house near the hospital he worked at, so he wouldn’t have a
long commute. It cut down on the time he was vulnerable, or at least felt
exposed. Stupid, really, but it kept him sane. He made his way home, unloaded
the groceries, and locked up his house for the night.

He made himself a small meal, then showered before going to bed. Sleep
never came easy and he lay there, his mind wandering. He missed his folks, but
he couldn’t face them. Not even now. They still lived in the small bungalow
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he’d grown up in, north of Miami, but Jordan hadn’t been home since he’d fled
Hallandale Beach to get away from Brolin. He sometimes wondered if they
thought about him, wondered where he was—worried for him. He’d been too
ashamed to seek them out after the abuse he’d suffered. They’d never approved
of any of his boyfriends, and didn’t really understand his sexual orientation
either.

His chest ached when he thought of Shelly and Farrah. He’d thought they
were friends. Close friends. Hell, he’d thought of them as his best friends. That
was until they figured out he liked guys. The disgust on their faces, and the
slurs still haunted Jordan. His mind went back to the first boyfriend he ever
had. Senior year of high school, and Tyler. A boy Jordan had thought he’d
spend the rest of his life with. Except Tyler decided Jordan wasn’t enough for
him and had cheated—repeatedly. Jordan had been devastated by the betrayal,
which had prompted his coming out to Shelly and Farrah. That breakup was
probably the reason he’d fallen into some of the bad relationships after that. His
self-esteem had taken a brutal hit.

But Brolin was the worst. Abusive, controlling, arrogant—and stunningly
beautiful. Jordan had fallen fast for the man, Brolin’s initial charms drawing
him in, until he owned Jordan, body and mind. That’s when things had
changed, for the worse. Jordan had been so confused over the shift in Brolin’s
demeanor that he’d been unable to cope, or defend himself. The first time
Brolin slammed a fist into Jordan’s body, he’d been stunned. The subsequent
ones had taught him fear. Where he’d gathered the determination and courage
to leave, he didn’t know. Maybe he was just tired of being a punching bag.

He sighed and turned on his side, jabbing the pillow into a more
comfortable lump. He wished the memories would fade, or better yet, disappear
altogether. But his nightmares were testament to the hold they had on him. He
had to admit, they weren’t as bad as they’d been when he first moved away,
for which he was thankful. He just wished he could replace them with new
memories, happy memories. Replace the pain with love. He only hoped, if he
did meet a man he was attracted to, that he could trust again.

*kkk
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Chapter 2

“You look beat.”

Susan gave her wife a peck on the cheek on her way by, shucking her coat
and scarf and hanging them over the small sectional in their living room. “Yea,
it was a long night. The Sherman twins are going home today, we admitted two
more premies, which are doing well. But Emily isn’t. Jordan was in all night,
keeping watch over her.” Susan glanced at Michele, her wife watching her
closely. “What?”

“l can hear something in your voice when you mention Jordan.”

Susan sighed and walked up to her wife, circling her waist in a hug. Michele
hugged her back and guided her to the couch to sit.

“What’s going on?”

“You remember me telling you how some of the other nurses and PA’s like
to set Jordan up on blind dates?” Michele nodded, pulling Susan into her side
and holding her. “Well, 1 think they are doing it wrong. | swear, Michele, the
man is gay. My gaydar tingles every time I’m around him.” Susan leaned back
to stare at her wife when Michele gave an inelegant snort.

“Hon, you do realize there is no such thing as ‘gaydar’, right?”

Susan leaned back into Michele’s side again and sighed. “Maybe. But |
can’t help thinking he’s not interested in women. | mean, he’s always declined
with one excuse or another when anyone tries to set him up. What straight man
does that?”

“Maybe he just isn’t into blind dates? Or maybe he’s just timid. | mean, he
was awfully shy at that last holiday function we attended.”

“True, but I really don’t think the man dates. Gaydar aside, he seems lonely.
He could be in the closet. We know a few men like that. Unwilling, or unable to
be open about their sexuality. Look at Jake’s best friend, Martin. He was even
married to a woman for a while.” Susan knew Martin’s marriage had ended
about two years ago. Their friend Eva had mentioned that Martin and Josie had
divorced. The circumstances were sad, Martin hiding his sexuality and trying to
fit into what his conservative parents wanted from him. Eva had even said that
Martin was happy there had been no children, especially since Martin’s ex had
been devastated by the divorce. But Martin, being the kind man he was, still
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kept in contact with his ex-wife. Susan didn’t comprehend that, but to each his
own, she supposed.

“You know, we have a dinner party coming up in a few weeks. Jake and
Eva will be there. | wonder if we can talk Jake into bringing Martin and if your
friend would be willing to come?”

Susan startled at Michele’s idea. But the more she thought about it, the
better it sounded. Martin wasn’t dating anyone at the moment that she knew of.
She almost giggled out loud when she thought of the gossip that traveled
between her and Michele and Eva. She was pretty sure Jake would be annoyed
by it since Martin was his best friend, and Jake was very protective of Martin.
If she didn’t know better, she’d think Jake was into Martin, but he was as
straight as they came, and dating Eva.

“That sounds like an excellent idea. You call Eva and run it by her. I’ll
approach Jordan. I’ll have to be discreet since he could be straight, and just shy,
or obviously in the closet.”

“Yea, be careful. First, I don’t want him being mean to you if he’s straight
and gets angry and second, if he’s hiding, you can’t let anyone know. You
don’t want to inadvertently out the man.”

“He won’t be offended if he’s straight. He knows all about us and is fine
with it. But I’ll be careful. | don’t want to hurt him. He’s a sweet man.”

Michele hugged Susan and then pulled her from the couch.

“Let’s take a nap. I’ve got an early day tomorrow and could use the rest and
you are obviously exhausted.”

Susan didn’t argue. With all the extra shifts she’d been putting in, she was
beyond tired. She’d wait to hear what Eva thought and talk to Jordan the next
time she had a shift with him.

*khkk
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Chapter 3

Jordan shot up in bed, his heart racing, sweat dripping from him, his eyes
darting around the dark. Another nightmare! He was getting so tired of them.
He was safe now; no one from his past knew where he was. He turned when he
heard his cell phone go off, and figured that’s what had woken him from his
dream. He was thankful, actually, until he saw the number displayed. “Hello?”
Now his heart was racing for a different reason.

“Dr. Caruthers?”

“Yea. Yes, what’s wrong?” Jordan cleared his throat, his voice raspy from
sleep. He only hoped the hospital calling didn’t mean that Emily was in trouble.
Even a week later, she was still critical. At this point, they were just waiting for
her to be strong enough for the heart surgery she needed to repair the hole in
her left ventricle. Jordan tried to keep up hope, but every day she seemed
weaker than the one before and he wasn’t sure she was going to survive to have
surgery.

“We have an emergency. Can you come to the hospital?”

“Sure, what’s the emergency?” Jordan was kicking his covers off even as he
spoke, digging around for something to throw on so he could get out the door.
He only lived about five minutes from the hospital, so could get there fast. He
really hoped it wasn’t Emily. Sometimes it sucked to be on call, but he’d do
anything for the health of his patients.

“Dr. Marsh just delivered a set of triplets. They’ve been admitted to the
NICU, and she wants an immediate consultation on their status.”

Jordan couldn’t help the relief that Emily wasn’t the emergency, but wanted
to roll his eyes at being called in because Dr. Marsh demanded it. Dr. Bailer,
the Neonatal Resident that worked overnight was more than capable in
assessing newly admitted infants, but it was a known fact Dr. Marsh didn’t trust
residents or interns. She wasn’t going to be happy that he was coming, since
she distrusted PA’s even more. But then his mind went into doctor mode and
told the hospital attendant he’d be right there. He was not fond of Dr. Alice
Marsh. She was haughty, bigoted, opinionated, and felt that all the PA’s were
there just for her convenience anyway. Jordan’s only run-ins with the OB-GYN
were unpleasant, to say the least. He dropped his phone on the bed and hurried
to get dressed. No time for a shower. He grabbed his wallet, phone, and keys
and headed out.
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Once he arrived, he hurried to the NICU only to be stopped at the door by
Dr. Marsh. He’d expected it, but was still annoyed.

“Where is Dr. Conrad?”

Jordan gritted his teeth, forcing himself to be professional. “He was
unavailable and I’'m on call. I’ll be assessing the triplets.” The scowl he got had
Jordan getting angry, until he saw Susan come up behind the doctor. She smiled
at him, rolled her eyes behind Dr. Marsh’s back and it helped Jordan release the
tension he was holding.

Three hours later, Jordan had determined the triplets were fine, if tiny. Their
hearts were strong, though he put all three on ventilators to help their
underdeveloped lungs get enough oxygen. He and Susan monitored the tiny
infants for another hour. The babies blood oxygen levels were low, but within
normal. Much to Jordan’s relief and surprise, Dr. Marsh accepted Jordan’s
assessments and left. He stretched on the stool he was perched on and smiled
over at Susan. As always, they’d worked like a well-oiled machine, and he was
thankful she was here.

“Come on. | think the triplets are fine for now, and we can grab some
breakfast. My shift ends in another hour.”

Jordan nodded. He’d already checked Emily and he was hungry. His own
shift didn’t start until six tonight, and he planned on going home to get a few
more hours of sleep. He knew he probably looked like death warmed over. He
placed the chart he was making notes on back on the end of the incubator of
Parker baby #3 and followed Susan out of the NICU to the elevators that would
take them to the cafeteria.

Once they settled at a corner table, he noticed Susan staring at him intently.
“What?”” She’d never been so focused on him before and he squirmed a little at
the scrutiny. Good friends they may be, but Jordan never let anyone get too
close to him. He had so much baggage and shame he couldn’t allow it.

“Jordan, how come you don’t date?”

Jordan’s heart flipped in his chest, dread making sweat pop out along his
hair line. This was so not a conversation he wanted to have. He tried to act as
casual as he could, shrugging his shoulders, and avoiding Susan’s eyes. “No
particular reason. Just busy, | guess.” God. That sounded stupid even to
Jordan’s own ears.

“I think | have an idea. | think it’s because people have been trying to set
you up with the wrong... gender.”
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Susan had lowered her voice, nearly whispering the last word. Jordan’s
stomach turned. It seemed Susan was a lot more astute than he’d given her
credit for. He could feel his face flaming and he swallowed around a lump in
his throat. He’d been so lonely, scared to let anyone know about his orientation,
images of his past haunting him. But if Susan guessed, maybe it would be a
relief to at least have one person, one friend, know that he preferred men.
“How...” Jordan paused, clearing his throat, his eyes darting around to make
sure no one was near them. He took a deep breath. “How did you figure it out?”
He glanced up at Susan to see a warm smile on her face.

“Oh, sweetie. I’m a lesbian. It isn’t too hard to know another of my kind,
though Michele is convinced that gaydar doesn’t really exist.”

Susan’s light laugh calmed Jordan like nothing else. He should have known
Susan wouldn’t have a problem with him, since she was gay herself. He gave
her a small smile. “Well, you’re right. I, obviously, have no interest in any of
the dates others have tried to set me up on.” That was an understatement.

“What if | told you that Michele and | are having a dinner party in a couple
of weeks and we’d like you to come? We have a friend... a male friend, who
will be there.”

“Really?” Jordan wasn’t sure what he thought of that, but the fact that
someone was willing to set him up with a man, instead of a woman, had him a
little excited. And nervous. “I don’t know, Susan. | mean, | won’t really know
anyone but you there and he’ll be surrounded by his friends. I’ll have to think
about it.” Susan reached over and patted Jordan’s hand, still smiling at him.

“You do that. Think about it and let me know. Martin is a great guy, and
happens to be an APRN and works with abused kids over at the free clinic.
You’ll have a lot in common.”

Jordan nodded, and they changed the subject, chatting about work and
Susan and Michele’s house-buying plans.

*kk*k
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Chapter 4

Jordan absently fiddled with his dinner, his mind too occupied with Susan’s
proposal. He wanted to go, but he was scared. Susan had shown him a picture
of Martin on her phone, and good Lord, the man was stunning, with blond, sun-
streaked hair cut stylishly, a light shadow on his jaw and the most amazing blue
eyes Jordan had ever seen. He was laughing in the photo and there were sexy
crinkles around those big eyes, and his smile was to die for. He was out of
Jordan’s league, he just knew it. He didn’t handle rejection well, and what if
Martin didn’t like him?

Susan said Martin was a good guy, worked at the free clinic. Would that
mean he was nice? That if he wasn’t into Jordan, he’d let him down easily? He
was so lonely. What did he have to lose? And if he continued to cower under
his fear, he was never going to find someone to relieve that loneliness. Never
find someone that actually cared and didn’t use him like all his past
relationships. He’d never quite understood why every boyfriend he’d had
seemed to think he was some kind of submissive and enjoyed getting hurt.
Jordan didn’t consider himself submissive at all, and certainly didn’t like pain.
But no matter what he’d said, they did what they wanted.

Shame swamped him as he thought about what he’d endured, how he’d let it
go on and did nothing to stop it. What kind of man allowed that? Was he a
coward? Or did he just not like confrontation? Jordan didn’t really know
anymore, having been subjugated for so long under violent and domineering
men. He sighed, picking up his plate of uneaten food and dumping it in the
trash. He’d been resolute when he fled his hometown, determined to make a life
for himself here. And he’d done it. He had a great job, a house of his own, even
if it was rented. Paid his bills, was kind to others. Now, to have what he
wanted, he was going to have to be unwavering again and gather his courage.
Shake off his past, and remember that he had a lot to offer a man, if he found
one worthy enough to trust.

*kk*k

“You think they’ll hit it off?”

Susan looked over at Eva, her bright red hair shining in the sun. Had she not
been so in love with Michele and married her a couple of years ago, she would
have made a play for Eva. She was adorable in a fiery, pixie sort of way. Of
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course, it would have never gone anywhere since Eva was very committed to
Jake. Michele was convinced they would eventually get married, if Eva could
handle Jake in the long run. He could be so arrogant sometimes. It definitely
made Susan and her wife glad they preferred women. “I think so. Jordan is very
sweet, and cute, for a guy.”

Eva laughed at Susan and she gave a wry grin at her friend. “Not that my
opinion means much. But | do know he’s lonely, and in the closet. I know
Martin understands that.” Eva sobered quickly and a small frown marred her
smooth forehead.

“Yea, but Martin has worked hard to be out and has finally come to terms
with being gay. I’m not sure he’d be attracted to a man that hides his sexuality.”

Susan nodded, understanding that. “I agree, but I think all it would take for
Jordan to be comfortable in being out is having someone who really cares for
him. | have the funny feeling he’s been treated badly in the past. He’s timid.
Not shy timid, but scared timid. You know what I mean? | mentioned Martin to
Jordan, and he seems, well, excited but really nervous.” Eva nodded and looked
thoughtful.

“l know Martin has been lonely too. Jake has tried to set him up a few
times, but the dates haven’t worked out for one reason or another. Not that Jake
knows many gay men, but he tries. He’s very devoted to Martin.”

Susan grinned at Eva’s disgruntled look. “Still feeling jealous over their
relationship? You know Jake loves you, right? It’s just that Martin is his best
friend and he’s known him longer. You have nothing to worry about. And if we
can get Jordan and Martin together, maybe that will give you more time with
Jake.” Eva grinned again at Susan and she gave the redhead a wink. Susan had
never been much into the whole matchmaking thing, but she hated that Jordan
was so unhappy, and it sounded as if Martin was in the same boat.

“I’ll talk to Jake. I’m not sure what he’s going to think.”

That was all Susan could ask for. Eva wasn’t as close to Martin as Jake was,
or she’d suggest Eva talk to Martin herself. She knew Jake would have his
opinion. He always did when it came to Martin.

*khkk
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Chapter 5

“No way! Why would you think it’s okay to set Martin up with some shy
guy that’s in the closet?”

Eva sighed at Jake’s outburst. He was being unreasonable. “Look, I know
you are protective of Martin, but really, he’s a grown man. He can make the
decision himself. And you know as well as | do, that he’s been lonely lately.
You, my dear, are not a substitute for a man he can call his own. You aren’t his
boyfriend!”

Eva was annoyed. It was one thing to be protective of Martin, but entirely
another to try and make decisions for his friend, especially in the romance
department. “He has his own life, ya know. You can’t run it for him. Give
Jordan a chance.”

“If he’s scared just to meet Martin, then he’s not good enough for him.”

“Jake, that doesn’t even make any sense. Just because you don’t have a shy
bone in your body, does not mean every man has to be like you! Jordan is sweet
and handsome and lonely. Just like Martin. They may just hit it off. You don’t
know. Has Martin even ever told you what his type is? Or do you just bulldoze
your way through his desires and pick any man you think would be good for
him?” Eva watched Jake turn away from her. “Yea, that’s what | thought. Look,
we’re going to Susan and Michele’s dinner party, and we’re going to ask
Martin to join us. Susan and Michele are expecting him and Susan will bring
Jordan. It won’t hurt to let them, at least, meet each other.”

Eva ignored Jake’s scowl. Her boyfriend was just going to have to suck it
up and realize that Martin deserved someone whether that took away time from
their friendship or not. She suspected that was the problem. Jake didn’t want
any lover Martin might have to interfere with his and Martin’s close friendship.
She sighed as she picked up her cell phone to call Susan.

“Jake’s being a dick about it, but I want you to invite Jordan. Despite Jake’s
obnoxious attitude, Martin has a way of making people around him feel
comfortable. I’m sure that’s why he is so good at his job. If they don’t hit it off,
they will at least become friends and from what you told me, Jordan could use a
guy friend.” Eva heard Susan’s chuckle over the phone.

“I’ll say. Poor man is surrounded by women trying to pair him off. That
would make any gay man want to hide in a closet.”
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Eva laughed and they chatted for a while before hanging up. Eva went to
find Jake and stopped to see him on the phone.

“l don’t know, Martin. I’ve never met the guy, but Eva says that Susan
thinks the guy is okay.”

Eva stomped over and pulled the phone from Jake’s hand. “Martin? Don’t
listen to Jake. Susan says that Jordan is sweet and cute, and you know Susan
wouldn’t say something like that unless it’s true. Even Michele likes him, and
she’s a hard person to impress. You know that.”

“It’s okay, Ev. | know Jake. I’ll be happy to come and meet this Jordan.”

Eva gave Jake a smug grin and handed the phone back to him. “He’s fine
with it, so you need to be fine with it.” She walked away to get ready for work,
ignoring the rest of the conversation between Jake and Martin. As long as
Martin agreed to come, that was all she needed. When she reached her desk at
work, she dialed Susan to let her know that Martin would be there.

*kkk

Susan knew that Jordan was scheduled to work tonight, which is why she’d
signed up for another overnight shift. She smiled when she saw him walk in, his
head down like he was thinking hard. “Hey, you.” She watched Jordan startle
and look up at her and was surprised at the circles under his eyes. “Are you
okay?”

“Oh, yea. Just not sleeping well.”

There was more to it, but Susan wouldn’t pry. It really wasn’t her business
and she was pushing the envelope by setting Jordan up on a date anyway.
“Okay, if you say so.” She could hear the skepticism in her voice and it was
apparent that Jordan caught it too.

“No, really. I’m fine. These weird hours are just playing havoc with my
sleeping cycle.”

Susan nodded and went to work, thinking it would be a good idea to bring
up the dinner party a little later, when Jordan was more alert. The hours went
by, Jordan being unusually quiet, even for him. He wasn’t ignoring her exactly,
but he wasn’t really engaging either. She pulled him aside a few hours later,
and insisted he go to the cafeteria with her. She sat him down, ignoring his
small smile at her manhandling. “Okay, | wanted to let you know that Martin
will definitely be at the dinner party and I expect you to be there too.” Jordan
stared at her, enough that she felt a blush at her demanding tone.
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“Well, do I get a choice in this matter, or are you going to drag me there in
chains?”

Susan leaned back abashed, at first thinking Jordan was offended, until she
saw the sparkle in his dark eyes and his mouth quirking. “You shit!” Jordan’s
laugh eased Susan’s guilt that she was pressuring Jordan into this meeting. “I’m
sorry. | just care about you, Jordan, and | hate seeing you lonely.” Susan
reached across and patted Jordan’s hand and was shocked again, when he
quickly turned his hand over and gripped hers tightly and glanced around
surreptitiously.

“I’m nervous, Susan. Look, | know you figured out that I’'m... well, you
know. But you don’t know everything and why I’m as apprehensive as I am. |
can’t talk about it, but just know that | appreciate you doing this for me, and |
will be there.”

Susan could feel her heart going out to this young man who seemed so lost.
She knew she was one of those people that liked to save others. That was why
she became a nurse. But Jordan? He was special. There was just something
about him that brought out the nurturing in her. Michele would think it
hysterical. “No worries, Jordan. You don’t have to tell me anything unless you
want to. I’m glad you are going. | think that Martin is just the guy for you. And
Michele and I’ll be there if you feel overwhelmed, all right?” Jordan nodded at
her, squeezed her hand, and then let go.

*hkk
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Chapter 6

Jordan fixed his tie, groaned, and yanked it off again. He’d not had this
much trouble trying to dress for a party in a long while. Of course, past
boyfriends had dictated what he wore, and it sure as hell wasn’t a suit. He
stared at himself in the mirror. He’d finally caved and taken an over the counter
sleep aid for several days and gotten some much needed rest. The circles under
his eyes were gone and he wasn’t as pale as he’d been. He’d managed to drag
himself to the barber and gotten his hair cut too.

He finally gave up, shoving the tie in the dresser drawer and slamming it
shut. He unbuttoned the top button of his shirt to help relieve the feeling of
being stifled. His heart was beating much faster than normal, and he couldn’t
help the perspiration that slicked his skin. He almost felt like he needed to take
another shower, but he didn’t have time, or he’d be late to the dinner party.
Satisfied he looked the best he could, he grabbed his phone, wallet, and keys.
He’d gotten Susan’s address from her when he’d let her know he’d come.

When Jordan pulled up to Susan’s duplex, he noted only one car parked on
the curb in front of her house and two in the driveway. The old Toyota he knew
was Susan’s, and the Honda was her wife’s. The big Escalade he didn’t
recognize, but then there was no reason he should. It could even belong to the
people who lived in the other duplex. It was a sweet ride, though and he
wondered if it belonged to this Martin guy. It was much nicer than the smaller
Explorer Jordan was paying for. He exited his car, his nerves jumping and
made his way up the walk. He hesitated right before taking a deep breath and
knocking.

*khkk

“Relax, Jake. Damn, you’re like a pit bull.” Martin adored his best friend,
but sometimes Jake could be a big pain in the ass, and not in a good way. When
Martin had found out about this little setup of Eva, Michele, and Susan’s, and
the invitation, he’d actually been excited about it. He still was. Jake, bless his
misdirected heart, couldn’t seem to find a man that Martin was compatible
with. Hell, Martin wouldn’t even be accepting the blind dates Jake liked to set
him up on if he wasn’t as lonely as he was. He honestly hoped the women had
better taste.

He’d tried the bar scene, to find his own man, but it had been a complete
waste of time. He just wasn’t wired for the whole hookup, one-night stand
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scenario. He wanted a boyfriend. Someone to love and build a relationship
with. Maybe even get married and adopt or surrogate a few kids. He wanted the
fucking white-picket-fence life he’d not had with Josie. Thinking of his ex-wife
made him want to cringe, the guilt swamping him, the epically bad decision and
farce still bothering him even after two years.

When he’d ended his marriage, his parents had been unhappy. When he’d
told them why he’d ended it, they’d been surprisingly okay. Martin had never
expected his conservative parents to accept him being gay. That’s what had
pushed him into marrying Josie in the first place. But the only anger they had
was him deceiving them for so long, and hurting Josie, by not only marrying
her, but when he divorced her as well. He kept in touch with Josie, though it
was hard. His ex-wife hadn’t gotten angry with him for lying to her. No, Josie
had been shattered at what she thought of as betrayal, but had blamed herself. It
had taken a few talks to convince Josie she hadn’t turned Martin gay by not
being woman enough for him.

“Martin, care for another drink?”

Martin turned to smile down at Susan. He’d always liked the petite woman,
ever since Eva had introduced her and her wife, Michele. For that matter,
Susan’s marriage was an unconscious model for what Martin wanted for
himself. These two women were happy. Happy in their skin, happy with their
lives, and happy with each other. It was so easy to see the love between them
when they looked at one another. That’s what Martin wanted. “Sure.” He
accepted the glass of wine, but was determined not to drink too much. He didn’t
have work for the next three days, but since he wasn’t much of a drinker to
begin with, it really didn’t matter.

“So, are you sure Jordan’s going to come?” Martin had to admit to himself,
he was getting a bit anxious. Susan had confided in him when he’d first arrived
that Jordan was a bit gun-shy and to be gentle with him. Well, Martin, unlike
Jake’s obnoxious ways, was always gentle. Sometimes, he thought maybe that
was what turned a lot of men off. He wasn’t the big, rugged he-man they were
looking for. Big, sure, but more like a gentle giant. He had to be in his line of
work. Abused children were skittish, and his size was intimidating. But he’d
learned, if he stayed calm and quiet, listened well, and hunkered down on the
floor at their eye level, the kids opened up, many feeling safe with him.
Protected. And they were. Martin would never let anything happen to his young
patients.

There was a knock at the door when Susan opened her mouth to respond to
his question.
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“Yes.”

They both laughed as Susan started towards the door to answer it. Martin
saw Jake headed that way too, and grabbed him by the upper arm. “Whoa,
there, buddy. | honestly don’t need help meeting a guy. Why don’t you go get
Eva a drink while I get to know Jordan?” He gave Jake a smile and a push
towards the back of the duplex. Susan and Michele’s place was small, so they’d
opted to have the party in their backyard. The weather was beautiful and the
cool breeze coming off the coast was perfect.

When Martin turned back around, he nearly swallowed his tongue and
almost dropped the glass he was holding. Jordan was not cute! Jordan was
fucking gorgeous! He almost chuckled out loud when it occurred to him that a
couple of lesbians wouldn’t really know gorgeous on a guy, at least not as far as
attraction anyway. Christ, why hadn’t Jake ever picked up on it being this kind
of man that pushed all Martin’s buttons? Martin held a snort, because Jake
never bothered to ask, that’s why.

He waited as Susan guided Jordan to him, watching his every move, thrilled
at the smaller, thin size of him. His dark, almost black hair looked soft and
Martin was itching to run his fingers through it. He could tell Jordan had dark
eyes, but he wanted to gaze into them, see if he felt as if he could fall into the
smoldering depths. He wanted to taste those rosy lips and flawless skin. He
could feel his body responding, his dick on board with Martin’s thoughts. But
with Susan’s words in mind, he sternly made himself relax. No need to scare
the man to death with his lust.
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When Susan answered the door, Jordan gave her a small, nervous smile. He
almost laughed when she grabbed his hand and yanked him inside before
shutting the door behind her. Jordan had never been to Susan’s place before and
looked around. He didn’t get far when his gaze was caught by a tall,
devastatingly handsome man standing a few feet away. Jordan’s mind almost
short-circuited when he realized... this was Martin.

Oh, holy shit, but Jordan wanted to climb the man!

He could already feel his face heating at his thoughts as Susan led him over
to Martin. The closer he got, the more stunning the man became. And tall!
Jordan didn’t think he’d ever met a man that towered over him like that. When
they stopped in front of Martin, he had to tilt his head slightly just to look into
the man’s eyes. And, he’d been wrong. He’d thought they were blue from the
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picture Susan had shown him, but they were more an aqua color, green
swimming in the blue depths. Susan was saying something, but Jordan’s heart
was beating so fast, all he heard was the blood rushing through his ears.

“l can see I’m not needed.”

Jordan barely acknowledged Susan walking away he was so mesmerized by
Martin’s gaze. “Uh, hi.” Jordan gave an embarrassed laugh. God, he was
nervous. But when Martin smiled at him, he was struck mute. A beautiful smile
surrounded by deep dimples. Jordan’s stomach flipped. He’d been prepared to
be disappointed, but that was far from what he felt at the moment.

“Hello, Jordan. It’s so nice to meet you.”

Jordan found himself relaxing at the low, quiet voice Martin had. He smiled
and held out his hand. “Nice to meet you, too.” Martin’s hand was large, and
swallowed up Jordan’s smaller one. His shake was firm, gentle, and warm, and
Jordan really didn’t want to let go. His stomach flipped again when Martin laid
his other hand on top of their clasped ones, holding on for longer than was
required. He didn’t know what else to say, and felt a sharp letdown when
Martin let go.

“How about we go have a seat and chat?”

Okay, Jordan could do that. He followed Martin to a chaise lounge in the
living room, his eyes riveted on the way the man’s slacks hugged his ass. Nice!
His nerves jumped again when Martin patted the cushion next to him for Jordan
to take a seat. It would be incredibly rude, and embarrassing of him to sit on the
chair to his left, so he sat where indicated, but left some space between them.
That he wanted to just straddle the man’s lap wasn’t something he could do.
And, despite the overwhelming attraction, Jordan was still a little wary. He
didn’t know Martin. He’d been attracted to Brolin too and look how that turned
out.

“So, how did you get wangled into this? Susan threaten you?”

It took Jordan a minute to realize Martin was joking, his sea foam eyes
twinkling and Jordan laughed, relaxing further. He shook his head, feeling his
face heat. “No, um, she sort of figured out I like men... and, um, here I am.”
Jordan watched Martin’s face, his eyes soft and his smile warm. He’d been
instantly attracted, his physical reaction intense, but the more he saw, the more
he wanted to see.

“I’m glad Eva asked me to come. You’re nothing like the guys Jake likes to
hook me up with, and | mean that in the best way.”
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“Did I hear my name?”

Jordan turned to see another handsome man enter the living room, followed
quickly by a pretty redhead. He assumed this was Jake, though he’d never met
him. He only knew Susan and had met Michele at a couple of hospital social
events. He suddenly realized he was leaning away from the intimidating man,
right into Martin’s side. He held in a gasp when Martin put a comforting arm
around his shoulders, drawing him in closer and scowling up at the new arrival.

“Back off, Jake. You’re scaring him.”

Jordan wanted to fall into a dark pit right there. How humiliating was it for
the man you’d been invited to meet figuring out you were so timid? “I-I’m
fine.” Jordan bit his lip, frustrated at the stutter and angry that he seemed so
cowardly, and sat up straight, putting a little space between himself and Martin,
though the large man kept his arm over Jordan’s shoulders and since it felt—
protective, he wasn’t going to shrug Martin off. It was just that Jake reminded
him of Brolin, dark, brooding—aggressive. He wasn’t prepared for the look of
shock on Jake’s face, or the punch on the arm the redhead gave Jake, glaring up
at him.

“I’m sorry. | didn’t realize.”
“Butthead.”

Jordan almost laughed at the fiery little woman as she frowned up at Jake,
but did calm down a hit when Jake sat down and held out his hand.

“I’m Jake, Martin’s best friend. We work at the free clinic together.”

Jordan tentatively shook his hand, pulling away quickly without seeming
rude. “Jordan.” He’d not moved that far from Martin, and had to stamp down
the desire to snuggle back into the man’s side. He should be embarrassed,
feeling so needy. But he didn’t. For that matter, he scooted a little closer, and
held a smile when Martin gave him a gentle squeeze.

“Since Jake is such a moron and didn’t introduce me, I’'m Eva.”

The redhead—Eva—had sat down on the arm of the couch and Jordan
shook her hand as well. “Nice to meet you both.” Jordan almost sighed in relief
when Susan walked in. As much as he was enjoying Martin’s company, he
didn’t like being the center of attention, especially when they all knew his
preference. He’d never been in the closet until he came here. He figured, if he
hid his orientation, maybe he wouldn’t draw the kind of men that he’d
experienced before.
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“Come on everyone, dinner is ready.”

Jordan didn’t move as Jake and Eva followed Susan out of the living room.
When he went to stand, Martin stood with him and squeezed his shoulders
again, and then trailed his large hand lightly down Jordan’s back. A shiver of
desire raced down his spine in the wake of that touch and when Martin leaned
down, close to his ear and whispered low, his whole body shuddered.

“Don’t mind Jake. He’s a bit overprotective of me. | really like you and
he’ll see that.”

The barely there kiss on his neck, below his ear, made goose bumps break
out over his skin, his heart race, and lust fill him. He wanted to turn and capture
Martin’s lips in a passionate kiss, but held himself in check. He’d only just met
the man! Martin slipped his palm from Jordan’s back and turned towards him.
He held out his hand and Jordan grasped it, blushing as Martin led him to the
backyard. They were close, their bodies almost touching and Jordan’s heart was
pounding against his ribcage. He looked up to see Martin smiling down at him,
those dimples popping. What was it about this huge man that set Jordan at
ease?

*kk*k
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Chapter 7

Jordan was having a really fun time. He couldn’t remember when he’d
laughed so much. Of course, it might be partially from the three glasses of wine
he’d had. He could feel the buzz, and knew he was inebriated, but he didn’t
care. This was the first time he’d been able to let go, be himself, and he was
going to savor it. It helped that Martin was so attentive and kind. He never left
Jordan’s side and Jordan was learning that Martin was funny, interesting, and
very intelligent. All hot buttons for Jordan. Not to mention the physical
attraction sizzling between them that had Martin almost obliterating Jordan’s
self-control. He couldn’t believe how much he wanted the man.

“Seriously, I’ve never seen anyone as devoted to the infants as Jordan.”

Jordan blushed at Susan’s admiration. “I’m just doing my job.” He
mumbled the words, trying to be modest. He didn’t handle compliments well,
having rarely been the recipient. He continued chatting when Susan’s cell
phone went off. Apologizing, she left the backyard, entering the house to take
the call. When she returned, it was obvious something was very wrong, her face
pinched and pale. Her gaze zeroed in on Jordan and his stomach clenched. She
motioned for him to follow her and he stood, a bit unsteady until Martin’s hand
was on his elbow, supporting him. Intent on finding out what had upset Susan,
he didn’t pay much attention to Martin accompanying him.

He followed Susan into the house and stood in front of her, noticing for the
first time the tears that made her brown eyes glassy. “What’s wrong?” Dread
filled Jordan, his mind racing for any reason that would have Susan nearly
crying. Michele joined them, placing her arm around her wife.

“That was Courtney. She’s on night duty tonight. Jordan... we lost Emily.”

Jordan’s whole body jerked at Susan’s announcement and he could feel his
legs giving out. Emily? Tiny little Emily was gone? He felt strong arms go
around him, and he clung to Martin as the man picked him up. He barely heard
the exchange between Martin and Susan.

“A bedroom, Susan? Someplace | can take him?”
“Sure, follow me.”

Jordan felt himself lowered to a bed and he curled up on his side. Vaguely,
he was aware that Martin had saved him from embarrassment, but all he could
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think about was the loss of Emily. God, they’d tried so hard to save her! Tears
stung his eyes and he blinked repeatedly, trying to stem them. Crying wasn’t
going to bring her back. Her parents’ faces swam behind his vision, their worry
and sadness as their tiny daughter struggled to survive. They’d lost their baby
girl. Jordan’s chest hitched, and he fell under the sobs that tore through him. He
hadn’t known he’d react like this, but couldn’t stop the deluge of grief that
overcame him.

“You have him, Martin?”

Jordan suddenly found himself engulfed in warm, strong arms, and he
turned to bury his face against Martin’s wide chest. If he wasn’t hurting so bad,
he’d be mortified at his actions. He just managed to keep the wail inside him
from escaping. It was so unfair! She’d never had a chance, would never grow
and thrive. Love and be loved. Wear dresses and ride a bike. Nothing. Jordan
wondered if he was taking this so hard because he was not a religious man. He
didn’t believe in heaven or hell, so it would never cross his mind that Emily
was now in the clouds, tucked up there with God.

He didn’t know how long he cried, his fists tightly clutching Martin’s shirt,
holding on for dear life. When he’d finally settled into hard hiccups, he tried to
pry his hands from Martin’s shirt. “I-I’m sorry. I think I r-ruined your s-shirt.”
His voice was raw and raspy, the sound thick with emotion, the hiccups hard
and painful.

“Don’t worry about it, babe.”

Jordan leaned back to see Martin’s face. The big man’s gaze was so caring,
so concerned that Jordan leaned up and kissed him. Martin didn’t kiss back
right away, but when Jordan wrapped his arms around Martin’s neck, Martin
responded, his lips firm and tender. He pulled Jordan close and Jordan clung to
him, deepening the kiss and pressing for entry into Martin’s mouth. He opened
for him, and Jordan swept in, needing to taste, needing to feel, to wash away
the numbness of Emily’s death with something life affirming, something
primal.

Jordan growled in frustration when Martin slowed the kiss and then broke it.
“Jordan. Babe, this isn’t right. | won’t take advantage of you in this state.”

Jordan jerked away, the rebuff stinging and stumbled to a standing position.
The alcoholic haze was long gone, but his mind was still muddled, his thoughts
unclear. He needed to go home. Ignoring Martin, he straightened his clothes,
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and walked over to the bedroom door. He turned back to see Martin sitting up,
his face blank. That surprised Jordan. Martin had been so animated, so caring
and kind all evening, but now he showed nothing. No emotions at all. “Um,
thanks. Good-bye.” He turned away and made his way to the bathroom he’d
used earlier in the hall. Shutting the door and locking it, he surveyed his face.
His eyes were red-rimmed and sunken, his face pale, cheeks covered in tear
stained tracks, his lips puffy from the kissing.

Jordan rinsed his face with cold water, hoping it would lessen the redness
around his eyes and wash the tears from his cheeks. Taking a deep breath, he
left the bathroom and went back into the living room. Susan was on the couch
with Michele wrapped around her. Jake was in the chair, Eva on his lap. The
low whispers ceased when he entered the room. He ignored everyone and
focused on Susan. “I’m going home. I’m sorry for ruining the evening.” Susan
stood and walked to him, hugging him tightly.

“You didn’t ruin the evening, Jordan. I’m sorry about Emily. | know this is
hitting you hard. Will you be okay?”

Jordan remained stiff until Susan let go of him. He didn’t want to break
down again, and it was a close call with Susan’s arms around him. What he
wanted was Martin’s arms, but that wasn’t going to happen. Despite what
Jordan had seen earlier, it appeared Martin didn’t want him back. He didn’t
want to admit that Martin was being a gentleman in turning his advances down.
Jordan was in no condition to be engaging in sex, and certainly not in a strange
bedroom at his friend’s house. His shoulders slumped heavily. He just wanted
to go home. He was not on call for the next few days and planned on spending
the time in bed, hiding from a world that would let little Emily down, including
himself.

“Are you sure you’re okay to drive?”

Susan’s concern was nice, but he really needed to escape. He could feel the
others all staring. “I’m fine. I’ll see you later and thank you for inviting me.”
Jordan took Susan’s hand and gave it a squeeze before he turned and left the
small duplex. He made his way to his car, his steps jerky. Unlocking his SUV,
he climbed in, slammed the door, and laid his head on the steering wheel for a
moment. His throat felt clogged and his eyes were still stinging with unshed
tears, but he needed to get home before he lost it again. He placed the key in the
ignition and started his car. He gave one last look over at Susan’s place to see
Martin in the doorway watching him. He’d really thought there might be
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something with the big man, and maybe there still was once Jordan could get
past losing one of his patients. Losing his first patient.

He drove away, the numbness of before taking over.
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Chapter 8

Martin sat in his sedan outside Jordan’s house after having Jake take him
home in Jake’s Escalade. He didn’t bother telling his best friend he planned on
coming here, knowing Jake would probably not approve. But he needed to
know Jordan made it home safely. God, he felt like such a dick, rejecting
Jordan the way he had, but it was the right thing to do. No way was Jordan in
the right state of mind to be intimate with Martin. Not while hurting over his
first patient that had died. Susan had told him that, along with Jordan’s address.
She knew he was going to check on Jordan. Jordan’s Explorer was in his drive,
if parked a bit crookedly.

Martin could see a light on in what he assumed was the bedroom. He could
see Jordan’s shadow behind the curtains moving around. Satisfied Jordan was
safe and not wanting to get caught hanging outside his house, Martin left. He
had been really surprised at how much he liked Jordan, and how much he
wanted him. No man had ever captured his attention like the lithe PA. Susan
hadn’t been lying when she said Jordan was sweet and after witnessing his
meltdown over Emily, he knew Jordan felt deeply. He idly wondered what it
would be like to have such intense emotions directed at him.

He ignored his phone beeping while he drove, knowing he had at least three
text messages and one voicemail from his best friend. He knew Jake better than
Jake knew himself and wasn’t in the mood to listen to his friend’s diatribe
regarding Jordan. Eva had told him privately about Jake’s comments on Jordan,
and Martin was sure that Jake would be telling him that Martin didn’t need the
drama that being with Jordan would entail. That wasn’t Jake’s decision to
make. Somehow, Martin was going to see Jordan again.

As time went by with no word from or about Jordan, Martin was thankful
for the distraction that work provided him. It didn’t stop him from thinking of
the sexy young man, but it helped. Jake had ranted for a couple of days, then
dropped the subject when Martin finally told him to stop talking about Jordan.
Jake wasn’t being mean, but certainly negative, insisting that Martin could do
better than Jordan. Martin didn’t want to do better than Jordan. He wasn’t sure
there was better than Jordan. Not for him.

He’d spoken to Susan a couple of times, but her schedule had changed
enough that she’d not bumped into Jordan in a couple of weeks, and didn’t see
that changing anytime soon. She didn’t have his phone number, always talking
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to him at the hospital when they worked together. He’d been surprised she had
his address, but apparently, Jordan had let it slip during one of their
conversations. Martin had found himself driving by Jordan’s place, sometimes
parking to watch the house, and feeling like an idiot.
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Jordan kept busy, working through his pain of losing Emily. He’d spoken
with Dr. Conrad and was given the details, not that he really wanted to hear
them. Dr. Conrad had been kind, knowing this was the first time Jordan had lost
a patient. His words had been comforting and Jordan appreciated it. He’d also
been thankful not to have seen Susan in the last couple of weeks. Not since his
despicable meltdown at her house. He didn’t know if she was avoiding him or
maybe just giving him space to process the grief.

And... his mind was on Martin more than he’d expected. He’d finally
accepted that Martin hadn’t really rejected him, just... postponed the intimacy
until Jordan was ready for it. Jordan believed he was, but he had no way of
getting ahold of the other man without going through Susan or showing up at
the free clinic. And, as he hadn’t seen her, and didn’t feel like dropping in
unannounced at her duplex, he was out of luck, because there was no way he
was going to interrupt Martin at work. He also didn’t think, after the scene he’d
caused, that Martin’s friend Jake would like them seeing each other. Despite the
time together, Jordan was still wary of Jake. He just seemed too much like
Brolin for him to be comfortable around him.

He was also preoccupied about his ex-lover too. There’d been a dark sedan
hanging around his house lately, and that’s what Brolin drove. His fear had
ratcheted up knowing the man that had caused him so much fear and pain might
know where he was and was stalking him. He wasn’t sure what he’d do if
Brolin showed himself or tried to get to Jordan. He was no match for his much
larger ex-boyfriend, though Martin was a lot bigger. That’s why Jordan
couldn’t figure out why he was so attracted to Martin. There was just something
about him that called to Jordan.
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Chapter 9

Martin watched Jake frown at him and sighed. They were out having a beer
together, and as usual lately, Martin was quiet, his mind preoccupied.

“You might as well call Susan and see if you can meet up with the man.”

Martin stared at his best friend in surprise. Jake had been so adamant about
Martin finding someone new, he hadn’t expected this. “What changed your
mind?” Jake shrugged at him, dropping his gaze.

“It isn’t hard to tell you’re... smitten over the guy. I still think you can do
better, but it’s obvious you’re not going to let this go... let him go. I just hope
you aren’t making a mistake pursuing him. He’s not bothered to contact you.
Seems that should tell you something. | just don’t want to see you get hurt.”

Martin choked down his frustration with Jake. “He doesn’t have my number
or address, Jake. How’s he supposed to contact me?” Martin chose to overlook
Jake’s comment on him getting hurt. If his friend had any sense, and knew him,
he’d see that missing Jordan was hurting him.

“He knows Susan. He should know he can get ahold of you through her.”

“I’ve talked to Susan. She hasn’t seen him since her schedule changed. He
doesn’t have her number either.”

“Yea, maybe, but he knows you work at the free clinic.”

Martin groaned at Jake’s arguments. “Maybe he doesn’t want to just show
up. Did you think of that?” Martin ignored Jake’s huff of irritation. “Just drop
it, Jake. You’re right; I’m smitten. | want the guy, but I’m not going to go all
stalker on him.” A twinge of guilt hit Martin, knowing he’d been doing just
that. Driving by Jordan’s house, parking outside and watching.

“Then maybe you ought to just show up at the hospital. After all, you know
where he works too. You want him? Then go get him!”

Martin gave Jake a speculative look. He’d thought about that, but had been
reluctant. But as time went by, it looked as if that was the only way, or at
Jordan’s house since that was less obvious than his place of work. He’d given
his number to Susan, just in case she ran into Jordan, and made sure she knew
to give it to him.

He didn’t even know if Jordan was still interested, or knew that Martin was.
He could guess that after Jordan’s emotional breakdown at Susan’s place, he
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might be too embarrassed to come find Martin. Well, Jake was right. If he
wanted Jordan, he needed to go to him. At least to see if the man was still
interested in starting a relationship.

*kkk

Jordan’s heart raced seeing the dark sedan parked two doors down. Instead
of pulling into his drive, he accelerated past the vehicle, hoping whoever was
inside didn’t see him. He’d wait until the car was gone before he’d go home.
No way did he want Brolin getting his hands on him. He was certain the man
would kill him.

He parked at the grocery store, but stayed in his car. He couldn’t stop his
body from shaking, and punched the steering wheel in frustration. God, how he
hated being such a coward! He’d just gotten off his shift, and wondered how
weird it would look if he just went back to work. It’s not like they’d turn away
the help. He had just turned the ignition back on when his cell phone buzzed.
Curious, he grabbed it off the seat and checked the screen. Unknown number.
He ignored it since he never answered those. A few minutes later his phone
beeped indicating a voicemail.

He punched the button to listen to the message and couldn’t help the relief
in hearing Susan’s voice.

“Hey, Jordan. Hope you don’t mind, but I got your number from HR.
Shhhh, don’t tell anyone.”

Jordan grinned at the laugh he heard. He missed Susan.

“Anyway, | wanted you to know that Martin has been asking about you. |
think the guy is still interested, if you are. | know you’re probably pretty shook
up over what happened, and maybe even embarrassed. But you don’t need...”

The voicemail cut her off and Jordan frowned at his phone. He ended the
message and his phone buzzed in his hand, startling him. The unknown number
again. He answered, hoping it was Susan. “Hello?”

“Hey you! I’m so glad you answered! | left you a message, but it cut me
off.”

“Yea, | just heard it.”

“Oh, okay, well, anyway, | wanted to tell you not to be embarrassed. No one
thought less of you for being so upset. It took Michele almost all night to calm
me down and | wasn’t as close to Emily as you were. Are you okay, Jordan?”
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Susan’s concern for him was touching. No wonder she was such a good
friend to him. “Yea, I think so. I mean it still hurts, but I’m better. So, Martin’s
been asking about me?” Susan’s laughter rang through the phone and Jordan
felt the heat of a blush, even if she couldn’t see it. He was such a dork.

“Oh, yes. He asks about you every time | talk to him. Do you want his
number? He told me I could give it to you.”

Jordan’s stomach flipped in excitement. “I do. Can you text it to me?” His
face was flaming, but he wasn’t going to lose the opportunity to contact the big
man. He still wanted him. Was still very much interested. He just hadn’t known
whether Martin was as well.

“l can. You go get him, tiger!”

Jordan gave an embarrassed laugh, talked to Susan for a minute more then
rang off. By the time he turned his car off again and unbuckled his seatbelt, the
text came through. Taking a deep breath, he dialed the number.

“Sheahan here.”
“Martin?”
“Jordan! I’m so glad you called!”

Jordan couldn’t help the goofy smile that crossed his lips. Just hearing
Martin’s low, sexy voice was doing funny things to him. “I’m sorry | haven’t
before. Susan just gave me your number.” Jordan didn’t know what else to say.
It sounded so... desperate... to tell Martin he wanted to see him again.

“Jordan, where are you? | want to see you.”

Well, it seemed Martin had no problem saying what Jordan found so hard.
“I’m parked at the grocery store. Honestly, | didn’t want to go home because
there’s a black sedan sitting outside my house and I’m afraid it’s my ex.”
Jordan had never told Martin or anyone about what he’d gone through with
Brolin. He wasn’t sure what Martin was going to think, but was puzzled over
the funny sound that came across the phone. Like a strangled groan.

“Jordan. That’s me. I’m sitting outside your house. | saw you drive by, but
figured I’d be taking the whole stalking thing too far if | followed you. I’'m so
sorry | scared you.”

Jordan wanted to be angry, but the shame and apology in Martin’s voice
was enough to keep him from exploding. Martin didn’t know about Brolin, so
there was no reason for him to think he’d frighten Jordan. “It’s okay.” Actually,
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when Jordan thought about it, it was kind of sweet that Martin wanted to see
him so badly that he was hanging around outside Jordan’s house. “I’m coming
back. Just wait for me.”

“Okay. I’m really sorry, Jordan.”

“I’ll see you in a few minutes.” Jordan hung up, but took just enough time
to save Martin’s number in his phone before starting his car and heading out of
the parking lot. He made it back to his place faster than he thought and parked
in hisdrive. When he got out of his car, Martin was getting out of the sedan and
walking towards him.

Jordan’s stomach flipped again at how very sexy the man was. He had
regular clothes on, jeans and a blue button-up shirt that matched his eyes that
Jordan could see even from this far away. But it was the white coat he was
wearing that had Jordan’s attention. Jordan had been attracted to many doctors
and male nurses in those white coats, not that he’d ever done anything about it.
Jordan was still wearing his own as well. He sucked in a breath when Martin
came up to him, wrapped his arms around him, and squeezed him tight. Damn,
but that felt good!

Martin released him and without a word, he led the larger man to his door.
He would have been curious what Martin was going to think of his home, but
was too turned on to care. The moment the door shut, Jordan shoved Martin
against it, pulled his head down and crashed their lips together. He’d been
wanting to kiss the man for ages. Much to Jordan’s surprise, Martin went pliant
under his assault, letting Jordan lead. No lover had ever done that, and it
thrilled Jordan that Martin submitted like that.

Desperate to feel skin, Jordan yanked at Martin’s clothes, shedding the
white coat and letting it fall to the floor before attacking the buttons on Martin’s
shirt. The low groan of arousal from the man went straight to Jordan’s cock,
making it thicken and throb. Jordan gave an inelegant squeak when Martin
palmed his ass and lifted him, urging him to wrap his legs around him.

“Bedroom... bed.”

That Jordan had reduced Martin to monosyllables was more than he
expected, but the thought was quickly erased when Martin’s lips were back on
his. The kiss was passion filled and Jordan finally had to break it to breathe. He
pointed towards his bedroom door, even as he buried his face in Martin’s neck,
inhaling deeply and licking the stubbly skin.
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Somehow, they made it to the bed, and Martin laid Jordan down gently,
following with his much larger body, covering him and kissing his face and
neck. Jordan waited to see if he would panic at being restricted under Martin’s
bulk, but all he felt was overwhelming desire. His need for Martin was
staggering. He started pushing and pulling to get the bigger man naked, and
almost growled when Martin stood up. His protest was quickly stifled as he
watched Martin remove his shirt, toe off his shoes, and then strip from his
pants, briefs, and socks.

Jordan was panting at the exquisitely muscled body before him. Martin was
fucking glorious! He zeroed in on the man’s erection, the skin tight and red, one
thick vein pulsing and the slit leaking. Jordan’s mouth watered and he scooted
forward to take hold of that engorged cock, his nether region clenching in
anticipation.

*hkk
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Chapter 10

Martin’s whole body flushed when Jordan grabbed him and wrapped his
lips around his cock. Watching himself slowly sink into the wet heat nearly had
him coming right then. He gritted his teeth, staving off his orgasm. He wanted
to come with Jordan, not before. Gently, he carded his fingers through Jordan’s
soft hair, holding him steady and rocking his hips, sliding himself in and out of
the man’s luscious mouth. God, Jordan felt perfect and it was driving him
insane!

His balls beginning to tingle, he carefully pulled from Jordan’s mouth and
held in a smile at Jordan’s groan of protest. “You’re wearing too many
clothes.” He wanted to see Jordan, touch his skin, kiss every part of him, and
pleasure Jordan as much as Jordan was pleasuring him. He watched as Jordan
divested himself of his clothes, his skin milky white and flawless. Martin’s
cock twitched when Jordan pulled the last piece off and stretched out on the
bed, nude as the day he was born. Much to Martin’s gratification, Jordan was
well-endowed for being such a thin man. Martin dove, capturing his soon-to-be
lover’s prick, sucking it to the back of his throat.

Jordan cried out, curling in and grabbing Martin’s head, holding him as he
thrust forward, his legs bending to plant his feet on the mattress, giving him
leverage to go deep. Martin didn’t mind as he buried his nose in the trimmed
hair cradling Jordan’s erection, and swallowed around the hard length in his
throat. Jesus, the man even smelled wonderful, the musky scent ratcheting
Martin’s need even higher. He sucked, licked and gently dragged his teeth
along Jordan’s length, reveling in the mewling and groans coming from the
younger man.

“Stop! Stop, I’m too close!”

Martin let Jordan’s length go with a loud pop and caught Jordan’s hazy,
lust-filled gaze. He could hardly believe how much he wanted this man. He
lunged upward, grabbing Jordan and flipping them so the smaller man was on
top of him, capturing his lips and sharing Jordan’s taste with him. He rocked
upward, dragging their erections together and moaned along with Jordan. He
broke the kiss, panting heavily. “l want you inside me.” The shock on Jordan’s
face almost made him laugh. Being as big as he was, most men just assumed he
was a top... exclusively. But Martin liked to bottom with new lovers, though he
was more than willing to switch if they continued the relationship.
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“What?”

Martin smiled at Jordan’s confusion. “Do you not top?” He’d had a few
lovers that didn’t, especially liking smaller, more effeminate men. Men who
like to bottom only. But something was telling him that it was important to give
himself to Jordan. As he watched, Jordan’s face lit up, his smile breathtaking.

“I’ve never had the opportunity.”

Martin wasn’t going to pursue that comment right now, but maybe later,
after Jordan learned to trust him, the smaller man might tell him why that was.
“Then I’m pleased to be your first.” Jordan’s reaction was all that Martin hoped
for as the man suddenly devoured his mouth, before pulling back and yanking
open the drawer to his nightstand. Within seconds, Jordan had lube and
condoms in hand.

Martin’s heart thundered as Jordan slicked up his fingers and he spread his
legs wide, giving Jordan full access to his ass. Jordan’s brown eyes were nearly
black with lust, his breath coming in rasps as he leaned forward to circle
Martin’s hole. Carefully he inserted one finger, Martin moaning at the
sensation. Too afraid of missing anything, he kept his eyes open and watched as
Jordan prepared him, Jordan’s other hand slowly stroking his own cock which
was an angry purple. Testament to how turned on Jordan was.

*hkk

Jordan was so aroused with his fingers buried in Martin’s ass that he could
hardly breathe. His gaze kept bouncing between Martin’s face and where his
fingers entered the man. That Martin was allowing him to top him was
something he’d never thought would happen. He’d been prepared to have
Martin fuck him, but this was so much better! He curled his fingers,
searching...

“Oh... fuck!”

Jordan grinned widely at Martin’s reaction to him stimulating his prostate,
the big man’s hips bucking and Martin quickly grabbing his own dick,
squeezing to stop from coming. Never had Jordan had a lover respond so
completely, holding nothing back. Ignoring his own dick, he leaned down to
kiss Martin, thrusting his fingers deeply within the man. He worked his way
down, kissing and licking until he reached Martin’s swollen erection. He licked
the head, Martin shuddering at the sensation. He gave it a slight suck before
removing his fingers and opening a condom with shaking hands.
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He was nervous, but not enough to stop what they were doing. He didn’t
want to hurt Martin, but by the way the man was panting, he was pretty sure
he’d prepared him well. He rolled the condom on, covered it in lube, and then
looked up at Martin. “Face to face?” He didn’t know if Martin was comfortable
with that position, since it was so intimate. All Jordan’s past lovers had always
held him down and taken him from behind, usually locking his arms behind
him as well. Only Brolin had ever fucked him face to face and that was so the
man could hold onto Jordan by the neck while he rutted inside him, nearly
choking him.

Martin’s answer was to spread his legs wider and draw up his knees,
holding onto his thighs, opening himself fully to Jordan’s taking. He scooted
forward, lining himself up with Martin’s glistening hole, then watched Martin’s
expression as he slowly sank into his body. The bliss that came over Martin’s
face was enough to tell Jordan he was doing it right. Once buried to the hilt, he
stilled, his cock throbbing along with the thundering of his heart. Martin was
tight and hot, and felt incredible surrounding Jordan’s length.

“Move, babe.”

Jordan didn’t know what to think of the endearment again, but when Martin
let go of his thighs and wrapped his long legs around Jordan’s waist, Jordan
grabbed the big man’s hands, twining their fingers and stretching them above
Martin’s head, holding them tightly and began thrusting hard and deep. Martin
curled his fingers around Jordan’s, tightening their hold and matched every
thrust, his leaking cock mashed between their bodies. Never had Jordan been so
close to another man, so connected. His heart tripped, the intimacy
overwhelming him. When Martin started groaning and gasping, Jordan sped up
his thrusts, shifted slightly and then cried out when Martin’s channel clamped
down, the rhythmic clenching throwing Jordan headlong into his orgasm, even
as Martin shot semen between their bodies.

When Jordan’s climax ebbed, he slumped down, burying his face in
Martin’s neck and waiting for his heart to slow and his breathing to ease.
Martin relaxed his legs, letting them slide down until they were tangled with
Jordan’s. He pried their hands apart, Jordan’s fingers stiff, and wrapped his
strong arms around Jordan’s shoulders, and caressed his sweaty back. Once
Jordan could breathe again, he reached between them, the back of his fingers
dragging through the cum on Martin’s stomach, to hold the condom as he
carefully pulled from the big man’s body. He was amazed at the load stretching
the latex. He didn’t think he’d ever come that much.
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“Nice.”

Jordan relaxed at Martin’s teasing.
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Epilogue

Jordan lay stretched out on his bed, drained, his body covered in sweat and
come, Martin looking down at him with a smug smile. “Pretty pleased with
yourself, aren’t you?”

“l so fucking am!”

Jordan chuckled. Three months, and still he and Martin were going strong.
He’d finally told Martin about his past and with that confession, finally feeling
as if he could get over it. Martin had moved in with him just last night, and
they’d been celebrating in their favorite way, by making love. Jordan didn’t
think there was a position they hadn’t tried at least once, and though he
especially liked it when Martin came inside him, his lover had a thing for
pulling out and coming all over Jordan’s body. When he’d asked about it,
Martin had gotten a bashful look on his face and mumbled something about
liking to mark Jordan. Martin also liked it when Jordan topped, a position
Jordan would never tire of.

Jordan didn’t think he could find a more perfect man. Kind, generous,
funny, sexy as hell, strong, confident... the list went on and on. But it was
when Martin told Jordan he loved him, that Jordan finally knew he’d found the
happiness he never thought he’d have. He gazed up at Martin, his lover sitting
next to him, naked except for his white nurse’s coat. Okay, Jordan felt a blush
steal up his face, apparently, he had a little kink in him. He reached out and
Martin dropped down next to him, giving him such a tender kiss that Jordan’s
eyes stung.

“I love you.”

The whispered words never failed to make Jordan’s stomach flip. He turned
on his side and laid his head on Martin’s chest, listening to his heartbeat. A
heartbeat under a white coat... and all his. “I love you, too.”

The End
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HIGH FIVE DIVE
By Adrian Fridge

Just my luck to have my ship stall in the middle of an interspace
throughway. | punched the wheel, releasing all the expletives | knew, before
sighing and sending out a distress signal. All the other ships swerved around me
and honked as though | did this on purpose. | gave them the middle finger.

While thankful I didn’t stall out in the depths of space, drifting into a dark
abyss, this ranked high on my ‘you have to be fucking with me’ scale.

Still, there was the matter of dragging the thing to the nearest cleat on the
side of the guard tower. Sweaty and more irritable by the minute, | peered over
at the fold in time-space that made up the throughway, a circular doorframe that
shed months of travel between Earth and Mars. Not that six hours didn’t feel
like shit too.

| opened the hood to see if it was a burnt engine. Nothing. | saw fucking
nothing out of place. The sides were scratched up from my descent through the
atmosphere, but no holes to be found either. I should have shelled out cash fora
cab rather than pay for the fire-retardant paint.

My fingers traced the dents before reaching for my sun-burnt nose, the visor
a barrier to the sweet relief that would have brought me. Earth was where my
parents had raised me, a place where | could overindulge in the fresh, unfiltered
breeze as the sun, bright and unregulated, beamed through the irregular shaped
clouds. Or at least that’s what | did my week back from school, turning a shade
of brown darker in the process. Four years away from Earth, and | never ceased
to get sentimental. I’d hauled my ass to the colonies because of the full
scholarship to Mars University, but the vacuums of space—they were
maddening. | didn’t care to stay longer than absolutely necessary.

The tow vehicle came, and the screen on my windshield popped up with a
blue humanoid face. “Instructions, please.”

“Which is the nearest repair shop near Mars?”
“That would be Station 1123.”

I nearly gagged on the thought. “How much of a detour is the second
nearest?”
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“An extra two hours.”
I held back a second wave of expletives. “Fine. Take me to Station 1123.”

I grumbled as | accepted this further inconvenience. It wasn’t the
desegregation that bothered me. No, I could mingle with the trouwans without
mocking them for being aliens or lizard people. | wasn’t racist. My problem
was with a very particular human who worked at this very particular station
who was the last being | wanted to see in my current state of affairs.

There was no avoiding it unless | wanted to spend even more time in the
pits of the cosmos. Outside my window, the light of distant stars spread out into
infinity. It was nothing compared to staring over the horizon at a cozy town,
lines of double-story houses held together by wood and willpower. My
brother’s wedding had been held at a stylish, but aged, stone church, the roof
pointed upward like it was trying to pierce the sky, built hundreds of years ago
before the Space War, before the Biotech Revolution, before Earth became that
little blue dot my professors called rural middle-of-nowhere as they lectured
about the industrialization of Mars.

At the far wall of the repair shop on Station 1123 was a gleaming spaceship
the size of a house in the trendy shape of a dildo, the underside of it opened up
as mechanics worked their magic. One of them started coming down from a
harness—the repair shop’s owner. Him.

Evan Mitford. Tall, dark, and jerkass. My brother’s best friend and my
worst tormentor since we were five years old.

“Oh,” Evan chirped as he wiped his greasy shirt on his face, looking less
like he was sweaty from labor and more like someone doused him with oil fora
cover shoot. “What’s the special occasion?”

| pointed at my ship like I was pointing at a dead fish I didn’t know what to
do with. I’d bought it at a secondhand shop with my meager stipend, and it’d
been nothing short of reliable for the longest time. It was a hybrid car-plane
small enough to get me around the city, and it was meant to handle inter-
planetary travel. Or so | thought.

Evan whistled, exaggerating his motions as he said, “What’d you do, Clark,
depress it to the point of attempted suicide?”

Getting angry with him was like pouring fuel on the sun. I breathed in and
out before asking, “Can you fix it?”

Evan wagged his brows. “Sure, I’ll need a few hours to investigate first. It
might be something simple or it might be your lucky day and I could scrap it.”
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Bile rose in my throat. Oh how | wanted to nick the smugness off his chin.

He was a bigger fake than my brother, always sweet to my parents, always
friendly with my brother. He was a golden boy to everyone, but to me, he was a
life-sucking black hole when he got the chance. Knowing him, he’d fix my ship
and then, for the fun of it, plant something in it with the sole purpose of making
my life hell.

Evan turned his attention to inspecting the ship, pulling up the hood and
leaning over in a suggestive way, like he wanted my gaze transfixed on his ass.
Baggy uniform or not, he was like the flavor of anti-freeze: delicious if you’re
into risking death. The fluorescent lights that dangled overhead flooded the
shop with a bright white illumination that, while great for finding mechanical
flaws, highlighted the human ones as well. My flaw was | wanted to drink his
anti-freeze.

It made me hate him even more. When my brother, a professional male
model, suggested Evan quit working at the auto shop, he refused on the grounds
he’d drive all the other models out of business. It didn’t stop him from doing
the occasional shoot. And | owned every single fucking picture.

His blue eyes were focused on me now, dimples growing with his smile.
“Where’d you find this? Behind a dumpster?”

I smiled right back at him. “No, it is a dumpster. A very touching life-
affirming story if you ever want to hear it.”

Evan shook his head with a tsk. “I’d say it’s a tragedy.”

A loud beep came from my right and | realized I didn’t pay the tow fee. I
shoved my credit card under the red light scanner and the beeping stopped. The
vehicle left the shop and | grunted.

“How the fuck am I going home now?”
“You want a replacement ship?”
I glared at him, not sure whether to trust that smirk of his. “Not from you.”

Evan pouted, an affect he ditched after his reply. “This is why all your
friends live in petri dishes.”

“Says the guy whose only relationship has ever been with his dick.”
“It’s an open relationship.”

My heart slammed into my throat. “Look, can you repair this or not?”
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Evan tapped his fingers against the metal, his attention fixed on the interior
grime. He may have been a horrible person, but he was an excellent mechanic.
It didn’t take a genius to figure out the car parked outside this shop was his, its
red polished hide decked out with lights, tails, and arrogance, the interior made
from the highest quality parts. It must have been a minute of me waiting before
he responded. “I can’t promise you anything until we run it through some tests,
but based on the model I’d say it’s something faulty with the wiring. Probably
non-repairable.”

“Your optimism is assuring.”

Evan ran a hand through his short and wavy black hair, complementing his
tanned beige skin as he gave me his prize-winning smile, full of teeth ready to
be punched. “Clark, it’ll be no fun if you’re dead.”

I eyed him intensely, a part of me wishing he’d burst into flames if |
concentrated hard enough. “Are you saying you can’t fix it?”

“Disregarding how much it looks like you abuse it night and day, improper
wiring is the leading cause of ship explosions. You’re lucky it only stalled.”

My face contorted in disgust. “I can’t afford a replacement. I probably can’t
even afford the repairs. I’m fucking screwed.”

That fucking smile again. “Hey, maybe | could give you one of the spare
ships I’ve been working with on the side. Perks of childhood acquaintance.”

“Why should I trust you? If memory serves me well, that cupcake you gave
me for my tenth birthday was made of wax.”

“That was a joke. Jeez, you’re holding a grudge over that?”

“Then there is the fact that you used to go into my room and randomly hide
my shit in other parts of the house. I still don’t know what happened to my
favorite toy airplane.”

“Hey, that one was easy. | put it in the attic on top of some boxes.”
“I looked in the attic. Like three times. It wasn’t there.”
Evan put his hands up. “That’s not my fault.”

“You put tacks in my sleeping bags and glue to the rims of my hats. You
threw my socks into the dryer so they’d shrink, and you cut holes in all my
gloves. And there was that time you filled every bottle I owned with
mayonnaise.”

“Oh grow up, those were funny pranks.”
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“Right, because it’s all fun to you. Even the time I ended up in the hospital
because you slicked the floor around my bed.” | pointed to the scar, a dark
brown line that started behind my ear and crept two inches up the side of my
head. “And then you make fun of me for having crooked ears.”

Evan’s frown creased every part of his face. “What do you want me to say?
I’m sorry?”

“No,” I said with resignation. If my ship was a hazard, I’d find a way to get
another. Somehow. Without giving him a chance to gloat about it later to Mom
and Dad: look how wonderful I am, | saved your son’s life. “I don’t want
anything from you. That’s what I’m saying.”

I left the shop without waiting for his response. | didn’t want to waste any
more of my life on him.
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But I couldn’t exit Station 1123 without some form of vehicle. | decided on
a taxi service on the other side of the station, situated next to a dive bar whose
smell seduced my stomach. Figuring since | didn’t need to drive anymore, |
may as well drink my tension away.

Upon entering the dive, | counted four trouwans sitting at the bar, none of
them interested in my presence as they conversed among themselves, and two
humans seated at a table near the back. Otherwise the place was empty.

I walked over to the bartender, youthful and spritely, probably working here
part-time to pay some bills. | couldn’t guess trouwan gender from appearance,
so I’d taken on the habit of casually asking.

“Use she,” the bartender said with a wink, her eyes a bright yellow with
black iris, the pupil a white vertical slit. It went well with her shiny green
complexion, the scales of her oblong head smooth and glossy. “The name’s
Gable. What will you have?”

I leaned over the counter, trying out my friendliest smile. “The cheapest
thing you have, on the rocks.”

Gable giggled. “You sure about that?”
“And the menu please.”

| seated myself at the counter, examining the orange-and-blue decor, the
walls spotted with hanging photographs and carvings done by previous patrons.
The menu came on a tablet with a single page of options. | ordered the
signature burger and was handed a glass of something that stung my eyes.
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My wristband flickered on, the thin plastic band glowing white. | pressed on
it and a screen appeared in my palm. Lucas had finally responded to my text
about being home late.

It simply said: “You’ve been evicted.”

Lucas wasn’t the best conversation partner, but he could have been less of
an ass about breaking up. A tremor went through me, making me want to curl
up and sleep for the next week. I sipped at my drink. It was bitter and burned
through my nose, down my throat and all the way to my stomach, leaving a trail
of acidic aftertaste. | coughed and rubbed my eyes.

“Told you,” Gable chirped.
“Seems appropriate,” | said once my voice was back. “Shitty day.”
“Sounds rough. What happened?”

“On top of being stranded here? 1”ve just been thrown out by my boyfriend
of two years—through a text.”

“Ouch.” Gable scrunched up her face before pointing to my drink. “That
one’s on me.”

| half-smiled. “Shit, if I knew that I’d have ordered something less toxic.” |
gulped more down anyway. “Worst part,” | said with tears in my eyes, “is this
was my longest relationship to date. With a trouwan no less. We’ve been going
through a rough patch the last couple of months, and there was more sex than
actual dating.” 1 sucked in some air as | stared down my empty glass. “Is it
wrong if I’m angrier that I got evicted than the fact that we’re over? It’s like,
thanks buddy for not giving me any notice.”

“What was the reason for it?”

I shrugged as | was handed my second drink. “Me never having any time
for him. Him never appreciating my work. Me disliking his drug habits. Him
disliking my uncleanliness. Most likely it just came down to his parents. They
hate humans, think we’re degenerate animals. | suppose it was about time they
interfered.” Gable silently watched me as | took another sip of the fire.
Shuddered. “Sorry, was that offensive?”

“No, just thinking. My friend wanted to get engaged to a human, and both
families freaked out.”

I snorted. “My cousins are serpophobes. Can’t fathom that we’re actually
the same species. They think Serpo sapiens is just a fancy term for lizard-
people. Doesn’t compute that we’re biologically compatible.”
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Gable shook her head in disgust. “It’s a shame.”

New patrons entered the bar and | was left to my own thoughts as Gable
busied herself with them.

The confrontation with my cousins was always a struggle. It’s like they
could smell 1 was dating someone and wouldn’t stop until they knew the
details, especially now that my brother was married and | was labeled the poor
soul missing his other half.

“It must be so sad now that your twin is out of your life,” one had said to
me at the reception.

To which I responded, “We stopped being conjoined during gestation.”

“l can’t believe he’s married now. Do you have anyone special back in
University?”

“George,” | said with full confidence.
My cousins waited in anticipation, waiting for me to elaborate.

“George is the name of my experimental control group, a dish of mold |
keep for comparison.” My cousin’s faces dropped as though I hit them with
cold water. I smiled and continued, “George doesn’t get along with my lab
partners, so | have to tend to them myself. George tantrums by Kkilling most of
itself off. And I’m here on vacation, so | have no idea if George will still be
around by the time I get back.”

One of my cousins excused himself politely while the other looked like she
wanted to punch me.

“This is why you’re still single!”

“He’s single because he kills everyone with boredom,” Evan said as he
appeared out of nowhere as though his Clark-Harassment sensor had gone off
on the other side of the hall.

“It’s all the aliens,” my cousin said with a scowl, crossing her arms. “So
glad it’s illegal for them to be on Earth, but Clark is surrounded by them. I wish
those lizard-people would just leave us alone. Go back to Alpha Centauri. Stop
causing us problems.”

“That would make a great blog,” Evan said as he nudged me with his elbow.
“You can call it: Stop Breathing My Air.”

It was one of those few accidents in time and space when Evan and | agreed
on a topic.
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Just great. | was back to thinking about Evan. Why did he have to embed
himself into every memory | had?

| kept myself from rolling my eyes by taking yet another gulp of my drink.
Either it was starting to taste less awful or it had burned all my taste buds off.
Gable was back to me.

“So anything good going for you at all?”” she asked with a smile.

| hesitated to respond. “Getting a Masters in Xenobiology. It’s sort of a big
deal in understanding evolution.”

Gable kept smiling as she rubbed a clean glass down to serve another
patron, her enthusiasm forced as | watched her try to come up with a response.
Her eyes lit up as she said, “Oh! I have a friend who has a friend who’s doing
Zoology as well.”

I snorted as | welcomed her attempt, the drink easing my nerves as my body
temperature rose. The burger came and | finally understood why the dive
smelled so great. The seitan patty absorbed all the signature juices, the
consistency meaty with just a hint of nuttiness. | devoured it, then started
picking at the fries, nursing my second glass of fire-piss as | watched the
television overhead go on about some celebrity at some game.

A commercial came on, an elaborate sequence to advertise perfume by use
of a dancing shirtless man. Whoever produced it must have said, “I’m going to
slather you in oil. Then we’re going to make it look like you’re dripping your
sweat into the bottle. We’ll call it Essence of Water. It’ll be so gay your gay
brother will watch it and cringe.”

A camera click came from across the room. Then a series of footsteps.

“Oh my gosh,” said one of the humans. “I’m sorry if this is intrusive, but
are you...” she giggled at her friend, “are you Clarence Waters?”

There was always a part of me that wanted to smack these people, but then
there was that equal part that ate up the attention. When 1 first got accepted to
Mars University—on my own merit—there were a few who were convinced |
was my brother and followed me around incessantly. The rumor was started by
none other than Clarence, who’d shaved his head, patched on a fake scar, and
stole my clothes, becoming my very own doppelganger. He claimed he needed
people to think he’s secretly a genius so he’d get more interviews. Or whatever
crap he was churning those days. Even after the University publicly disproved
the rumor, some photographers stayed on me, selling my face as his whenever
they were low on integrity.
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| flashed my Clarence-like smile. “Some call me that.”
“Your hair,” the other one commented. “I like it better this way.”

“And the scar,” the first one exclaimed as she went to prod it. “Are you
bringing it back?”

I nudged my head away from the finger, merely shrugging. His fans knew
of his fake scar. What they didn’t know was that I had an authentic version, and
it hurt like a fucker to get.

They swooned, jumped up and down, took some photos with me, got a
signature, and frustrated the bystanders. The usual.

I heard an exaggerated gag come from behind me. “Am I the only one who
can tell you apart?” Evan said as he draped his arms over the women’s
shoulders. “This is Clark, Clarence’s twin. He’s the one with the bigger nose
and pointier ears.”

I growled a bit as my two fans excused themselves, faking some pretense to
leave the dive. “You forgot to tell them the Tooth Fairy isn’t real either.”

Evan took a seat beside me, sniffing my drink and wincing before he
ordered himself a glass of water. “Do you want to know how | found you?”

“A sixth sense for bothering the shit out of me?”

“This bar is next to the only taxi service on the station. When | heard the
squeal of dying dreams, | knew I’d find you here.”

“Aren’t | the lucky one.” | finished my second drink in one pull, exhaling
with a grunt as my eyes watered up again. Evan had been the best man at
Clarence’s wedding, winning everyone’s praises with his nauseating speech
about the power of friendship—and alcohol, for the laughs. Then, continuing
with his professed selflessness, he had to get back to Station 1123 several days
early due to some big meteor incident. They drank his bullshit act and puked it
all over me the rest of the week.

“l came to tell you, you forgot all your crap in your ship.”

I knew | forgot something. | was feeling way too light after fleeing the shop.
I rubbed my temples as | let out a long groan.

“And also that you shouldn’t tailgate after your brother’s popularity. He’d
have more work if you didn’t go around ruining his reputation with your ugly
mug.”
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In the past this would send me into a spiral of self-loathing: me, making my
precious twin’s life harder. Oh the self-pity. Because in no way had Clarence’s
escapades made my reputation into that thing my classmates laughed about
behind my back. No matter. I was on full scholarship at a prestigious university
working in a lab under a media starlet of a professor due to my own efforts.
Sure, the hours weren’t great, and my work was consuming, but | had purpose.
| was driven. | could afford to look like I woke up on the wrong side of an
angry bear.

I blinked, the haze from the alcohol clouding some of my thoughts. 1
ordered a glass of water, chugging half of it down before turning to Evan. “He’s
quitting modeling.”

Evan’s eyes widened. “What?”

And | laughed. “He’s becoming an actor. He made the decision yesterday.
He and his wife will be starring in some film in the upcoming year. | don’t need
to drag him down when he’s doing a fine job of it on his own.”

He gulped down the rest of his water. “He should keep doing what he’s
good at.”

“Which is making people believe he’s something that he’s not. It’s perfect.”

Evan’s face softened into something strange for a second. Was that sadness?
The only thing | ever saw him sad about was not having enough mirrors to
check himself out in. “Is that why you two don’t hang out anymore?”

I shrugged. “I’m in school and he’s a pop icon. Our schedules don’t exactly
mesh.”

Evan sniggered. “How is school, by the way? Xenobiology, was it?”

Of all people, he remembered. Well then, I didn’t mind if | bored him with
my life story.

“University is fucking insane. It’s five minutes of being a mad scientist and
seven hours of waiting to see if maybe, just maybe, the mad shit I attempted
worked out correctly. Ninety-nine percent of it fails miserably. Repeat several
times. Spend the next five weeks analyzing that shit. Write a half-dozen papers.
Realize somewhere in the middle that two and two are making seventeen, and
I’m back to the start.” I laughed as | casually circled my finger along the rim of
my glass. “This is why my social life revolves around two things: my peers and
my mold. Both spoiled carbonated blowholes who refuse to cooperate the
second they get a little uncomfortable.”
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From the side of my vision, | caught Evan staring blankly at me, shaking his
head. “Don’t know why you continue doing it, then again, my job is its own
brand of insanity.” He turned to me, his palm going to his forehead. “Do you
have any idea how many people insist the best way to travel is to install
software with artificial intelligence? They don’t want to think for themselves
and then I have to act as mechanic and psychologist to get any work done.”

I knew a lot of vehicles these days could think for themselves, even had
personalities, it was part of an initiative to secure autopilot systems for
intergalactic travel. Never imagined they’d be a problem to handle during
repair... wait... did Evan and | just have a heart-to-heart?

Evan lifted his empty glass, the bottom of it parallel to his eye. “You know,
Clark, you don’t look half-bad through here.”

I raised mine, mirroring him. His head was far smaller through this looking
glass, kind of distorted near the edges. “Hmm, you look exactly the same.”

Evan batted his eyes. “Why thank you.”
My band flashed as another text went through. I winced.
“Who’s that?” Evan asked.

“My boyfriend... ex-boyfriend.” Evan eyed me weirdly. | couldn’t place it,
so | clicked to see what Lucas wanted now. “Great. Not only has he kicked me
out, but now he says he put my stuff into boxes and mailed them to my lab.” |
rested my head on the counter. “Jeez, at least you have the decency to let me
grab my things.”

Evan’s hand landed on my shoulder and I fidgeted. Either my sense of time
was off or his hand stayed there far past the ‘I’m patting you for comfort’
phase. He lowered his head to my level. “Did you love him?”

I choked out a laugh. “I wanted to. But it’s really hard keeping a
relationship going when you’re both in the closet about it.”

“Everyone knows you’re gay.”

I opened my band’s interface, pulling up Lucas’s photo. Evan exhaled like
he was a deflating air bag.

“That’s him?”
“Yup.”

“l always knew you had bad taste in men. You have worst taste in
trouwans.” He left a tip for the bartender as he started to walk, but not before he
turned around to say, “Better hurry back. | have boxes.”
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With little left to lose, and alcohol not helping one bit, I was beginning to
reconsider the anti-freeze option.

*hkk

The door to my lab clicked as | swiped my finger over the keypad. Good
thing the University kept its doors open late and outfitted every lab with
couches for those of us who needed to crash between long experiments. Or for
those like me who had nowhere else to go.

With neither a ship nor apartment to call my own, 1 was at a loss for how to
feel. Tired. Cranky. The beginnings of a hangover, possibly.

I flung my bags to the floor, groaning with the residual aches from the long
trip back from Earth. I’d have to do laundry if I wanted any fresh clothes. Who
knew when my boxes would arrive?

As much as | had hoped | would pass out the second I hit the couch, | was
unable to rest. | fumbled through the data stored on my wrist device, thinking if
I should watch funny videos or read up for the class in the morning. Instead |
clicked through the photo gallery.

I had taken a lot of pictures at the wedding, many that Evan had photo-
bombed, sneaking his face in behind people or doing something outlandish in
the background. I sighed. Even while making the stupidest of faces, he was still
loved by the camera. The guy was made to be photographed.

There was one photo of him | always kept ready. It was the one he took for
his modeling resume, back when he wanted to prove to Clarence it wasn’t hard
to be amodel. Indeed, the blowhole didn’t even try in this one. He had someone
at the repair shop snap him in front of what they’d been working on that day, a
ship of classic design, brought over by the gal at the modeling agency he
wanted to impress.

Topless, his tan, waxed chest was crusted with sweat and motor oil as he
held a wrench in one hand and his work gloves in the other. His tool belt hung
over his scuffed jeans while a hand towel hung over his shoulder. Worst of all,
his expression was a perfect smolder—Ilips puckered, eyes narrowed—uwhile his
body turned three-quarters to the side, giving just the right angle for both the
breadth of his chest and the curve of his ass.

I imagined all sorts of things | could do with that ass as | stroked myself,
giving myself the sort of comfort | wished I could share. As | wiped myself
with a tissue, | dreaded the thought of Evan discovering what | used this photo



Love’s Landscapes Anthology ~ Volume 8 179

for. I’d never hear the end of it. He’d get it engraved on my tombstone—his
picture on my gravestone.

I threw the wristband to the other side of the couch, his picture fading from
my palm. There were more important things to think about. If only I could think
about them.

| gritted my teeth as | crawled over to pick up the band again and call
Clarence. I needed to talk to him even if he was on his honeymoon.

“What’s wrong?” Clarence asked, his voice sleepy.
“Did I wake you?”
“It doesn’t matter. What happened?”

It was nice speaking to the one person who gave me the least bullshit, ironic
considering Clarence thrived on it elsewhere. | rubbed at my teary eyes as |
explained the situation.

“Shit, man. Where are you now?”

I pinched the bridge of my nose. “In the lab. It’s the only place | have left
unless they take that away too.”

“Hold on.” There were murmurs in the background, Clarence conversing
with his newly wed wife. “We can lodge you for a few days at our apartment
while we’re away but | think you want something more permanent.” More
background conversations. “Oh right, thanks Viola,” he sounded like he was
smiling. “Evan told me he’s been having a difficult time finding a replacement
roommate once his current one moves back to Earth. He needs to fill the space
quickly, and I’m sure he’ll be thrilled to help you out.”

Suspicious didn’t begin to describe what this sounded like. 1’d told Evan |
was kicked out, and he said nothing about it. This may as well be another trap
to make a fool out of me. “It’s okay. I’m not desperate. | just needed to vent a
bit.”

“Don’t be stupid. This is perfect. Stop acting like Evan is out to get you.”

Said the guy who believed every one of Evan’s tricks. It was like that time
in middle school when Evan told Clarence I should get checked for face-eating
bacteria when my acne started, or in high school when he warned Clarence that
the muscles in my legs would atrophy because | was sitting so much at my desk
doing homework. Not to mention that time when | was moving to University
and Evan scared my brother so much that Clarence called Mom, who then had
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to cause a whole scandal at Lucas’s apartment, all because Evan claimed Mars
was infested with bed bugs.

“Thanks for the tip, Clarence. I’'ll see what | can do.”

“Oh shut up. I’m calling Evan and you will at least see the apartment before
you turn it down.”

I grunted out a sarcastic thank you, holding back my bitterness as we said
good night. If he was getting involved, it’d be only more trouble if I refused.

There was no way for my life to get any worse, which made me remember
George. | checked on my mold samples. Still alive. Then | checked the rest of
my petri dishes. Blooming like it was springtime.

I heaved out a sigh of relief. My lousy day was nothing that hours of mind-
numbing analysis couldn’t solve.

The next morning | was cramping in all my joints, but | had fleshed out a
solid paper | could show to my professor, long overdue on my end. | went
through the motions of going to classes and taking notes, even made small-talk
with my classmates without exploding when they asked me about mid-semester
break.

All that was left was to contact Evan and get it over with.

“l see,” he said over the phone, his tone tinged with satisfaction. “I don’t
know, though. They have a strict no-zombie policy over here.”

“Don’t worry, there’s no brains of substance for me to feast on.”

*kkk

Central got its name because it was the center-point of Mars colonization,
and any neighborhood outside of it always made me nervous. The high level of
urban development meant Central was the safest, and its combination of human
and trouwan technology meant it boasted great buildings such as Mars
University, a giant spiral structure nearly touching the air shield, capable of
withstanding a sudden eruption into space and of keeping its thousand or so
inhabitants sustained for several years in the aftermath.

The neighborhood Evan sent me to, on the other hand, was on the fringes of
the colony. The South Bridge loomed overhead, the highway packed with
commuters to one of the five connecting space stations, including Station 1123.

As | waited in the rising elevator, | got a good view of the speckle of old
buildings, many over a hundred years old, made of connecting pods, all
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identical and all capable of surviving independently thanks to their clunky
safety air locks and bulbous oxygen and water tanks. The slightly newer
complexes such as Evan’s were less restrained, with more aesthetic
compartments and their emergency systems smaller and tucked between the
walls. Development around here was slow, so it made the prices cheaper.

The elevator opened to a narrow hallway, the sides of it curved outwards. |
was relieved when Evan appeared to give me a tour. To the far left was the
living room. The first entry in was the kitchen. The second a little bathroom.
The two doors at the far right were bedrooms. Everything was cramped tight,
stuff packed into every available corner, and the room that would be mine
contained a bed and dresser that had to be pulled up into the wall or else they
took up all the floor space. This was newer construction and didn’t consist of an
all-in-one pod with retractable kitchen, bathroom, and living quarters. Even the
seals connecting the rooms to the hallway were barely noticeable.

I went in slowly, checking my feet, checking the door and ceiling. | ran my
hands along the wall, then around the bed frame and mattress, opening and
closing every drawer.

“So, yeah,” Evan said with a grin. “Sasha left this morning. It’s hard to find
people who come recommended, so if you can afford the rent, I’ll be happy to
sign you up.”

Happy to sign me up? What was he pulling? “How come | had to find out
about this through Clarence? Am | not good enough unless he recommends
me?”

His gaze was fixed on mine even as he fiddled with the plastic seal of the
doorframe. “It’s complicated, but since you’re already here, I think it’ll be
worth your time.”

I blinked, unsure of how to answer that. He had to be playing stupid. “Ah,
but, you missed the part that | don’t trust you. And the part that | don’t want
anything from you. Have | been too subtle about it? Oh sure, let me sign up
now. Then I’ll find cups of water littering the outside of my room or an air-horn
taped behind a door. You’ll draw dicks on my face. Paint over every mirror.
Stick ass cream into the soap dispenser. Why else would you want me to live
with you?”

“Would you ever notice me otherwise?”

What kind of question was that? He was serious about it too. I’d been stuck
between Clarence and Evan like a third wheel on a hover car. | had no choice
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but to pay attention to him. He had that look like when he used to come over
and Mom was baking. He’d stare at the oven as though it were withholding
gifts from him, and when Mom would take out her brownies, he’d jump at the
chance to eat one, even if it was still burning hot. I was the brownie, and | was
burning with fury.

It started in my ears and singed down to my pelvis, to ‘why does that turn
me on’ land. There were so many things | wanted to do to him, but I lowered
my head, slowly breathing in and out.

“Something tells me you’re better off shoving your cock into an electric
socket.”

“Sounds tempting, but first | need to be able to pay the electricity.”

I burst out laughing. The tension had coiled so deep in my chest that I
couldn’t help going mad. It was too surreal for me to take seriously anymore.
Fucking Evan causing me nothing but headaches. “You know what, tell
Clarence this is nice and all, but I’d like to compare it with other options first.”

“What options? It’s all the same unless you live in Central...” to which |
coughed and he started laughing, “Damn, man, you got in good with that dick
of yours.”

“Not good enough, it seems.”

“Well, you’ll be glad to know this place has its own charm.” He put his
hand on the wall, caressing it like a cherished possession. “I’d choose it over
those gaudy towers any day.”

“They’re very functional.”
“They don’t have anything I can’t offer.”

I could have sworn he meant it personally, but why did it matter to him
what | thought? In fact, why was | even considering this proposition? A day
ago | wanted nothing to do with him, and now we’d be roommates? Was |
really that desperate?

Evan crossed his arms as | prodded the mattress, letting the silence simmer.
With Lucas gone, | had no excuses, no ‘oh sorry, it’ll make my boyfriend
jealous if I’m living with another dude.” This wasn’t a bad apartment either.
The price was affordable, and the commute wasn’t long. The only catch was
Evan, and, damn, he was a catch.
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“You know what,” | finally said, finding myself at a loss, “Fine. I’ll do it—
just to prove you wrong. And when | regret it in the morning, I’ll just put it
down as another reason why you’re the bane of my existence.”

Evan’s prize-winning smile was back. “I’m flattered | matter so much.”
“Sure. If that helps you sleep better at night.”

He got out the contract for the apartment, a three-month lease that could be
extended if necessary.

| signed it, shaking my head the whole time. “I can’t believe this is
happening.”

Evan pat me on the back. “You’ll believe it when you get the bill.”

*khkk

Minutes later we were in the kitchen going through his liquor collection in
celebration. Some of the bottles were too expensive to be anything but gifts. |
opted for the beer in the fridge instead. | made him drink it first, in case it was
something foul, and when he didn’t convulse in agony, I took a sip myself. He
had good taste.

We sat in the living room with our beers, the silence palpable. What were
we supposed to talk about now that we lived together? Evan turned on the
television, and I didn’t have to wonder for long.

It took a week before our schedules aligned again. Evan’s work hours
started before | awoke, and my lab hours ended after he fell asleep. It was a
surprise that nothing jJumped at me from the fridge or fell on me when I moved
my furniture, but it was unnerving knowing someone was around whenever |
wasn’t looking, using the soap or shifting the location of food containers. It was
almost like living with a ghost. If that ghost was also complaining to me now
about restocking toilet paper.

I never realized he could get so wound up about small things like hair in the
sink or crumbs on the floor, and it was... hilarious. The more he yelled at me,
the more | laughed. The more expletives he showered me with, the more |
glowed with pride. If it was this easy to get him fuming, | had a whole list of
things to add.

“Are you even listening?” Evan whined. “Because | will throw you out.”

I held my stomach, trying to calm myself so | could give a coherent
response. “After all the effort you put into getting me in? | don’t think so.”
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Evan clenched his jaw, pushed his hand through his hair, and spun in a
circle before beginning his pace around the room for the thousandth time.
“You’re not taking this seriously at all.”

“I’ve had a house cleaner do it for the past two years.” | lounged in the
recliner. “It’s not a skill | possess.”

“You’re going to have to learn.”

Evan sounded like he was pleading with me, and something about it turned
me on. | needed to have a long talk with my dick about what it chose to be
attracted to. “You’re in luck. I settle for no less than a B.”

“You mean A.”

“Be pleased to know | stopped being a straight-A student. It’s maddening. |
ace tests with 50s when the average is a 42.”

Evan eyed me up and down. “How’d you not go insane?”
“l already went there and back. I’ve settled on luke-mad.”

His gaze met mine. “Can you, in your luke-madness, remember to change
the toilet roll next time?”

“Tough job, but I’ll consider it.”

After that began a week of him leaving notes everywhere, asking me to do
this or that. The first couple of days I sucked it up and did my best to follow his
instructions, but then the notes started to get more involved, asking me to do the
laundry for both of us or having me wrap a lunch for him.

I knew he was seeing how much he could take advantage and | had to put a
stop to it. He wanted me to grab his suit from the dry cleaner? He’d have to
help me restock on my condom supply.

Of course, when | found the condom package the next day, | had no choice
but to get to the cleaners. Which made me wonder what sort of game we were
playing now. So upon receiving his next note about washing dishes, | told him
he’d have to make me a sandwich and buy me flowers first.

And he did.
That weekend we were back to sitting in the living room in silence.

“So...” I began, not really knowing where to take the conversation I thought
we should have.

“Did you ever get those boxes from the ex?” Evan said instead.
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I nodded. “It’s officially over between me and Lucas.”
“Then why’d you need the condoms?”

My head swerved to stare him down. | didn’t take Evan for stupid. He
should have known | asked out of spite, but his expression said something else.
Like he was upset. What was his problem? “Are you bothered by sexual
relations between humans and trouwans?”

His eyebrows shot up. “What? No.”

“Because you’re acting awfully sensitive about my sex life.”

Evan glared at me. “You’re an idiot.”

“You’re not denying it.”

“There’s nothing to deny when the claim is absurd. I’m not a serpophobe.”
“You do realize that’s what they all say, don’t you?”

Evan closed the gap between us, not a difficult feat when he’d sat at arm’s
length away. “I don’t care who they sleep with,” he said, so close | could feel
his breath on me. “They could have human-trouwan massive orgies for all |
care. It’s you...” His voice trailed off as though I had to fill in the blank.

“Me? What do | have to do with this? Don’t get me tangled in your
politics.”

“You,” he repeated, “are the densest being | have ever had the misfortune of
falling for.”

Before | could verbalize a response, Evan’s arm was around my waist. A
second later, his lips connected with mine. A lightning bolt travelled through
my spine as my hand threw itself into action, smacking him across the cheek.
Evan cried out and leaned away.

I expected his face to wrinkle into a snarl, but instead he just gazed at me
with wet eyes, scanning me slowly as his cheek reddened. “Did that make you
feel better?”

I blinked, all my anger turning to a cold spray. Did it? My palm still tingled
from the impact. There were days | dreamed of punching him, but it was to stop
him from being so satisfied at ruffling my mood. The more he succeeded in
aggravating me, the bigger his ego grew. Except | finally snapped.

The cold spread through my veins. It wasn’t fair. | wanted him; worse, |
wanted him to want me. This had to be an elaborate trick. If I answered him,
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overwhelmed with emotions and pleading for forgiveness, his sad puppy-dog
eyes would disappear and he’d point at me, laughing. “You’re so easy,” he’d
say. “It’s why | keep you around.”

The more | thought it over, the more the air grew heavy between us. Evan’s
eyes watered as his gaze fell to the floor. “I guess I deserve this. I’'m sorry,
Clark. I never meant to make you hate me so much.”

“I don’t hate you.” It left my mouth faster than I could stop it.
“Then why do you never notice me?”

“What kind of question is that? You’d been involved in my life for over
seventeen years. It’s only been the past four that | haven’t seen you practically
every day.”

“And yet no matter what | do, you’ve never seen me as anything more than
your brother’s friend.”

“What do you want from me?” | croaked. “Are you saying you want to be
with me? How can | believe a flirt like you?”

“You think I’m playing with you?” Evan leaned in close again, his eyes
wide and dilated. “I’ve never given as much of myself to anyone as | have with
you. Your attention is the only kind that fills me with any meaning, and I’ve
spent my entire life making sure you remembered me, for better or worse.”

He may as well have thrown a bomb at me. Was Evan not the irredeemable
douchenozzle I’d pinned him as all those years? The worst best news of my
life? | shuddered as | grabbed at the cuff of his shirt. “What’s with the
confession all of a sudden?”

“If I intend to keep you, | have to pay a price.”

All this effort to dig into my brain, and he had me. | wanted his poison. I
wanted this to be real. But | wasn’t going to make it easy. “Be with me?” |
lifted up my middle finger, making sure I got it right at his face. “Be with this.”

Evan took hold of my wrist as he licked up my finger, his eyes fixed on
mine the whole time, “—and maybe more?”

It was hard to conceal my reaction. My dick was straining against my pants,
and Evan was just as hard. | knew I’d regret this, but my logic was fucked. I
was jumping off a cliff, and if this was how | was going down, | wanted him
down on me.

I unzipped my pants with my free hand and Evan, not without a knowing
smile, dropped to his knees without another word. This | could get used to.
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Evan lowered my pants, pulled down my boxer-briefs, and nuzzled his lips
against my erection. | couldn’t say | was displeased. | bit my lip to hold in my
moan as Evan’s tongue licked up my shaft and swirled around the head. Our
eyes met for amoment and he grinned, the glint in his eyes making me wary of
having him so close to my balls as he cupped them, squeezing suggestively, the
pressure somehow both pleasurable and menacing, before he swallowed my
cock like a snake with its prey.

With his wet lips expanded around my girth and his cheeks hollowed out,
his mouth gave the perfect amount of suction to drive me mad. He bobbed his
head up and down the length, my vein-studded skin gleaming whenever he
pulled off to suck at the head. | was going to lose it if | let him go at this pace.

“—No.” I took his chin into my hand, knowing this may be my only chance
to get what | wanted out of him. “I’m not letting you take over. Strip and get on
my bed.”

My cock swayed in the cold as Evan licked his lips and smiled again before
he stood and pressed past me to the narrow hallway.

I dropped my clothes, staring at the sight in front of me. Evan was nothing
short of professional as he precariously sat on the edge of my bed, naked, his
hand gliding up and down his cock—fat in the head and curved to the left. And
he knew he looked the part too. It made me want to smack him again, which
only made me harder.

In my wallet was a condom and one-use lube packet I kept handy. If I could
make Evan squirm for once, I’d tumble down every black hole.

I closed in on him, the force of my palm against his chest sending him down
the mattress. He bounced slightly, his expression full of lusty curiosity as |
rolled the condom on myself, squirting the lube generously over my taut cock.
He grinned and lifted his knees up. At least we were in agreement.

But I wasn’t going to play it his way. | looped my arm under his right knee,
twisting him to his side as | aligned my cock with his ass. | could have been
generous and stretched him first, but he’d use the opportunity to bring things
back to his pace, and that would be no fun for me. | pushed my tip at his hole,
getting ample satisfaction as his face contorted, his eyes squeezing tighter and
his mouth opening wider as | breached the entrance, sliding further and further
inside him.

“Yes,” | hissed as | leaned closer, “You like my cock buried up your ass,
don’t you, you filthy cum receptacle.”
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“Yeah,” Evan said firmly, completely confident in his statement. He arched
himself up, his mouth meeting mine. | grasped the back of his neck, his tongue
hot and firm against mine as his ass tightened around my cock.

Then his head dropped back to the covers and | perched his leg on my left
shoulder, my weight on my right elbow as | pumped my hips, ramming my
cock against him until all he could do was make unintelligible sounds and
thrash against the sheets. One of his hands found his cock and he tugged at it,
the purple-pink tip giving out a drop of pre-cum. I thrust harder, my own cock
yearning.

“Clark,” his voice cracked as his eyes welled up and dripped as he tried to
blink the wetness away.

I lifted his head again, my Kkiss as erratic as my thrusts. Within my
undulating motion, my pelvis seared and sparked and sent out a surge. | grunted
and grabbed Evan’s hair, keeping him close as | pounded through my orgasm.
The friction from my chest seemed to help Evan find his own release, and his
voice vibrated through me as a hot stream hit my belly.

| dropped to the bed with a thunk, heaving for air as my pulse pounded in
my ears. Evan rolled over, draping his arm over me, mumbling something. |
wiped the itchy drops of sweat off my brow, acutely aware of the cum on my
stomach and the used condom on my cock.

As much as I despised any sort of cleaning, this had to be taken care of or
else the cum would congeal into super glue between my hairs. | groaned as |
forced myself to roll off the bed, fighting the intense urge to pass out. At least
when | was with Lucas, | had reason to run to the shower. Trouwan cum was
like lava and then it congealed into super glue.

Evan was already out of it, his lids half closed and his stupid grin loosening.
He was startled by my movements, his hand reaching out to grab mine. “Where
you going?” he slurred.

| pointed at myself. “To wash the gift you left behind.”
Evan snorted as his tension eased and he waved me away.
Yeah, he had it easy. Bastard.

The steam felt nice against my skin as | flushed the condom and stepped
under the rush of water. | lathered the soap and scrubbed from my neck to my
toes, my muscles sore from the unexpected exercise.
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I still wasn’t sure what any of this meant. I didn’t go around having one
night stands, and | surely didn’t want my brother’s best friend to be my first in
that regard. It didn’t help that Evan was a crier in bed. My chest thumped as |
found myself staring at the mildly yellow tiles. What in the universe did I get
myself into?

Before | could answer myself, the bathroom door opened, sending in a
quick chill before it closed again. Evan’s shadow hovered inches from the
curtain as he pulled it to the side, his eyes soft and pleading as he looked me up
and down.

“Bored already?” | asked, wondering what he wanted.

Evan stepped inside the shower stall, his chest compressed to my back as he
strained to fit. The shower was made for one person at a time. It was worse than
being cornered.

He planted his face to the crook of my neck, inhaling me as his hands
roamed the front of my body.

I exhaled slowly. “You just love making things inconvenient for me.”
“I love you.”

I closed my eyes, the steady tap of water drowning out the rapid beating in
my chest. Those three words never felt sharper, amplified, echoing through my
veins. Every part of him that touched me sent shivers through my spine,
coaxing my cock into stirring once more. He had me so wound around his
finger, I’d forget to breathe if he asked me to. But love?

There were fantasies | had where we stood like this, exchanging sweet
nothings. They never culminated in declarations of love.

“Did I leave you speechless?”” He kissed up my neck, sucking at it so hard
it’d bruise for certain. His hands reached for mine, gripping them, twining the
fingers tight. “You’re just too adorable when you’re agitated. Did you know
your nose turns pink when you’re embarrassed or enraged?”

My nose twitched. “I should smack you again.”
His cock grew firm and pushed against me. “I’d like that.”

And my heart didn’t know which way to pump blood anymore. I needed air.
| needed to break free of this spell. I needed him to stop feeling so
intoxicatingly good against me.

“I love you,” Evan repeated, this time louder. “I’ve loved you since the day
we met.”
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I sighed. Love was not the right word for what | felt that second. Love was
steeped in sweetness and compassion. This meant much more. I could finally
show him how I felt about this long pursuit of his, of his need to be obsessed
over. He wanted obsession? I’d fill his days with so much of me, he’d forget
the rest of the universe. | took his hand and folded it over my cock.

“You’re going to deeply regret seducing me.”

He groaned in my ear. “Clark, you have no idea how long I’ve waited for
you to say that.”

“Uh huh,” I merely acknowledged his charming reply. “Your ass is going to
memorize the contours of my dick.”

*hkk

A month into living with Evan, of digesting that we were potentially now
dating, I could finally say I understood him better.

There were days when | was absorbed in University work and 1I’d find his
face taped to my books, his photos over my diagrams. | had to encrypt my
computer so he’d stop making himself my wallpaper. Confronting him only
ended up in hot, angry sex, after which he wasn’t a bother for several days.

In response, | had him wear an ear tag that said, “Property of Clark Waters.”
It was supposed to be a one-day joke, but he was so proud of it that it became
his most prized accessory.

The one thing that did end successfully, however, was that one time | got
really angry at him for hiding my tablet with all my lab notes. I ended up going
to a kinky sex shop and asking the clerk for the most torturous device they had.
It was ridiculously too sadistic even for me, so I didn’t get it. Instead | found a
strap-on and my mind did a somersault. That night I cuffed Evan to his bed—
cuffs | had bought previously to keep him from wandering into my room at
night after | found out he had the key to my door lock—and attached the strap-
on over his underwear. He was confused at first, but once I lubed up the dildo
and got myself naked, he was fiercely regretted hiding my things.

“This,” I said as I aligned my ass with the dildo, “is what you’re missing out
on every time you interfere with my work.”

And I rode that dildo to orgasm, watching Evan’s contorted face as his own
appendage got no love that night. After that he treated all my University-related
stuff like it was made of uranium.
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Today he had something to show me back at the shop. Unfortunately, I still
didn’t have a ship, so | had to take a taxi over.

He was a hot mess, every inch of him caked with grime, but he was smiling
as he wiped his hands on an equally grimy towel. “Remember how | said your
piece of shit ship belonged in a dumpster?”

I pinched the bridge of my nose. “I don’t think that’s how that conversation
went.”

“Well,” Evan said as he pushed his hand through his hair, the ruffle of it
reminding me of what he looked like post-sex, “lI was planning on
disassembling it and selling off the scrap to buy you a new one, but in the
process | found the skeleton and exterior to be in recoverable condition—"" his
smile spanned the width of his face, “—so | ended up gutting it and installing
more reliable parts from a different model.”

He took my hand and led me over to where a white sheet was laid over
something wide enough to be a ship. When he stripped the sheet off, he raised
his hands in victory. “It’s like your old thing but less of a disgrace.”

I blinked slowly, letting the image sink into my head. That was my ship
alright, but shinier and less like it was about to break in half.

Evan opened the hood to show off the insides, all brand new, without a spot
of dust on them.

“How’d you afford this?” | asked as my finger glided over the curves of the
engine.

“It was a bit out of budget, but I plan to downsize the apartment.”

| stared at him in disbelief.

He looked at me all innocently. “After Sasha left, | was planning on doing it
anyway. | didn’t actually expect to fill the room, let alone have you live with
me. Seems like the extra room is unnecessary again.”

| wanted to be angry, but it served me right to buy into his plea for a
roommate. He’d would have said anything to keep me around. Besides, the ship
really did look good and it could use some breaking in.

“The backseat converts into a bed,” Evan said with a wink, obviously
thinking the same thing.

I exhaled and considered this a draw. | took Evan and kissed him,
disregarding the looks from the other employees or customers. There was a
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picture snapped, a picture 1’d find looming online in a few hours. It only served
as motivation to kiss him more fervidly. Let everyone know he was mine.

“Lucky day to get stranded in space,” | whispered.

The End
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Thank You

Special thanks to Anna for fantastic editing. I really appreciate
all the time the event volunteers have put in to make Love’s
Landscapes happen.
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Author’s Note

Hinori’s tribe considers the use of gendered pronouns to be
highly disrespectful. Therefore, Hinori uses singular they to
refer to others, as is the custom in the Naha’i culture.
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Chapter One
A Chance Meeting

| sat amidst the underbrush, listening to the soul of the Mother-Father as
They moved through the life force of every living thing. | had to break my fast
soon; the hunger eating away at my belly was a sign that | had come too far and
too fast on my Journey.

| felt the pulse of the deer as it drank from the stream. The sound of rippling
water covered my footfalls as | approached the beast. | watched its majesty as
its great antlers dipped into the water. A shame to kill such a creature, but the
Mother-Father understood that some things must be done. The Naha’i, blessed
by Their strength, have been allowed to live on this planet in harmony with life.
We give back what we take as much as we are able, but these few years have
seen a thinning of the wild beasts that roam these forests.

I slit the beast’s throat with one deft motion of my honed hunter’s knife. A
warrior kills in one motion. We do not take pleasure in torture or torment, but
do what needs to be done with as little suffering as possible.

| ate the meat raw, blood running down my chin and across my small
breasts. I did my best to keep it out of my blond hair, which was braided down
my back in the traditional style of the Naha’i. | could not risk a fire amidst the
dry underbrush, especially so close to habitation. The Oracle had sent me to spy
on a newly built settlement called Nemway Two as part of my ritual Journey
into adulthood. I intended to do so without being detected. Unsettling rumors
had spread about the people who called themselves the Nemway, saying that
they did not honor the Balance and instead split themselves into groups based
on gender.

If the Mother-Father placed this strange village in our world, They must
have had a reason, no matter how unusual and single-minded the villagers
might turn out to be. The Oracle insists we learn as much about these people
from the north as possible before deciding whether they constitute a threat to
us.

My meal complete, | washed in the stream before crossing. It would not do
to have Nemway Two’s tamed beasts smell the scent of blood on my lips. |
crawled up the small ridge upon which the village sat and watched with awe
and fear as the people went about their business. The settlement was like
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nothing I’d ever seen. The buildings were shaped like domes, made out of steel
like my blade. The people wore tight clothing like a second skin, blue for some
and pink for others. They wore strange sticks attached to belts at their sides.
Odd devices—not living, yet moving without life force—transported people
about the village so that they did not have to walk.

How strange the Nemway were, | thought, and how sadly separate they
seemed from one another. Those clad in blue were clearly their warriors. The
Nemway in pink were the nurturers, walking the streets with children at their
sides and babes in their arms. The two groups seemed at odds with one another,
arguing over trivial matters as | watched. | was surprised | could even
understand their language, but it was a relief to know | would not have to learn
new words.

As | lay in the brush watching them communicate, it seemed almost as
though they were speaking a different language from one another. | learned that
the two groups were referred to as “male” and “female” from signs on a
building. | wondered if perhaps there had been some split in the holy Mother-
Father deity to create such a species.

To the Naha’i, one being is both of these two tribes. | am both “male” and
“female.” | cook, I hunt, I mate, | clean—if | achieve Balance, | will be able to
bear children or father them. The people of our tribe have always been this
way—one body, two souls with the purest Balance of Mother-Father. Some
lean more one way than the other, depending on their life’s work, but equity has
always been the key to the Naha’i way of life. To swing one way or the other
too strongly is to surrender one’s self to savagery or vanity according to the
Oracle. To cut off one half of our deity is to throw away a part of one’s self.

I watched a young male leave their steel dome. They seemed to be
concealing their actions. Their jet-black hair was longer than that of the other
males, hanging around their neck instead of being shorn down to the roots. |
watched this person with interest as they snuck out of the village.

| backed down off the grassy ridge where | lay, and followed their trail.
They made no effort to conceal their tracks. | was able to follow the male for
several miles until I reached a ruined village. The disaster looked fresh, the
smell of smoke and death heavy in the air. My heart sank as | recognized it was
one of our twinned villages.

The Naha’i are spread across the world, our different tribes rarely coming
into contact except for the occasion when one tribe needs to trade. In that case,
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the villages form a bond. In this instance, the people of Vastet needed water.
Their well had dried up, so we gave them barrels of water and wine until they
could find a new water source. In return we had received several fine blades,
one of which | carried with me as a gift from the Oracle.

The youth stood looking over the remnants of the village, watching the
scene with hesitation. They looked down at the ground before kicking up dirt,
and running down the hill. They searched the ruins of homes, clearly looking
for something. | wondered if they were some kind of scavenger, looting the
homes of the dead for personal profit.

Disgusted, I stepped forward from my hiding place, and walked down the
hill. I stood behind the youth and waited for them to sense my presence. They
turned around and regarded me with shock, falling back and crawling across the
ground.

“Explain your actions,” | demanded, drawing my knife and brandishing it as
I took up my battle stance.

“Please don’t hurt me! I didn’t do this! | swear!” The youth backed up
against the remnants of a stone wall and realized further flight was impossible.

“What happened here?” | sheathed my blade, keenly aware of the effect it
was having on the person before me. They seemed different from the other
males of their group. While I would have expected a warrior to stand and fight,
the youth backed down as though they were defenseless before my might.

The young male seemed to visibly deflate, like a beast releasing its dying
breath in defeat. “My people—they sent an envoy here. They were trying to
understand how you live like you do. We didn’t know there were other people
on this planet!”

“What do you mean, ‘live like we do’?” | asked.

“You’re weird. You have no gender roles. My people saw this as a threat, |
guess. Our society is highly segregated into male and female. Each person has
their own role to play.” The youth shook their head, as if confused by it
themselves.

“What defines gender to your people?” | sat down on the charred ash, trying
to make sense of the youth’s words.

“Um...” The youth struggled to explain. “It just is. Everybody has their
assigned role at birth. Women give birth to and raise children. Men fight and
carry out heavy labor. That’s how it’s always been.”
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“l ask you again; what happened to Vastet?”

“We made a mistake. We tried to introduce our way of life to your people.
We tried to give you roles—to separate you in ways we understood. You
resisted, and this was the final result. Your people went down without much of
a fight. Our weapons are superior to anything you have.” The youth’s violet
eyes were filled with regret. They hung their head. “My people—the
Nemway—think they did the right thing. That’s why I came here. I had to know
why this tragedy occurred. | didn’t know any of you survived.”

“What is your name?” | asked. | filed away the information on gender,
Vastet’s fate, and the youth’s culture. The Oracle would be most interested in
my findings, no doubt.

“Mateo Nivera,” the youth said. “What’s your name?”

“My name is Hinori, child of Hibaka and Avalor. | am not from Vastet. |
hail from Grathador.”

“There are more of you?” Mateo’s eyes flashed with hope and they got to
their feet. I held out my hand and gripped Mateo’s, steadying the youth until
they found their balance. “Where is Grathador?”

“It would not be wise to tell you,” | said. “The Nemway are clearly a
threat.”

“You might be right.” Mateo sighed. “I’m sorry. I’m just curious about you.
| wanted to learn more, but then war broke out. If we’d just stayed out of your
business, everything would be all right now. It’s all my fault. | wanted to learn,
but others used me in order to foist their ideas on your people.”

“You should return home. Tell nobody about me.” | was calm, but firm. |
had realized that the Nemway meant us great harm, and knew | had to return to
the Oracle as soon as | could.

“I’m not going back,” Mateo said with a look of disgust. “I’m done with
them and their society. |1 don’t want to be a man. | don’t feel right when I’'m
holding a gun or learning to kill. Something inside me protests against my role.
Mother says it will pass, but I’m not so sure any more. I’m nineteen years old—
how much more will I change? | don’t want to hide who I am just to get
through life.”

“The Mother-Father has granted you the capacity for Balance,” | said,
feeling sympathy for Mateo. “Do not be afraid. You have been blessed.”

“What?” Mateo regarded me with curiosity. “I don’t understand.”
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“The Mother-Father is our deity. Only They can change the balance of
gender in a person. The Naha’i teach that in order to be at peace, one must
strive to be both aspects of our god. There are no roles cast by society, only
those desired by the individual.”

“That sounds like heaven.” Mateo smiled for the first time since | had met
them. “How can | become one of you?”

“Nobody has ever joined the Naha’i in living memory,” | said, trying to let
Mateo down gently. | felt compassion for the youth, lost as they were in the
world and feeling at odds with society. | realized the isolating nature of Mateo’s
life. Perhaps that’s why | offered the youth something nobody else ever had.
“That doesn’t mean you cannot consult the Oracle. They decide the fate of our
village.”

“You’re going to let me come with you?” Mateo asked, their eyes widening
until they looked like the sixth moon Venetia, purple and full. They accented
Mateo’s hair, and in that moment, | realized the youth was attractive to me. |
understood then that maturity was indeed upon me, along with the desires the
twentieth year of our lives brought. | knew | had to be careful with those
feelings, and keep them in harmony, or the core of sexual aggression would
destroy my Balance and send me down a path of madness.

“Yes, you may come,” | said. “On one condition.”
“I’ll do anything.”

“You must tell the Oracle everything about your people. Any question the
Oracle asks, you will answer to the best of your ability. Is that understood?”

“Yes, of course,” Mateo said, eyes shining with relief. I knew from that
expression that Mateo did not seek to harm me; indeed, they seemed
completely non-aggressive. | could only say that I trusted Mateo, charmed as |
was by the kindly youth’s words, and equitable nature. There was wisdom on
display in Mateo that I had not witnessed in the Nemway’s color-coded village.

We moved quickly through the brush. I took point, skilled as | was in
cutting away the branches with my blade. Mateo followed, never far behind.
Their eyes seemed to bore into me. | wondered what the source of Mateo’s
curiosity was as we travelled towards Grathador.

“We should make camp,” | said, after several hours of silence. Mateo
looked to be beyond exhaustion, their body less toned than mine despite being a
part of the aggressive masculine tribe within the Nemway. | built a fire. Mateo
slumped down beside it, seemingly grateful for the warmth.
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“Aren’t you cold?” Mateo asked, regarding me with a questioning stare to
which | could only shrug. “You’re barely wearing anything.”

“I am comfortable this way,” | responded. “It is you who look ill at ease.”
“I hate these jJumpsuits,” Mateo said, pulling at the stretchy blue fabric.
“So remove it.”

Mateo blushed, a furious crimson spreading across their face. “I—I couldn’t
do that!”

“Why not?” | was genuinely curious at this point; nothing less than a
straight answer would do. | watched Mateo wrestle with the question across the
fire from me, clearly locked in debate with themselves.

“You would see me naked! In our culture, that’s just not done.”
“l don’t understand,” | said. “Why not?”

“The men—most of them hunger for the women, and sometimes each other.
They would never keep their sexual appetites to themselves if everyone walked
around naked. It would be obscene.”

“Because their sexual attributes would be on display?” | tried to wrap my
mind around such an unbalanced culture and shuddered. Only one who had
given themselves over to the most extreme aggressive savagery would ever
think about sexual congress without consent. It was proof to me that the Naha’i
and the Mother-Father were right and that the Nemway had arrived to show us
the follies of such a gendered culture.

“Exactly.” Mateo shivered, and | sensed it had little to do with the cold they
felt.

“Such a thing would never happen in my tribe,” I said. “It would take an
extremely unbalanced individual to carry out such an act, and they would be
banished.”

“How do you deal with it, then? Sexual desire, | mean?” Mateo blushed
again, but I sensed their curiosity outweighed their embarrassment. “I mean,
you do have sex, right?” Mateo looked at my no doubt quizzical gaze and
laughed. “You mate, then? Procreate? You must have offspring, right?”

“The ability to bear offspring is limited to only a few; those who have
mastered the Balance and embraced both sides of their being in the true spirit of
the Mother-Father. We call this the Quickening. Few ever achieve it, and so our
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numbers are small. As for mating, we are allowed to express physical intimacy
with whomever we choose, so long as both parties consent. Bearing offspring is
limited to a Promised couple—one who has made a vow before the Mother-
Father to embrace Balance and one another for life. In practicality, this vow is
usually made after it is discovered one partner’s womb has Quickened. Some
sterile couples Promise out of a desire to commit, however.”

It was Mateo’s turn to look at me with a strange expression. It was as if they
were seeing me for the first time. “You have a womb?”

“As you know, the Naha’i is a society based around equality. We do not
separate ourselves as you do.”

“But we segregate ourselves because we have different body parts. You’re
saying you have both male and female body parts—that you’re intersexed?”

“l do not know that word,” 1 said, feeling most uncomfortable. I am not
particularly known for my vanity, but at that moment, | felt like some kind of
animal being dissected out of callous intrigue. “I would ask that you refrain
from your curiosity for tonight. We must rest.”

“I’m sorry,” Mateo said. “I didn’t mean to pry.”

| felt somewhat guilty as | ended the conversation and laid down on a pile of
sticks and leaves. The poor youth had only been driven by the desire for
knowledge; who was I to rebuke them? Was it the knowledge of their species’
sexual hunger that frightened me? I consulted the Mother-Father in silent
meditation and realized | had been acting in a most unbalanced way—
defensively at best, like a tiger sizing up its enemy to sink its teeth into later.
Mateo was not my foe, and they deserved my compassion, alone in the world as
they were.

I heard quiet sniffling across from me, and realized Mateo was crying. My
sense of guilt intensified. | sat up, climbing out of my makeshift bed silently,
using my hunter’s ability to close the distance between us without alerting
Mateo.

“Mateo,” | whispered. “Why are you crying?”
“Leave me alone,” Mateo sniffed. “It’s none of your business.”
“I shouldn’t have shut you out. I’m sorry.”

“No, I’m sorry. I’m embarrassed, scared and a long way from everything |
know, asking the most stupid questions. Your body is none of my concern.”
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“You simply wanted to learn about my culture,” I said. “That is no crime.
You have done more to bridge the gulf between our peoples in one day than the
Nemway have since they moved south. It is to be praised.”

“You think so? You—you’re not offended?” Mateo wiped their eyes, and
rolled over to look at me. Their face was red, and blotchy against pale skin,
Mateo’s eyes bloodshot from crying.

“Not at all. What | said was a breach of the Balance. I’m sorry.”

“I’m sorry too,” Mateo said, their breath hitching as they tried to get their
emotions under control.

“It’s okay,” | hushed, feeling tender emotions towards the youth in anguish
before me. | leaned down, and caressed Mateo’s cheek. “You’re not alone.
We’re both a long way from home. We each have much to learn.”

| stayed beside Mateo until they fell into a quiet doze. | returned to my
makeshift bed, and quickly fell asleep, exhausted by the day’s events.

*kkk
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Chapter Two
Culture Shock

“Hush,” I said, covering Mateo’s mouth. Their eyes snapped open, but they
understood the threat, laying still and pretending to be asleep while I took care
of the intruders. | drew my knife and merged into the shadows, counting the
people before me. Six of the males from the village stood in a ring, surrounding
our camp. We were hopelessly outnumbered and | had no idea what kind of
weapons they were carrying. They looked like much larger versions of the
black sticks I had seen holstered at people’s belts in Nemway Two. | knew |
had to be cautious.

I made an intentional snapping sound by stepping on a twig. Ducking down
into the bushes, | suppressed a cry of surprise as a beam of light erupted from
the stick, illuminating the forest as it flew towards its target. One of the males
screamed. | smelled the sickening stench of burning flesh. | realized the stick
was deadly, its light capable of searing skin and muscle alike.

“You idiot! You hit Luke!” The males shouted amongst themselves,
obviously confused and outraged by their mistake.

The males rushed over to the spot behind me where Luke lay bleeding to
death. I felt sorrow over the murder I had indirectly been a part of, but | pushed
away the urge to weep for a person’s death and instead focused on my survival.

With the villagers distracted, | hurried back to Mateo’s side. Mateo
followed me without comment, being careful not to stumble or make noise as |
led them into the forest.

“Not so fast.” | felt a stick pressed into my back and knew that if the
Nemway fired, | would die instantly. | dropped my knife in defeat, realizing
that to keep myself and Mateo safe meant giving up the fight and going with
the villagers. Another male stepped forward and took my knife. They leered at
me, eyes on my breasts with obvious hunger. | turned my gaze away from
them, ashamed for the first time of my own nudity.

“Move!” The stick poked into my back again and | stepped forward. |
thought we would have to walk all the way back to the village, but we were led
to a clearing where one of the mysterious transportation devices sat hovering a
few inches off the ground. | feared riding the lifeless object but realized | had
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no choice as | was pushed onto it and forced to sit. They tied me to the steel
chair and did the same with Mateo, who sat with their head lowered, unable to
meet my eyes. They looked ashamed and disappointed. | wondered if shame
was an emotion these males invoked in everyone, though the same hunger they
had showed me was not apparent when they looked at Mateo. Instead, their
expressions spoke of anger and disgust. | feared for Mateo at the Nemway’s
hands.

The machine moved with a sickening lurch, and | vomited on myself. Our
captors made sounds of disgust and pulled to a stop. They untied Mateo and
threw them a rag.

“Clean it off. Hurry up!” I realized with shock that the “it” they were
referring to was me, as though I was some kind of object for their amusement.
Mateo took the rag and wiped me down. If Mateo was disgusted, they did not
show it as they cleaned me off with near tender care. Mateo took the rag and
hurled it at the ringleader of the males. | could not suppress a smile as the
ringleader made disgusted noises before tossing the rag off the side of the
machine.

“Get back in your seat, Mateo!” said the male who had leered at me before.
They aimed their gun at Mateo and I realized there was no chance of escape. |
shot Mateo a sympathetic glance and they surrendered, sitting down and
allowing themselves to be tied up once more. The machine lurched again but |
was ready for it that time. Whatever food and water was in my body remained
in my stomach.

At the next stop, we remained tied to our chairs while the males ate and
drank. They forced water into our mouths from a flask but left us hungry.

“Would you cover up its tits? I’m getting distracted over here.” The
ringleader ambled closer, throwing a blanket over my chest. | was actually
grateful for the relief from the stares and spent the rest of the trip in slumber,
trying to ignore the nervousness that came with riding the floating machine.

I woke to darkness and found myself in the village. | was being prodded to
wakefulness by the butt of the weapon as another male untied me. I got up and
followed them, knowing there was no chance of resistance with so many others
close by. The steel was awkward to walk on and hurt my bare feet, but comfort
was not on the minds of the people who held us prisoner.

“Take ’em to the lab. Dr. Garvin will be more than happy to take a look at
the she-male.” The male laughed. | winced at what seemed like an insult. I bit
my tongue to counter any retort | might have made.
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“What about Mateo?” The male looked at the ringleader for advice. “He’s
one of ours.”

“He needs hormone treatments. His mother says he’s been acting out of
whack for a while. Little sissy needs to learn how to be a real man. Let Garvin
fix him.” I shuddered, barely understanding most of the words that came out of
the males’ mouths, but comprehending their tone just fine. They planned to
harm Mateo, perhaps more than me. | cringed at the thought of them changing a
single thing about the kind, compassionate youth that had dared to attempt
understanding of my people.

I was pushed towards a door, sure that I was going to be forced into it, when
the door opened of its own accord. | wondered if a person controlled the doors
or whether it was a lifeless machine like the one we had rode in on.

The room beyond was full of things my eyes had never seen before and
which | did not understand. Glass bottles sat on shelves, filled with various
organs. How they stopped them from putrefying, | did not know, but it made
me sick to see them separated from their bodies. These were no animal organs,
but those of people. Having witnessed our healer dissect a cadaver, | knew what
the inside of our bodies looked like, and it was vastly similar to the line-up of
specimens on the wall.

I fought down my nausea and instead concentrated on the male milling
about like he owned the place. The male’s hair was shorn down to the roots like
the others, but they sported facial hair that looked vastly out of place on the
bald head. The male | guessed to be Garvin wore the same blue clothing that
Mateo had referred to as a jumpsuit, and was only distinguishable from the
others by the way their green eyes regarded me with no emotion. Whereas the
others had expressed desire or disgust, this being was completely empty on the
surface, their gaze revealing no shred of humanity whatsoever. It chilled me to
the bone. | wondered if this Nemway was even capable of feeling. | knew we
would not live long under this person’s care. | feared for Mateo.

“Put them in here.” A glass cage sat along the far side of the room. The
male walked over and pressed numbers on a device. Part of the glass slid aside
and we were hustled in, the glass sliding shut and sealing completely. I
wondered how we would breathe in this tight atmosphere, but fresh cool air was
blowing in from somewhere and my immediate concerns that this was some
kind of killing chamber were dispelled.

Mateo shuffled to the back of the glass box and slumped down against the
wall, looking defeated and distraught. I knelt down beside them, placing my
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hand on their shoulder in a supportive gesture. Garvin had a conversation |
could not hear through the glass cage with the males who had brought us in
before dismissing them.

“It’s going to be okay,” I said, with a confidence I did not feel. Mateo didn’t
buy my words, my voice shaking and echoing back to them in the glass
chamber.

“Garvin is amadman,” Mateo said. “He’s the monster I’ve been threatened
with since | was a child. He fixes people who don’t match this society’s gender
norms. They come back... different.”

“l won’t let them harm you.” | felt a protective force swell inside me as if |
was protecting a family member.

“You can’t stop him, Hinori. Garvin has free rein here to do whatever he
wants. As long as he fixes the Nemway’s problems, the people turn a blind eye
to his methods.” Mateo pulled their knees up to their chin, making themselves
as small as possible.

I soon saw why Mateo bundled up as the glass slid open and Garvin walked
in holding a long, sharp object that held some kind of liquid in their hand.
Garvin walked over to us, a twisted smile on their face as they knelt down
beside Mateo.

“Leave Mateo alone!” | yelled with the full force of my warrior heritage
behind me. That shout had been known to chase away a pack of wolves, but
Garvin was not deterred.

“Shut up, freak, or I’ll simply kill and dissect you this instant. I’ll make
Mateo watch as | carve you up. That’ll make a man out of him.” Garvin smiled
as | backed away, defeated. Mateo looked up at me with eyes of terror as |
stepped back and let Garvin close in.

| felt like such a failure as a warrior. | had never backed away from a fight
in my life, but for the first time in recent memory, | was afraid. | explored the
emotion as Garvin sank the needle into Mateo’s arm. | swore to myself if the
liquid was poison, I would wrap my hands around Garvin’s throat and squeeze
until the life departed their body. Such a monster deserved to be a sacrifice to
the Mother-Father. They would take Garvin’s soul and banish it to the Seven
Hells, where those who committed acts of pure evil were banished for eternity.

The injection seemed to have no immediate effect. Garvin backed off,
admiring their handiwork.
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“We’ll see what happens when | give you a megadose, Mateo. Satisfy my
curiosity, and I’ll let you out of here.”

“I’ll never do what you want,” Mateo said, eyes shining with defiance that
made me feel ashamed.

“You can’t fight your body’s desires. Soon you’ll be like a dog in heat and
nothing will stop you from embracing your true nature. Fuck the freak, and I’ll
let you out of here.” Garvin smiled as they left, the glass door closing behind
them before | could regain my will to snap the beast’s neck.

“Hinori, I want you to listen to me.” Mateo’s voice was clear and measured,
the voice of a person who had accepted their fate and decided to take the only
way out. “If I ever turn on you, | want you to kill me.”

“Don’t ask that of me.” My words surprised even myself. I realized the
bond between Mateo and | was stronger than | had previously realized. “I will
not take your life.”

“l would rather that than the alternative. | would rather die than become a
monster. | have seen myself. | know who | want to be now that I’ve met you. |
won’t let them take that away from me.”

| edged closer to Mateo, hoping to pull them into my embrace but Mateo
pushed me away roughly. “No. Keep your distance. | don’t know when the
changes will occur.” | saw the conflict in their eyes as Mateo bowed their head.
Out of respect for Mateo’s wishes, | took to the furthest corner, sat down, rested
my head on my knees, and allowed myself to fall asleep.

*kkk
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Chapter Three
Fighting Desire

Garvin returned next time with a guard beside them. | realized Garvin had
understood the threat | presented. Garvin would not make the mistake of
coming alone again. | stood little chance unarmed against a Nemway with a
light stick.

Mateo was changing, much to their own personal terror. Thick black stubble
was breaking out on their chin, and they were afraid to catch their reflection in
the mirrored glass for fear of seeing the change in themself. Mateo would not
let me come close or touch them.

I woke to find Mateo naked, standing up against the wall. Tears rebelliously
rolled down their face as they stroked their hard cock. | pretended to be asleep
in order to give Mateo some privacy. | remembered the way the males’ eyes
had roved over me. | did not want to do the same to Mateo, no matter how
magnificent | thought their body was.

Mateo’s body was mostly a mirror of mine on the outside, only with thick
tufts of body hair and a much larger cock. They were lanky, with a flat chest
and stomach but without large hips like | have. Legend has it that our people
once delivered their children naturally and that wide hips were conducive to
this process. Modern Naha’i lack a birth canal, so our children are delivered
surgically by the healer. I have small breasts for feeding my offspring but
nothing the size of the females in Nemway Two.

| heard Mateo come and fought the stirring of my own cock with
meditation. | sensed the Mother-Father in Mateo and realized their equilibrium
had been restored—for now. | opened my eyes as if waking and walked over to
them as they were pulling their jumpsuit back onto their shoulders.

“Are you okay?” | asked.

“l don’t know.” Mateo’s voice was deeper in pitch and sounded like that of
a stranger, even to them. “I’m scared, Hinori.”

“I know. Let me help you.” I put my hand on Mateo’s shoulder. They did
not shove me off, but came to my arms willingly. Mateo rested their head on
my breasts, and | stroked their soft hair, giving comfort the only way | could.
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“If you wish it, I will snap Garvin’s neck,” | said, the urge to protect Mateo
overwhelming me.

“He would kill you,” Mateo whispered. “I don’t want you to get hurt.”
“l can’t bear to see you suffer either.”

“You should... back off,” Mateo said. | felt their cock stirring against my leg
and fought the urge to give in to my desire. To do so would be a violation of
Mateo’s rights, taking advantage of them when they were unable to resist. To
do such a thing would be a violation of everything I believed, but | cannot say |
did not both desire Mateo and feel the need to comfort them by becoming the
one to take away Mateo’s pain. To have Mateo inside me—our bodies and
souls becoming one—was an image | was fighting to keep under control. I had
to protect Mateo. | was determined to find a way.
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The next day had Garvin seeming annoyed and nervous as they opened the
glass door to give Mateo another shot. The enforcer stood beside Garvin as | sat
by uselessly.

“Do you feel a man’s desire pumping through your veins, Mateo?” Garvin
smiled and lifted Mateo’s chin in an intimate gesture that made me feel sick.
Garvin reached down and fondled Mateo’s cock through their jumpsuit, smiling
as it responded to their ministrations. Mateo thrust upwards into Garvin’s hand,
Mateo’s mind lost to a haze of need. It was all | could do not to throw myself at
Garvin in homicidal rage, whether it was a suicidal act or not.

Mateo whimpered as Garvin stopped, chuckling as they left the chamber.
Sweat was breaking out on Mateo’s forehead, and they reached down, fondling
their own cock until they came. I didn’t even grow hard, so sickened was | by
Mateo’s suffering.

“Mateo,” | said softly.
“Stay... away,” Mateo said. “I can’t control it. I’m losing everything.”

I was calm as | stood up and walked over to Mateo, ignoring their protests.
Mateo’s pulse was hammering against me as | pulled them close. I was worried
their heart would burst. Mateo’s cock was already hard again. They whimpered
in frustration, grinding against me. Their mouth surrounded my nipple, tongue
swirling as it became hard in Mateo’s mouth. Mateo’s other hand squeezed my
other breast and | had to remind myself that conscious thought was necessary at
that moment.
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“Mateo, stay with me. Can you listen to me while I talk to you?”

Mateo withdrew, letting go of me. I felt a loss where their warmth withdrew
and realized what | was about to ask was right, was an act of Balance—of
desire and protection in harmony.

“Mateo, | am happy to give myself to you, if that’s what you need.”

Mateo shook their head forcefully no, even as their hand pushed aside my
loincloth to expose my hardening cock.

“It’s okay, Mateo. | want it too. Don’t be afraid. We’ll get through this
together.” My voice was barely a whisper, and Mateo nodded their consent. |
captured Mateo’s soft lips in a gentle kiss, which they made deeper, probing my
mouth with their insistent tongue. | let Mateo in, let them have whatever they
needed of me in order to be safe and sane. | was frightened of Mateo’s
aggression, yet | could not deny their hand on my cock drove me to the edge.

“Not yet,” | whispered, knowing that if | came then, the rest would most
likely hurt. “Inside me.” | stripped off my loincloth and coated Mateo’s cock
with my spit. | straddled them, taking control and carefully lowered myself
down onto Mateo’s hard shaft at a speed I could take.

Mateo whimpered, pinned down beneath me, and it wasn’t long before they
came, Mateo’s seed spilling inside my ass. The sensation was more than
pleasurable, and I crossed a line, able to forget for a moment that we were both
prisoners submitting to a cruel master’s desire. | came on Mateo’s chest, seeing
white before coming back to myself and grim reality. | slipped off Mateo’s
cock and tried to ignore the tears that spilled down Mateo’s cheeks.

“I’m sorry,” Mateo rasped.

“Don’t be,” | said, brushing the tears away from Mateo’s cheeks. | was
filled with a warm tenderness for the being sitting beside me, and a fierce urge
to protect Mateo and care for them no matter what. Even if we were to spend
the rest of our lives in the cage, | was determined to give Mateo whatever they
needed from me.

What Mateo really needed was freedom. | knew as | looked out through the
glass at Garvin’s wicked smile, | had to find a way out soon—before Garvin
got what they wanted and ended their cruel experiment.
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Chapter Four
Escape

| can’t say how long we were at the “lab,” as the males had called it, but |
gave myself to Mateo whenever they needed it. They seemed to retreat into
themselves, never talking to me outside of mating. | grew lonely in our cage
and spent much of it sleeping. My waking hours were spent meditating or
watching the lab outside the cage, waiting for a moment when Garvin would
slip up and offer us an opportunity for escape.

That day came eventually, as all things must. | was ready to take it. Garvin
came without an enforcer, but with a light stick clasped to their belt. | feigned
sleep and waited for Garvin to relax. | regret to say that breaking Garvin’s neck
between my hands was one of the most satisfying things I’ve ever done. If there
was a beast to be delivered to the Seven Hells, Garvin was it, but the act |
committed was still murder. A warrior must mourn even a monster according to
the rules of the Naha’i, but I could not shed a single tear for Garvin.

Mateo took a moment to respond before looking at Garvin’s corpse with an
expression of pure hatred. | pulled Mateo to their feet and led the way, taking
the light stick from Garvin’s belt. I didn’t know how it worked, but I hoped the
mere sight of it would be enough to make any who opposed us think twice.

We hustled through the lab and out of the front door, which helpfully
opened for us. People milled about, going about their everyday business. A
female caught sight of our near-naked bodies and cried for help. I held up the
light stick as the sun blinded me and the townsfolk backed away. It was long
enough for my eyes to adjust. | led Mateo to a nearby machine, hopped on
board and tried to work the controls. The machine veered hopelessly into the
crowd and towards the lab.

“Mateo, | need you!” | yelled. Mateo seemed to come to their senses and
took the wheel, averting disaster and steering the machine out of the village.
Flashes from light sticks sped past our heads as we ducked while the machine
dived into the trees. Mateo focused on the task at hand and expertly guided the
machine through the undergrowth until we lost the enforcers. They seemed not
to follow, and | wondered why.

As the machine ground to a halt, | looked at Mateo with an unspoken
question on my lips. I did not understand why the machine had stopped, and |
needed Mateo to explain it.
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“Fuel cells are empty,” Mateo said, kicking the machine. “It’s useless now.”
Those were the last words they said all day as we proceeded on foot. I missed
having my knife to cut away anything growing in our path, but we were able to
duck most of the overgrown branches.

We made camp for the night. Mateo wordlessly gathered wood for the fire,
then slumped down in front of it.

“Mateo, if you want to talk—"

Mateo shook their head, disgust at themselves apparent in the way they
moved. Mateo’s shoulders seemed permanently hunched, their self-worth at an
all-time low. I wondered about the battle Mateo was fighting inside and knew |
had to leave them alone to make their own path through the darkness in their
mind.

I slept fitfully. Mateo came to me in the dark, hands roaming over my body
in silent question. | let Mateo have what they needed then let them rest in my
arms once it was over. | loved the way | felt when Mateo was close to me, but it
scared me that they did not speak. | wanted to talk about what we had done and
tell Mateo it was okay—that | was not hurt by them in any way—but it was
impossible. When | spoke to Mateo, it was like addressing a wall. Perhaps it
was easier for Mateo to process their captivity in silence. All I knew is that |
wanted them to speak more than anything.

I picked berries and hunted with my bare hands. It was good to have a full
stomach again, and it lifted Mateo’s spirits as well. The next few days were
spent in quiet companionship as the chemical poison receded from Mateo’s
veins and returned them to a more familiar shadow of their former self. Mateo
stopped coming to my bed, and | realized | missed their body close to mine.

We were closing in on Grathador when Mateo said their first few words. As
we finished making camp, Mateo sat by the fire and watched it burn. | sat
across from Mateo and watched them with admiration. I felt warmth glowing in
my veins every time | looked at Mateo. | knew something was changing inside
myself as surely as it was changing inside Mateo.

“I’m sorry.” Mateo’s words were barely audible, but I knew they were more
than the wind when they continued. “I never wanted to hurt you.”

“Youdidn’t hurt me,” I said. “What | gave was yours to take, Mateo. | gave
myself to you willingly. I have no regrets and | would do it again in a heartbeat
if I could keep you safe.”
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The sound of Mateo sobbing made me look up. Tears streamed down their
face as Mateo buried it in their hands.

“I’m so ashamed. | wanted you. | loved every moment of it. I’m so sorry...”

I stood up and circled the fire. It broke me apart to watch Mateo blaming
themselves. | wrapped my arms around Mateo and drew them close to my
chest.

“I wanted you too,” | whispered. “You were my only light in the darkness.
You gave me hope. The thought of losing you—I couldn’t bear it. If you had
died, 1 would have lost a part of myself.” The truth tumbled out of me. |
worried I’d said too much and burdened an already heavy soul.

“You can’t mean that,” Mateo said. “I’m a freak. Look at me. I’m hideous.
I’m not a man, but I’'m not a woman either. I’m disgusting. I’'m—" Mateo
paused as he realized he was describing me as well as himself. “I didn’t mean
you...”

I took their face between my hands and stared deep into Mateo’s eyes. “Un-
Balanced people like the Nemway could never define beauty. They have no
idea that the one person they labeled a freak is the most beautiful being I’ve
ever seen in my lifetime.”

“You don’t mean that.” Mateo pulled away with renewed sobs. “You’re the
beautiful one. I’m nothing compared to you. Look at me.”

“l am looking at you,” | said. “What | see is the purest Balance of the
Mother-Father. What | see is a soul who yearns to be free. What | see is the
person | love.” I leaned forward to kiss Mateo, eager to show them with my lips
if my words could not convince them. It was different from anything we’d ever
experienced, slow and gentle, soft and sweet instead of desperate and bruising.
I let it go on as long as Mateo needed. We only parted reluctantly for breath. |
felt like I was flying, my soul soaring as | expressed my feelings.

“I love you too,” Mateo whispered. “I wanted to die, but the hope inside
wouldn’t leave me as long as you were there.”

“I will remain by your side for as long as you want me there.”

“Always,” Mateo said, eyes shining with love. Mateo kissed down my
body. I let them take control, knowing they wanted to make things up to me and
understanding that Mateo wouldn’t be content until they felt they had done so.
My knees almost buckled as Mateo took my cock in their mouth. I let myself
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cry out at the sweet warmth of Mateo wrapped around me. Mateo moved their
head while my hands caressed their hair, loving every moment of pleasure
Mateo gave to me.

Mateo pulled themselves away. | felt a moment of despair as the feeling of
ecstasy left me, but I let myself trust Mateo as they stood and kissed me. | could
taste my own seed on Mateo’s lips and feel my erection rubbing against
Mateo’s leg as | gasped into the kiss.

Mateo pulled back and seemed to be the shy young male I’d met in Vastet
once again.

“I wondered if you might take me,” Mateo said. “I want you to have my
body.”

“I would love to have you, if that’s what you desire.”

“Please, Hinori.” Mateo’s voice was a pleading whimper. | smiled and
headed to a nearby tree, pulling some leaves from it. | crushed them until their
sap coated my hands. | rubbed the liquid along the length of my shaft and
coated my fingers with it before returning to Mateo.

Mateo looked at my fingers with a shy, sweet smile, and | was lost. | gently
pressed a slicked finger into their ass, watching Mateo’s face for any hint of
pain, but there was only a low moan of pleasure. | added another finger,
stretching them until I was sure Mateo was ready. | pressed my cock against
Mateo, slowly pushing inside until I was all the way in. I let Mateo adjust to me
before thrusting in and out. | reached around and grasped Mateo’s cock,
pumping it in time with my motions.

We were one being, bound together in the way the Mother-Father intended.
| knew | would lay down my life for Mateo. | knew | wanted to spend my life
with Mateo. | knew | wanted to bear Mateo’s children and raise them to be
kind, gentle people who never judged others. Our souls were bound in that
moment, and | knew I never wanted to be apart from Mateo again. Mateo was
my Balance.

Our rhythm intensified, and | knew | was close. | gasped as | fell over the
edge, spilling my seed into my beloved. Mateo came into my hand with a cry
and slumped on the carpet of leaves beneath us. | wrapped my arm around
Mateo and drew them close. | kissed Mateo’s neck and down their back,
marking every spot with loving lips until Mateo laughed.
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“That tickles!” Mateo said, and | laughed along with them, loving the sound
of laughter on the lips of the being | held most dear. We soon fell into a deep,
dreamless sleep, unfettered by the memories of the time we’d spent in captivity,
because we knew we’d always have one another, and that was all we would
ever need.

*hkk
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Chapter Five
Grathador’s Demise

The tree houses nested high up in the limbs of ancient oak trees signaled our
homecoming. As we crossed the final ridge before the tree-lined valley that was
Grathador, however, | knew something was wrong. The village was too quiet.
Something in the way the wind blew through the branches of the trees was all
wrong. The Mother-Father was signaling a discordance in the Balance, and it
made my body tremble to feel it.

“What’s the matter?” Mateo asked, aware of the change within me as my
ears pricked up and I ducked down behind a bush. Mateo squatted beside me.
He saw the machine first, concealed beneath a pile of branches.

“The Nemway made it here before us,” | said. “That is why they did not
pursue us.” I watched in horror as one of my people lowered themselves down
from a tree. They wore the clothing of the Nemway females; the pink jumpsuit
all wrong on their body. The signs and sigils of a warrior were gone. Horror
spread through my veins as | realized the Nemway must have spread their way
of life here like a virus.

“We will track them,” | said. “Follow me.” Mateo fell into step as |
emerged from the brush and began to track the person leaving Grathador. We
followed them to a watering hole, where they took a bucket and began to fill it
with water.

I emerged from behind a tree, sneaking up on the Naha’i until I was within
speaking distance. As they heard my approach and turned, | recognized the face
of Melan, a youth that the Oracle had said showed promise to take their place
one day.

“Hinori!” Melan regarded me with a shocked expression. Melan’s warrior
braid was untied, hanging around their neck in blonde ringlets. Some kind of
face paint accentuated their lips and eyelashes. They looked older than their
fifteen years. “How was your Journey?”

“Do not ask me about my Journey when something is so clearly wrong,” |
said, stepping forward. Melan took a step back towards the watering hole. “Tell
me what is going on.”

“The Nemway have come and shown us a new way of life. They have
brought amazing technology to us.” Melan twirled in their jumpsuit, their
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vanity obvious. “The Nemway said they wanted me to be beautiful. Their
women gave me this makeup and said | can join their tribe, but only if | cast
savagery aside and cover my body.”

“Melan, this is against our very nature. What of your Balance? What of the
teachings of the Mother-Father?”

“Such superstition is outdated, Hinori. You always were old-fashioned. The
Nemway’s technology can make our lives easier, if we let it.”

“We are warriors! We do not rely on machines that have no soul!” I lost the
temper | had fought for so long to keep in check and stepped forward. | was
heartbroken for Melan, but most of all | was afraid. Afraid for my people, and
what | might become in a world that no longer wanted me or my warrior
principles.

“Hinori.” Mateo seemed to sense my pain, stepping forward and placing
their hand on my arm. “Melan is but a victim of a greater scheme. | am sure the
Nemway came here to convert your people to their way of thinking. We must
go to your leader and try to organize some kind of resistance.”

“Of course. We must meet with the Oracle.” | nodded, my rage subsiding.
“Melan, tell nobody you have seen us.”

“Okay,” Melan said. “You won’t get to the Oracle so easily. The Nemway
are holding him in the Meeting Hall.” They grabbed the pail of water and
headed back to the village. | watched Melan go with pain in my soul. No
wonder the Balance in Grathador had seemed so wrong. Melan was even
referring to people with gendered pronouns. To speak of the Oracle in such a
way was nothing less than the greatest disrespect. It frightened me to my very
core that the Naha’i had abandoned their values so easily.

“You’re shaking.” Mateo slipped their arms around me and rested their head
on my back. I took comfort and reassurance from the fact that the one person |
needed the most was at my side. If Mateo could resist a lifetime of the
Nemway’s rules, my people surely stood a chance against their gendered
brainwashing.

“Reaching the Oracle will be dangerous,” | said, climbing to higher ground
and looking out over the village. Nemway males kept the village under guard,
light sticks at the ready should intruders come to derail their plan. | hoped that
meant there had been some kind of rebellion against the Nemway’s scheme.

“Let me help,” Mateo said. “I know my people. | know what they want:
control. They want to own people and recreate them in their image, like gods. |
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can pretend to have had a change of heart. They’ve wanted me to change for a
long time. They won’t be able to resist the notion. While their defenses are
down, we can take out as many of them as possible.”

“No,” I said. “It’s too dangerous. | won’t allow you to risk your life. You’re
too precious to me. If I lost the one sane person left in this world, | would
surely fall to madness.”

Mateo smiled, and | felt the Balance swirl within me, offering me new ways
of looking at the situation before us. I smiled as an idea struck me; one that was
both quick and nonviolent.

“We surrender,” | said. “Grathador does not have a jail, so they will most
likely take us to where the others are being held.”

“Sounds like a plan.” Mateo took my hand and led me down into the
village. All eyes turned to the two semi-naked figures in the midst of a sea of
pink and blue. It didn’t take long for the Nemway males to aim their light sticks
at us. | followed Mateo’s lead, putting my hands in the air with open palms. A
light stick was thrust at my back, and | stepped forward through the archway
into the great oak tree.

We were led down into the roots of the tree, a place we usually used for
storing food since it was cool beneath ground. | saw the Oracle and Healer
Mathara under guard along with some youths I knew from around the village.
They looked awkward in the Nemway’s gendered clothing, each having been
assigned an arbitrary gender color based on whatever the Nemway considered
their best guess.

We were ordered to sit on the ground and we complied. Jumpsuits were
thrown at us, blue for Mateo and pink for me. | looked at the suit with disgust
until a light stick was thrust at me. | was forced to shed my warrior’s loincloth
and put it on. The stretchy suit clung to my body like a prison. | felt like my
skin couldn’t breathe. The guards relaxed and went back to their duties, leaving
us unattended except for one bored and somewhat elderly guard who sat in the
corner, light stick held on by a shoulder strap. They wore a blue jumpsuit that
fit poorly in all the wrong places.

“Hinori!” The Oracle seemed both overjoyed and unhappy to sense my
presence. “Another one as well. This one is dear to you.”

“Oracle, it is I. This is my dear friend, Mateo Nivera. Mateo, this is the
Oracle, ancient seer of our tribe.”
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“Mateo, are you Nemway? You smell different from the others, yet | sense
Balance within you.” The Oracle’s voice was high-pitched and flowed from
their lips like song. | have always loved the sound of our seer’s voice, and was
in awe of the things the Oracle can sense without sight.

“l was born with the Nemway, but I reject their ideals,” Mateo said. “l don’t
identify with their strict gender roles. | don’t want to live in their box any
longer.”

“l sense much anger and sorrow from you, young one. You must hone that
emotion into Balance. The anger will not leave you until you accept your true
self.”

“l do accept myself,” Mateo protested.

“Yet you still hold onto a piece of Nemway ideals. You believe you are
flawed.”

Mateo looked around, conscious of all eyes upon them. “With all due
respect, Oracle, | don’t want to have this conversation right now. There are
more pressing matters to consider.”

“Indeed,” the Oracle said. “Our very way of life is at stake. The Nemway
will not be satisfied until we fit inside these colored suits in both body and
mind.”

“How should we proceed?” | asked.

“The Nemway will not be swayed. They are afraid of us and what we
represent. Our very existence threatens their social hierarchy. Nothing short of
war will drive them from our lands.”

“We cannot fight a war with so few. Vastet has already been destroyed.” |
hung my head, sensing defeat in the air. “I fear we are lost, Oracle.”

“Every soul is lost at some point on their Journey,” the Oracle said. “The
truth lies within you. If the Mother-Father wills it, Balance will return to this
land.”

| felt the Oracle’s words were useless. For the first time, | felt the Oracle
had no more idea of the future than | had. “We have to do something. We
cannot sit and hope that Balance will be restored by itself. I am a warrior. | will
fight as long as my body draws breath.”

“Sit down and shut up,” the guard said. | sighed and slumped down in the
corner. Mateo curled up next to me as | slipped into a restless slumber.

*khkk
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| stirred at a noise in the room. | opened my eyes and took in the sight
before me, mentally preparing for a fight.

The Oracle and the other Naha’i were snoring soundly. The guard in the
corner was asleep. A Nemway female stood before us, dust on their face and
sadness in their eyes. The person bore a certain similarity to Mateo, and |
realized there was a familial connection.

“Mother, why are you here?” Mateo asked, uncertainty in their eyes. “I
won’t change. | can’t change. | tried so hard to be what you wanted me to
be_”

“It’s okay, Mateo. | understand. Gralm told me you were sent to Garvin. |
feared you might die there. He is cruel beyond measure. I’m sorry you had to
endure that.”

“Garvin’s poison could not change me. I can only be myself. What | am is
something the Nemway fear. | am a being with both genders. Can’t you see,
Mother? When I’m with Hinori, | feel alive. | feel welcomed. I feel right.”

Mateo’s mother hung her head. “Then perhaps this is your destiny. You
must always do what you feel is right.” They reached down to their belt and
unclasped a light stick, handing it to Mateo.

“Mother... why?” Mateo looked up at their mother with confusion. “This
is_1’

“A weapon? Indeed. Mateo, the truth is that | never wanted my role either.
The thought of staying at home and bearing children for a man scared me. In
the end, it turned out that | loved you more than | could have imagined, and that
eased my sadness, but I still wished every day that I could have had the
freedom to choose my own life.”

“You still can. Fight with us,” Mateo said.

“I am too old and set in my ways to change now. | can’t fight against the
system I’ve known my whole life. | wouldn’t know how to live without it.”

“So learn.” Mateo stood and faced off against their mother. Mateo’s mother
shook their head, their decision clearly already made.

“You must carve out your own path, Mateo. I can’t join you.” They turned
away as noises approached from upstairs. “I wish you luck, my child.” Mateo’s
mother hurried upstairs, leaving us alone in the dark.

Mateo turned over the light stick in their hand, clearly upset. Mateo turned
to me, but I could only sit in silence. Mateo’s decision had to be made by
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themselves. | could not decide the path Mateo would walk, only hope that they
would choose to remain by my side.

There was a scream from upstairs and the guard jolted awake. “Stay here,”
the male ordered, rushing upstairs.

Mateo stood. “We have to make a move.” There was certainty in their gaze.
“Even if we only flee for now. We can regroup and return later.”

I stood and followed Mateo. The others came up behind us, the Oracle
guided by Mathara. We climbed the stairs and walked out into the village.

I was ill-prepared for the sight that greeted us. Two dozen or more naked
bodies hung from trees at the ends of ropes. The victims’ hair was braided just
like mine. The guards didn’t even notice us, so shocked as they were by the
dead and the dying still jerking at the ends of their ropes. A Nemway female
screamed at the sight, and children of both races wept openly.

“Is this some kind of execution?” Mateo asked, their eyes wide with horror.

“No,” I said. “This is suicide, a sacrifice to the Mother-Father. These people
could no longer stand to live this way and have given their lives back to the
deity that made them in hopes that Balance might be restored.” The sight
brought tears to my eyes. | forgot for a moment that | was standing in the midst
of my enemies. All | could see were the shadows my people’s bodies cast as
they swung from the end of ropes in the half-light of dawn. A ritual blade fell to
the ground before me. | knelt and took the offering from the dead with pride
and a silent oath to bring back the Balance.

“Hinori, we must go,” Mateo insisted, but I shook my head.
“No. The time for flight has past. We must stand and fight.”

“I know how you feel, but we cannot match the Nemway’s firepower. We
must go!” Mateo half-dragged me away as we ran into the brush. My body
moved of its own accord, my mind still trapped in the village with the hanging
souls. My friends had chosen a path of sacrifice. | had to fight for them. I had to
protect the ones who remained.

I paused momentarily. Mateo stopped as the others went on ahead. Mateo
pulled me into their arms, holding me tightly, and the tears came easily. |
sobbed on Mateo’s shoulder as they soothed me.

“We will return, Hinori, | promise. When the time is right, we will come
back and fight.” Mateo held me until | stopped crying, then took my hand and
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led me to the makeshift camp the others had made in an overgrown part of the
forest. | slept fitfully, my mind straying back to my home and the identity |
stood to lose should the Nemway win. | slipped my arm around Mateo, pulling
them close. My anchor to the world kept me from sacrificing myself to the
Mother-Father. As long as Mateo needed me, | would never leave them behind.

*hkk
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Chapter Six
Appeal To The Nemway

I woke and made my way down to the stream that ran behind our camp. |
stripped off the hideous jumpsuit and dipped into the cool water, enjoying the
sensation of being exposed to the air. | washed myself thoroughly, cleaning
away all traces of dirt that stained my body. Mateo watched me from a distance,
afraid to approach after the previous night’s events. | beckoned them over, and
Mateo came to me. Mateo’s hair was wet, and it left trails of water down my
chest as Mateo sucked on my nipples, caressing my breasts with their tongue.
Their hand reached below the water and grasped my hardening cock, teasing it
as Mateo kissed my mouth.

| pulled Mateo onto the shore, and we ducked into the brush. I pinned
Mateo to the ground, running my fingers down their flat chest and over their
nipples. Mateo looked up at me with a wistful expression as they caressed my
balls and reached toward my ass. Fingers probed at my entrance. | gasped as
they breached the puckered opening. I reluctantly pulled away and found some
of the leaves, spreading the sap across Mateo’s cock before I straddled them in
earnest. | loved the feeling of Mateo’s cock inside me. | wanted to prove it to
them. | moved down, staring into Mateo’s eyes as | filled myself up with
Mateo’s shaft. They moaned beneath me, letting all doubt and fear seep away
into the day as we slowly worked ourselves up. | touched my own breasts,
caressing my nipples as Mateo played with my cock. We came at the same
moment, our bodies and souls synchronized with one another.

We lay in the brush, living for the moment. | had sensed something was
wrong the moment | had invited Mateo over and now | saw the anguish in their
eyes unclouded by desire.

“I have to go back to Nemway Two,” Mateo said, their expression dark. “I
have something | must say to all of them.”

I realized they would brook no argument; Mateo’s mind was already made
up. “I’ll come with you.”

“No, this is my burden. | won’t drag you into this. | expect I shall die
delivering my statement, but I shall be free at last. | will not let the Nemway
choose a gender for me. That’s my choice alone. The Oracle was right; I still
don’t accept myself and I won’t be able to unless I tell the Nemway the truth.”
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“Your burden is mine as well. 1 will not let you face this alone.” I pulled
Mateo close, afraid for them once more. | would not let anything happen to
Mateo as long as | was still alive. Mateo would deliver their statement and live
no matter what.

“Hinori—"

“I love you. If you go, I go.” | put my foot down, and Mateo dropped the
argument. I suspected part of them wanted me to come so that Mateo would not
have to deliver their speech alone.

“Okay then.” Mateo smiled. “I was thinking we could steal a vehicle from
Grathador.”

“A what?”
“A vehicle. Like the one we stole from Nemway Two.”

With plans made, we spoke to the others, who claimed they would be fine
on their own. Stealing the “vehicle” was easier than I had thought it would be;
with the guards busy cutting down the bodies of the sacrificed Naha’i, they
were distracted, and we took off with the machine before anybody noticed we
had returned to Grathador.

We sped through the forest at top speed. Mateo was an expert pilot and took
us safely beneath low-hanging branches. Mateo had an intense look in their
eyes that spoke of their will for the task ahead. | knew what Mateo was
attempting was akin to the sacrifice of the Naha’i, but I had promised to stand
by their side and | would see my vow through until the end. Mateo was my
love, my mate. My Promised. If | had any say in the matter, and | would never
leave them alone, even if it meant my death.

We passed the remnants of Vastet, and that only served to bolster my will.
Mateo was trying to save the Naha’i in the only way they knew how, with an
appeal to the Nemway’s hearts and minds. | applauded their courage and
kindness even as | feared for their safety.

Reaching the outskirts of Nemway Two, Mateo set down the machine, and
we proceeded on foot. | had dressed in the bottom half of the jJumpsuit so as not
to alarm the Nemway on sight, but I had insisted on keeping my knife close by.
A warrior dies with weapon in hand, and I had promised myself | would have
that much at least.

A crowd started to gather as we reached the village square. Mateo climbed
up on a metal stage and pulled me up behind them. Mateo yelled down to the
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crowd to bring their families and listen to what Mateo had to say. Soon the
crowd filled the square, and Mateo nodded. | placed my hand on their shoulder
and squeezed, offering my support to Mateo’s brave venture.

“I returned to this place to say one thing,” Mateo began. “I returned to say
that you are lying to yourselves. This entire way of life is a sham perpetrated by
those who want to keep power in their hands.”

The crowd murmured. | kept my hand on the hilt of my knife, ready to draw
it and strike at a moment’s notice should any being threaten my beloved.

“How many of you can really say you completely believe in the roles you
are given? How many can truly say that you have never desired to step beyond
the boundaries of your gender and experience the other side?”

“It’s not natural!” a female yelled. “If God wanted us to fight, we wouldn’t
be able to bear children!”

“That is a lie,” Mateo said. “I have met a person—no, an entire race of
people who do just that. The Naha’i are proud warriors and gentle parents,
bearing the burden of their young and hunting for food. They know the
fierceness of battle and the beauty of compassion. What you are trying to do is
destroy that! While we stand here, the Naha’i are becoming extinct because you
are afraid of what they represent!”

“A man who is not a man is nothing but a freak!” a heckler cried.

“Then I’m proud of being a freak.” Mateo stood with their arms open wide.
“I’m not a man. I’m not a woman. I’m something else. | don’t even have a
name for it, but I’ve accepted that this is who I am. No chemicals or
experiments can change that. You made me believe that | was the problem, but
you were wrong. You’re the ones who can’t open your minds. You’re so set in
your ways, so color-coded into the binary of blue and pink that you don’t see
that when the two come together you get purple. This is who | am and | won’t
be ashamed of it any longer!”

The audience started to turn, and | knew it wouldn’t be long before the
situation erupted into a riot. It only took a spark of light from a light stick to set
the crowd on fire. A female went down in a pool of blood from a poorly aimed
shot. The mob started to climb onto the stage. | drew my dagger and stood in
front of Mateo, determined to protect them.

“No,” Mateo said, turning. “I am your equal. I will fight at your back until
the end.” Mateo drew their light stick, firing into the mob that threatened to
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overwhelm us. Nemway villagers fell back onto the crowd, slowing their
advance, but we were outnumbered and outgunned. A light beam skimmed my
head, and I felt a slight burn where it had cut me. | bathed myself in the blood
of the villagers, even as | cried for the murder | brought down upon them. Tears
streamed down my face, cutting through the dirt and blood that soaked me. |
cried for the death | brought. I cried for Mateo, who was doomed to die. | cried
for the life we had lost together. I cried for the children we would never have.
Finally, I cried for myself, so that the warrior within was tempered by the love
and sorrow of a mother’s dirge for their child. For | knew, in one terrifying
realization, that Mateo’s seed had Quickened inside me. | carried Mateo’s child
inside my womb. | connected with the soul inside me and felt the life force of
our unborn child as | screamed a warrior’s battle cry and sank my knife into
another Nemway villager.

It was at that moment that something extraordinary happened. The sky
seemed to split asunder. The crowd stopped moving towards us and looked up
at the great hole in the clouds where a large black object sank down towards the
ground. It was bigger than anything 1I’d ever seen, a giant metal monster that
landed just outside Nemway Two.

The black machine opened up and people emerged. | noticed as they entered
the village that they wore black armor. They were not segregated as the
Nemway were, however; | spotted a female with hair shorn to the roots,
carrying a light stick.

The Nemway retreated, and | was glad to see that most of the wounds I had
inflicted were non-fatal. A villager tended to their wounds, and | was grateful. |
pulled Mateo to me in order to check that they were not hurt, and was grateful
to see Mateo was unharmed.

The villagers looked at the newcomers as though they were gods. Some
even fell to their knees, to which the black-clad people laughed.

“You don’t need to bow to us,” their leader said. A booming voice came
forth from the person’s small stature, and the bowing villagers stood.

“Who are you?” Mateo asked.

“We are humans, just like you. We came to find you. It has been many
generations since the colony ship Nemway lost all communications with Earth.
It took over two hundred years to find the location of your crashed ship and
send a rescue mission across space.” The leader looked over the people with
distaste. “We have been watching you since we arrived in orbit three days ago.
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We do not like what we have seen. This type of hyper-gendered behavior has
been seen with other colonies as well, and it always ends in disaster. We think
it occurs due to the colony’s need to survive and procreate, but it is not
acceptable in today’s Earth society.”

“What’s going to happen to us?” A young female stepped forward with
doubt in their eyes.

“This was never your intended world to colonize. We do not inhabit worlds
that already have life. Therefore you will pack up this village—along with
Nemway One up north—and we will return you to Earth, where we will assist
you in merging back into society.”

“We won’t give up our home!” A male stepped forward, and | recognized
them as one of Garvin’s enforcers.

“You are outnumbered. Any who resist will spend time in the brig, barring
special dispensation to stay. Pack your things and prepare for evacuation.” The
leader’s words were absolute as they walked away from the uproar of the
crowd.

Mateo dropped the light stick and slumped to their knees. “They might not
allow me to stay. I can’t leave you, Hinori. | won’t!”

“We must negotiate with these people,” I said. “Let me speak with them.” |
strode down towards the leader and took them aside.

“You must be one of the Naha’i,” the human said, looking me over.
“Explain your situation.”

I explained everything, leaving only a few details out, as | used a cloth I was
handed to wipe the blood from my body.

“A ship has been sent to Grathador to evacuate the humans there and
deprogram any cultural contamination. | am very sorry for what has happened
to your people.”

“Mateo Nivera is my partner,” | explained. “Can they stay?”

“That is up to him,” the human said. They beckoned Mateo over, and they
ran to my side. I knew | could tell Mateo about the child, but to chain Mateo to
this place because of new life would have been cruel. If Mateo wanted to leave,
I would raise our child by myself. I loved Mateo enough to let them go if they
needed to, though I would mourn for my lost love the rest of my days.

“Nivera, do you wish to stay on this world?” The leader clapped Mateo on
the shoulder, and Mateo met their gaze with firm purple eyes.
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“Yes, absolutely,” Mateo said. “I don’t want to return to Earth. I have a
home here. | belong with Hinori.” | felt joy overwhelm me as Mateo leaned in
and kissed me.

“You will have to sign some paperwork and then you are free to stay. |
would recommend you return to Grathador as soon as possible to avoid the
unpleasantness that the denizens of Nemway Two might give you.” The human
summoned another of their crew, who prepared the prerequisite paperwork.
Mateo took a pen and signed their name with no hesitation whatsoever.

“Understood,” Mateo said. “Let’s go home, Hinori. | have much to learn
about the Naha’i if | am to become one of you.” They took my hand, and we
strolled off into the underbrush, eager to find out what had become of
Grathador.
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Chapter Seven
Promised

We walked all the way back to Grathador. The humans had confiscated the
Nemway’s technology as part of their scheme to return my world to the way it
had been. | felt uneasy on the journey home. A part of me was frightened that
my pregnancy would scare Mateo away, but another part of me knew Mateo
deserved to know | was having their child. I thought about it long and hard,
wondering if Mateo’s reaction would be positive or negative.

“Mateo. Stop. | have to talk to you.” | paused and Mateo stopped as well.
Mateo slumped down on a fallen log. I sat beside them, thinking carefully about
my words.

“You want me to return to Earth, don’t you? You think | would be better
suited there.” Mateo shook their head. “I want nothing to do with Earth. | feel
like I belong here. You’re the only person who has ever accepted me for who |
am. | don’t want to lose that.”

“l don’t want you to leave,” | said, breaking into a smile. “Mateo, | think
I’m carrying your child.”

“What?” Mateo nearly fell off the log. They reached over and placed their
hand on my belly. “Are you sure?”

“Yes. | felt true Balance as | fought. Our child reminded me that | am a
mother as well as a warrior. That | am a protector as well as a fighter, a female
as well as a male.”

“You can feel it? Wow.” Mateo’s eyes sparkled with wonder, and |
embraced Mateo with open arms. “A child? | can’t believe it. | thought you said
only some of your kind could bear children?”

“Only those who achieve complete Balance can undergo the Quickening,
yes,” | explained. “It’s because of you, Mateo. You mirror me. You show me
the perfect image of what | am meant to be. It is only because you found your
Balance and accepted it that | found mine.”

Mateo was lost in thought for a moment and bit their lip. “How do you
deliver this child, exactly?”

“The healer performs surgery,” | explained.
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“Oh.” Mateo laughed. “Silly me. | thought maybe it came out of the other
end.” Mateo grinned. “Oh my goodness. I’m having a child!” Mateo whooped
out loud, scaring the birds out of the trees. Mateo burst into song, their voice
the most beautiful thing I had ever heard. | embraced Mateo, pulling them close
to me and kissing Mateo deeply.

“I love you,” I said. “Will you become my Promised one, Mateo? Will you
stay by my side for the rest of our days?”

“Yes,” Mateo said, their voice choked with emotion. Mateo started to cry
tears of joy and embraced me so tightly it hurt. Mateo picked me up and spun
me around in the forest. I loved the joy painted on their face. Mateo deserved to
be happy, and now, here they were, truly content. We had achieved our
Balance, together. It was as the Mother-Father had intended when | set out
upon my Journey.

*hkk

Grathador was a place of celebration when we arrived. All traces of the
Nemway were gone including their technology, which had been destroyed and
carted off by the humans. Grathador was once again its natural self, restored to
the proper Balance. The world was at peace. Young Naha’i danced around a
fire and shared tales of their Journeys and legends of the Mother-Father. Things
were back to the way they were meant to be.

I saw Melan sitting on a rock, outside the circle of celebration. | left
Mateo’s side for a moment, going over to Melan and sitting down beside them.
Melan was crying, and | put my arm around them.

“I’m sorry,” | said. “This is the way it has to be. You must find some
semblance of Balance, and you will.”

“I’m not sure that’s true,” Melan said. “My faith is weak. The Oracle says |
must undertake my Journey soon, but I’m not sure | will succeed.”

“You are welcome no matter what,” I said. “Not everybody gets to complete
their Journey. As long as you commit no crime, you will never be banished.”

“Your Journey changed a whole world. The Oracle said so.”

“It was nothing like | expected. The Mother-Father will guide you. That is
the purpose of the Journey. You will see soon enough. Why don’t you join the
celebration, Melan?”

“Perhaps later. Right now I don’t feel like I can. The Oracle said my
Balance has been disturbed. I’m so confused.”
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“You will find your way, little one,” I said. | bid Melan farewell and stood
up.

| took Mateo’s hand, and we headed to the Oracle’s shrine. | couldn’t stop
smiling as | thought about the future. What had seemed so grim just a day ago
was now spread out before me in infinite beauty. Grathador was magnificent,
and Mateo could sense it too, their eyes wide like two saucers. The firelight
glowed in the reflection of Mateo’s eyes, and | realized how incredibly
beautiful they were to me.

We made our way through a bead curtain and into the Oracle’s shrine.
Precious gems lined the walls of the grotto, a natural cave that existed below
the village and was considered a sacred place. The Oracle sat in the center,
awaiting our arrival.

“You have Quickened.” The Oracle smiled. “I feel the Balance in you both
that has sparked new life. Are you to be Promised?”

“Yes,” Mateo said. “l want to spend the rest of my life with Hinori.”

“You will become a Naha’i, young one. Are you content with allowing the
Mother-Father into your life? The way of the Naha’i is both warrior and
nurturer. Are you willing to accept both aspects of yourself equally? Once this
is done, you can never go back. The Naha’i do not dissolve their Promises.”

“l am ready,” Mateo said. Violet eyes sparkled with maturity and joy.
Mateo had gone on a Journey along with me, growing into adulthood as I had,
and now, Mateo was ready to forge a Promise. So much had changed in such a
short time that | was awestruck by it.

“There shall be a mighty celebration,” the Oracle said. “Offspring are rare
here, especially in ones so young. Congratulations to you both.”

“Thank you,” I said. | took Mateo’s hand and led them outside. We started
up the steps at the base of the tree that led to our tree house, my home that was
now ours.

“So what’s involved with the Promising ceremony?” Mateo asked.

“You just saw it. You accepted and have been Promised to me for life.” |
smiled as Mateo processed their shock.

“Wow, you don’t beat around the bush, do you?” Mateo laughed. “I’m
married. | can’t believe it.”

I laughed, the sound foreign to my ears but infectious. | embraced Mateo
and led them to our home, where we undressed as darkness fell. | reached for
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Mateo’s cock as they stripped out of the jumpsuit for the last time, throwing it
in the fire. Mateo turned to me and we kissed, taking our time to explore one
another on our Promised night. Mateo rubbed their hand across my womb in
reverence for the life that grew there before proceeding to pleasure me in every
way they knew how.

We had all the time in the world.

The End
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hand. The Dom looks fully sated; the sub, with eyes closed, shackles around his
ankles, and a soft smile, looks fully claimed. Both look completely at ease.
Tattoos circle the sub’s navel.
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Chapter One

Daniel rested against the doorframe as he watched the two men work
quietly in the confines of the private room. The hustle and bustle of voices
across the psychiatric corridors and floors around him said visiting time was
nearly over, although the tiredness in his body had already called quitting time
for him ages ago. Yet with the late evening sun filtering through the window
onto the younger man’s face, Dan couldn’t find the mind to disturb the quiet of
this particular room.

Sitting there, neither of the two men spoke. Occasionally the scratch of
pencil would drift over as the younger of the two men changed to a lighter
shade of colour, his shift of pencil seeming as willing to change with the soft
shadows that moved across the room. He sat with a sketch pad on his lap, leg
drawn up, a glance flickering over every now and again to the older man who
sat on the bed. That same scratch of pencil on paper was echoed by the older
man, along with the same level of concentration, but where one artist worked a
sketchpad, the other took to a child’s colouring book. Crayons were exchanged
for pencils, an experienced sweep of an artist’s hand for nothing more than
scribbles and scratches. The younger man didn’t seem to mind. He was caught
watching the changing lifelines on the older man’s face, and his pencil would
map each different route that he was given to follow.

Like so many visits before, frustration started to set in the older man’s eyes,
and the colouring book cried it out as a light blue colour became black, the tip
of the crayon leaving dark imprints that dug into the food tray angled across his
bed. The drawings and paintings over the psychiatric unit mapped the older
man’s decline, how the fine detail to landscapes had dwindled down to paint by
numbers, then picture book colourings where blacks and greys were the only
colour to the world. The signatures beneath the latest offerings were the
younger man’s, both ability to mirror talent, signature, and hazel-eyed look of
the older man more than showing their relationship.

Father and son. Although time had done a good job of reversing those roles
over the years and left the son doing nothing more than watch a child play out
his frustrations.

“Enough.” The old man folded his arms, then let his anger settle on the view
outside of the windows. “No.” His Scottish accent came in thick with just that
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one word. Dan had often had difficulty translating, even when the older man’s
son had offered scraps of information on how to do just that. But the “no”
carried the same sting it always did.

“Mr McKendrik,” said Dan, calling over quietly to the younger man.
“Time.”

The soft hazel colouring to his eyes caught the sunlight as Tom looked over
and nodded. He put his sketchpad aside, then started tidying his father’s things
away. When he was done, he leant over and kissed gently at his head. “No. Not
now, Faither,” he repeated quietly, the Scots just as heavy on that last word,
then he took time packing his own things away. His sketchpad went in a canvas
folder, pencils slipped back into a specially made cloth that he could wrap up
into a bundle once done. But one particular haggard HB pencil had its own
slim, wooden case. It always came with Tom, and was put out at the beginning
of every visit, next to his father’s crayons. His father never picked it up, and
Tom would slip it back into his case once visiting time was over, that same
frowned look of the son becoming as frequent as the father’s refusal to touch
the pencil.

Tom looked after himself almost as much as he took care of his father, and
it showed as he moved now. He had two years on Daniel himself, putting Tom
older at thirty-four. Tanned and with the contours of his body disguised beneath
loose jeans and shirt, Tom’s look was also brought from earlier years spent
hiking both high and lowlands, giving him that extra little bit of muscle tone.
Dan’s had been spent training for the stresses and strains that came with
working in nurse psychiatry, but he preferred the freedom and the weathered
look of Tom’s to his any day. There was strength there in the slightly older
man, in his body, but a flick up of a look from his sketchpad of a night as his
time was disturbed carried most of his heat, and it was a heat that would have
Dan on his knees every time he saw it.

With everything packed away, Tom came over and cast one last look back
over his shoulder before pulling the door to behind him. “Who’s on duty
tonight?” he said, the strong Scottish lilt easing into almost zero accent. Dan
held back a smile. Tom could chase the BBC crying back across the borders
with his impression of Received Pronunciation, kilt in tow, if he’d ever wear it.
A use of a softer blend of the two accents, English and Scots, could also come
into play, his ability to slip between different styles a mood enhancer of its
own. Dan had spent many a night privy to a softer blend of accent that was
reserved solely for long nights spent in bed, Tom’s breath running along the
back of Dan’s neck and bringing an addiction all of its own.



Love’s Landscapes Anthology ~ Volume 8 242

]

“Nick’s on,” said Dan as they headed down the hall towards the nurses’
station. A discreet brush of hand came against his. That was Tom’s touch: a
claim in the work place, albeit quiet, but definite. “I’ve just got to finish up
here,” said Dan, needing to return it but unable to as the corridor started to fill
with patients and relatives. Tom’s dad wasn’t under his care, but seducing a
client’s named relative and primary carer could still look awkward and
unprofessional to those who wanted to cause trouble. And some did, especially
when pound signs could be earned. “If it’s okay with you, I’ll meet you at
yours.”

“You have a lift sorted?” Tom’s glance at the bustle of bodies around them
said he understood his touch not being returned, but there were moments when
gentle reminders were given to show Dan that he was Tom’s. Although his
touch was very much controlled now as he held the door open for Mr Carson
and his daughter to pass them by.

“I’ve got the changeover paperwork to handle,” said Dan, once they were
out of earshot. “I’ll be another hour yet. | need a shower before | leave t00.”

Tom shifted his art folder from one hand to the other, letting Dan go first.
“Take care.” The concern was clear enough as Tom glanced back down into the
psychiatric unit. “I’ll make sure something’s on—"

“A kilt, Mr McKendrik?”

“—to eat,” said Tom, giving him a raised brow, and Dan buried his smile. It
was something he shouldn’t be bringing up and Tom’s look let him know that.

“You know,” added Tom, causing Dan to try and let the image go of seeing
Tom in nothing but a kilt. “Management really needs to get this shit sorted with
staff leaving. Upping their wages would be a damn good place to start.”

“Shush, please. I told you that in confidence,” said Dan, giving him a
warning glance. Then his stomach groaned and Tom eased off.

“Food,” said Tom, patting Dan’s stomach. “You need food, boy.”
Dan nodded. “Hot, with lots of meat.”

Tom gave a wicked smile as he glanced back over his shoulder and winked
at Dan. “Meat it is.”

“Tom?”

“Hm?” he called back as Dan scratched at his head. “Have you managed to
book this weekend off for the Edinburgh job?” added Dan.
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He got a nod as Tom reached his van. “I’m working Saturday morning,
though, so lunch? Here? Before | go?”

Dan would have preferred to have been going with Tom to the Torture
Garden and catch something to eat afterwards at the hotel, but... He glanced
around the car park, grateful it was empty, then frowned briefly behind him.
Lunch in a psych unit. “Heck. The art of romance is dead up here, | see,” he
said, only to have Tom chuckle at him again.

“My home, Kershaw,” called Tom. “And make it quick. You need a
reminder, | think.”

*kkk
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Chapter Two

Tom threw the peelings from the potatoes onto the coal fire and listened to
the hiss as damp skins hit hot flame. His home was one of the few that still had
coal fuel. There was always the option of central heating, but he’d been brought
up with coal fires, and it was the one thing he didn’t feel there was any need to
miss. Although his elder brother’s habit of sitting there licking at the coal was
the one memory he did want to try and bury.

In tune with the peelings baking on the fire, the roast made hissing noises
from the oven and Tom gave it one last basting before slipping it back in. The
tidying around was done and beers were cooling in the fridge. Over the years,
Tom had watched Dan take care of his father plus handle all of the roughness
that came with working in an understaffed psychiatric unit. He’d made it clear
enough from the beginning that Dan wasn’t expected to then come to his home
and start looking after him too. Tom wasn’t the type to need his every footstep
followed and picked up after.

A key twisting in the latch had him tilting his ear in its direction. “In the
kitchen,” he called through to Dan, reaching into the fridge and pulling out two
beers.

“Smells really good.” Dan padded in from the hall. His long coat was
already off, and he’d paused to hop around and take off his trainers. “We could
have had this at mine.” Dan winced. “Well, your other place.”

After putting the beers on the unit by the stove, Tom went over and waited
for him to finish shaking off the winter chill. For the past ten years, he’d rented
out his father’s bungalow to Dan, although they’d only been dating for nearly
five years now, give or take a few weeks. The trip up from where Dan had lived
in Birmingham had seemed too long, so the offer of a halfway house had been
put forward. Tom had never claimed a penny of rent off Dan in all those ten
years, not with Dan also caring for Tom’s father at home, too, but nobody
needed to know about the no-rent policy. He’d convinced himself at first that it
was just to help out with Dan’s living costs, and he’d made damn sure that the
arrangement was kept as platonic as possible, but it had killed him not to touch
Dan for so long due to work complications. That wasn’t an issue now, not in
private.

“Let me see,” Tom said quietly.
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Dan frowned for a moment, then tugged his jumper over his head and let it
drop onto the radiator. He did the same with his T-shirt, and Tom caught the
bruise on his left shoulder. It sat close to a tattoo of a snake that curled around
the upper arm. Tom brushed the back of his hand against the bruise, wincing.

“From the seclusion room?” he asked gently. It was where patients could go
if life got too stressful. But Dan also had to put them there if they didn’t have
the sense to see it was a safe place to rest their heads.

“Just a standard takedown with a patient in his bedroom,” said Dan, quietly.
“He thought someone had stolen his change.”

“Shaun?”

Dan nodded, not breaking patient confidentiality. Tom had been there often
enough to know who caused the most threat. A takedown meant physical
restraint, with Dan and other staff taking Shaun to the floor and calming any
internal chaos Shaun would have been going through. Dan was good at his job,
and Shaun didn’t mean to cause any physical damage, but it meant that Dan
took a lot of hurt in the crossfire.

“Anything else | need to know about?” he asked gently. He followed the
swirls of a tribal tattoo that curved over one of Dan’s hips. The ink itself ran a
tantalising path around to his ass cheek, and Tom traced a lazy path over the
material to Dan’s jeans instead, knowing each twist and turn of the ink as it hid
almost playfully beneath the covering.

The sound of a clasp and zip being undone drifted over, then jeans and
boxers came off. Both were then toed aside, leaving his full nakedness on
display and Tom quiet as he witnessed it. The tribal tattoo marked Dan’s left
ass cheek, claiming the flesh, and Tom brushed a hand over it, loving the toned
feel under his touch. Dan’s soft sigh came over as Tom traced the small of his
back, catching the smooth dip of dimple as he looked for any more physical
signs of stress. No bruising darkened his hips or sides, and as Dan glanced
back, Tom brushed a kiss at his shoulder. “You look tired,” he said to Dan,
eventually.

Dan seemed to fight back a yawn as his hand found Tom’s. “More than,
Sir,” he said just as quietly, then Tom felt the softest kiss feather-play his lips.
“I’m back on at six in the morning,” Dan breathed against him.

Tom traced a touch down to Dan’s cock and brushed the back of his hand
along the length. “In this state?” His dick was semi-interested, swelling to a
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nice good to be home, Sir, size. A Prince Albert piercing ran through the
underside of the penis shaft, the thick captive bead just asking for chaining to a
post somewhere. A play along it won a soft sigh. Then as Tom withdrew his
touch, Dan eased down to his knees.

“Yours, Sir.”

Tom ran his hands through Dan’s hair. “Thank you,” he said, then waited
for Dan to find his feet again.

“How was your day?” mumbled Dan, now level with Tom and moving in
close, both hands now finding Tom’s. Tom kissed at his cheek, loving all of
Dan’s nakedness and how he pressed into his fully clothed form, stirring more
heat.

“Good, boy.” It was a distracted reply, barely spoken as he backed Dan up
to the long kitchen table. A hand on Dan’s shoulder made sure he eased down,
and eyes and body relaxed as he fully stretched under Tom’s watchful gaze.

Tom let the anticipation play, every whip and chain scenario questioned ina
gentle gaze, offer of a seductive smile, and a drift of hand that moved downtoa
hard cock. Table-play meant serious one-on-one time; Dan knew that.

Rope came from the cupboards, thin blue Shibari rope chosen specifically to
show Dan’s lighter skin tone. Tom hadn’t been to any specific classes to learn
the art of rope bondage; the rope was simply another material to paint onto the
canvas, this one being the only canvas that would ever matter. Rope to this
body came as naturally as paint to palette. Tonight he needed it simple. Three
turns around each thigh, then with Dan more than willing to ease the flat of his
feet onto the table, three layers around each ankle. Knotting each thigh to heel,
it made sure Dan kept those knees bent and his cock and balls on full display.
He was already enjoying his rope time, shifting against it and letting the rope
breathe out just how much he wanted to feel the burn of play. But a shake of
head discouraged him from reaching down and stroking at his length. Instead
more lengths of rope were looped around the table legs, then slipped around
each ankle to ensure Dan would keep himself open, no matter what was done
tonight.

Hands came next. Another length of rope went through a hook on the floor
that Tom had screwed down by the table when he’d come home. As Dan
offered his hands above his head, Tom leaned in for a kiss, albeit an upside
down one, and one that tasted of all the winter wonderland outside. Giving a
grin, Tom bit slightly at Dan’s lower lip, loving the taste.
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“Fuck, Sir,” groaned Dan as Tom lifted his head slightly, allowing Dan to
kiss and nip at his throat.

“You asking, or demanding?”
“Asking...” Another bite came at Tom’s throat. “Always. Please.”

Giving a final kiss at his lips, Tom then pulled back and bound Dan’s hands
above his head.

Dan always had a habit of playing his body down, blushing at how Tom
sometimes liked to watch him writhe naked on the bed. As always, Dan seemed
able to play even light and shadow to his advantage, how it ran over his body,
shading each muscle and bringing heat to life depending on the angle he
writhed within. Tom followed shadow and muscle now, letting a lighter touch
trace from Dan’s jaw, over his pecs, all to come to rest on the flat of his
stomach just above where Dan’s cock wept in anticipation.

A shift of stomach muscle came under his touch as Dan tried to tilt his hips
up and push his cock against Tom’s hand. And when he failed, growls of
frustration had Tom finding a small smile.

“It keeps you still for a reason. Make sure you do just that,” murmured
Tom, watching Dan’s body cry out for more, feeling it under his touch.

Inches from where his hand lay, the Prince Albert piercing seemed to shift
on the head of Dan’s cock, asking in its own way to join in the kink. Tom
flicked hard at it, watching Dan jolt as the thickness of the ring was forced to
move inside him.

“Fuck,” groaned Dan.

“Looking good there, boy,” said Tom, flicking it again so Dan’s ass shifted
and ground into the table. “Although,” said Tom, pulling back, “not exactly the
reaction | need just yet. Cool it down.”

“Huh?” Dan’s head was up off the table, trying to trace Tom’s movements
as he went over to the cupboard and pulled out a black case. Taking a chair
with him, Tom set the case on the seat as he took position between Dan’s legs,
eyeing up the view. As he eased some thin latex gloves on, Dan let out a soft—

“Christ. Please.”

“Please?” Tom picked up some antiseptic wipes, and another jolt ran
through Dan as Tom wiped his cock clean. Dan knew the signs of what was to
come. “Safe word, boy. What is it?”
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“Monday, Sir.”

It still made Tom smile. Mondays were enough of a passion killer for
everyone, it was fitting Dan would opt for that. “Are you pussy enough to call it
before I’ve even started, Brummie?” Dan was Birmingham bred, so that made
him a Brummie in Tom’s eyes.

“The machine? You’ve got it, haven’t you, Sir? It’s not medical play
tonight?”

“No, it’s not medical play. And you’ll know when I’m ready to use the
equipment,” he said quietly, picking up a blueprint with a drawing he’d
stencilled on carbon paper. Tonight wasn’t about doctor and patient, it was
about lover on lover. Gently easing the print into place on Dan’s cock, he
rubbed gently over it, loving how Dan’s cock danced under the pressure. Skin
was already damp, and the drawing itself transferred over with next to no effort.

“Practice as well for the Edinburgh job too, Sir?”
“Not quite,” he murmured, his concentration set.
“Please...” breathed Dan.

“Seems your favourite word tonight, boy.” Tom smiled, and after resting the
blueprint to one side, he studied his work.

The single link to a chain matched the four others he’d ringed around Dan’s
cock over the years. Each ring had a specific significance, with tonight’s being
no different. All links were small, discreet, not quite circling Dan’s cock in true
collared fashion. That would come next year. A touch of petroleum came next,
just a slight sheathe to cover the link, although from the soft groans and moans
off Dan, anyone would have thought he was being fully lubed and was about to
be jacked off to high heaven.

“Calm it,” said Tom, quietly, as he reached back into his case.

The shader tattoo machine was already set up. Usually a liner could be used,
but for an ink job this small, and on the cock in particular, the shader offered
less trauma to the skin. The final touches to the ink machine were set up, and he
leaned down, only to have Dan tense and hiss before the needles touched skin.

Tom kissed at the base of Dan’s cock. “How many times have | inked you
here, boy?”

“Four, Sir,” mumbled Dan.

“How many times have | inked your body in general?”
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“Eight,” Dan mumbled quietly. “Hip, ass, around the navel, arm...”
“Did you trust me with each of those?”

“Fuck, yes.” Hips arched up into his kiss, and he feathered a light touch on
Dan’s inner thigh. Then as Tom flicked the machine on, allowing the coils to
work the needles, vibrating slightly in his hand, he pressed the flat of it against
Dan’s cock, letting him feel the vibration.

“Christ, yes,” drifted down from Dan, and he gripped the ropes, pulling
hard, angling his hips up so his cock shifted against the tattoo machine, the
needles missing his scrotum by inches.

The needles looked worse than they actually were, coming out a good three
and a half millimetres. But resistance from Dan’s cock and a very careful hand
would see it kept safely within the dermis. Tom knew his craft, especially when
it came to marking Dan—always when it came to marking Dan.

Dan seemed to naturally calm and control his body, knowing Tom needed
him to be still now. Then as the first touch of the needles came, Dan bit into his
shoulder, groaning.

“All that fancy art training, Sir,” breathed Dan, adding a chuckle, “and,
Christ—if only the father could see the son work his art now.”

Tom grinned as he wiped away excess ink, then held Dan’s cock. The
dancing it was doing wasn’t helping.

“Please tell me I’m not the only one who gets hard having you tattoo their
dick,” groaned Dan. “It’s embarrassing, Sir.”

“No. It’s not embarrassing: it’s you, and | love how you react,” said Tom,
now well into shading the link, “and despite popular belief, I don’t ink that
many cocks. A few dickheads, but not that many cocks.”

“Only mine?”

Tom shifted his touch, gently tugging at Dan’s balls. He didn’t have to do
that, but he liked the look of Dan’s heat too much to let his cock soften. His
dick didn’t need to be hard for the ink job, but—*“Only you,” he mumbled, and
it was almost lost to the soft vibration of the tattoo machine.

Dan was back to bruising his arm, eyes screwed shut as he was left panting
on the table. Tom kept flicking a look up to him, keeping a close watch for any
stresses that said it was beyond even his pain-pleasure levels. Dan looked more
than fuckable, but Tom controlled his own need. The change from jeans to
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loose jogging bottoms was done to deliberately take into account just how
much he needed to keep a cool head and unconfined cock. One slip into the
sub-dermis of the skin and major damage would be done. So Tom controlled
his breathing and kept a very steady hand and heartbeat with how the needles
played his sub’s cock.

“Done,” he said eventually, easing back and looking at how the links almost
joined together. He kissed just below the artwork and Dan groaned and writhed
into the rope.

“Happy anniversary for next month,” Tom murmured quietly, knowing this
had to be done early to really enjoy their time together in a few weeks, “and all
the soppy shit that comes with it.”

“Fuck.” Dan was still hard as he writhed into the rope, now given full
permission to move. “Love the soppy shit that comes with this, Sir,” he
breathed. Eyes were still screwed shut and a heavy blush touched his cheeks.

Tom cleaned away his things, making sure he took care of Dan’s cock first,
grinning at how he was lost to the havoc riding his shaft in the wake of the
needles. The petroleum jelly would make sure he healed quicker, as would a
good ink job in the first place. Then Tom eventually settled back between
Dan’s legs and took in the full view.

He had a thing for a fine ass, and Dan’s offered such a pale and toned ride—
a gorgeous small tight hole, any offer of finer hair shaved away. Tom swiped
his thumb against the sensitive hole, watched it shiver, then eased in with a
finger, not stopping until he was knuckle deep. He made it hard, fast—quick,
his fingering hitting prostate and ensuring Dan fought and cried on the table.

The redness around Dan’s cock tattoo would be driving him wild to reach
down and touch, to soothe, but the need to come would also have him stroking
roughly along the shaft, overruling all sense for a recovery without trauma to
the skin—hence the rope, and how they were doubled at every turn to stop him
playing. Tom would let him come, eventually, but it wouldn’t be through any
touch to his cock.

One finger became three, and Dan shouted Tom’s name, forcing Tom to cup
his own cock.

“Sir... fuck. Please. Let me come.”

He pulled his touch free, forcing out a grunt off Dan, then Tom gripped at
Dan’s hips and dragged his ass a little more over the edge of the table. No
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condom needed, Tom eased his jogging pants over his hips and teased his tip
against Dan’s hole, loving how the thickness tapped to gain access to such a
tight muscle. Not waiting on ceremony, he pushed in, feeding his cock through
all of that first resistance that Dan’s ass offered.

Dan was tight, slipping over Tom’s cock like the tightest silk—the ultimate
return bondage, and Tom took him hard down to the root, now up on his tiptoes
as he ground in deep.

“Christ, fuck me hard, please,” cried Dan.

Tom gripped onto Dan’s balls, using them to pull him in as he took him
rough. With each hard slap of hips into ass, the table tried to scramble away in
protest under the onslaught.

Dan shouted a warning, stomach muscles crumpling in as the first traces of
his cum added its own paleness to his stomach. Seeing it only made Tom fuck
him harder as he cried his name, making sure the remainder of the cum was
fucked out of them both with no touch to Dan’s cock.

“Fuck... fuck,” cried Dan, back arching.

Breathing hard and fast, Tom came down on Dan, his cock still deep in his
ass and crying out its own release deep into him.

“Sir?”

He looked to see Dan watching him. His breathing was just as heavy, just as
hard, and Tom kissed, then licked at the pull in of Dan’s pale stomach muscles.
Whatever his sub was going to say was given up as he dropped his head back
on the table, groaning out contentment. Tracing a gentle touch up Dan’s thigh,
Tom then found a towel that came from his case next to him and started to
towel them both dry. He kept his cock in Dan for as long as possible, loving the
feel of being in him, before he then regretfully eased out and started untying
him.

He took his time, pausing while tasting Dan’s lips, or gently biting at his
hip, an inside thigh—it didn’t matter where, so long as Dan knew that where he
lost the safety of the rope, Tom was still there.

“’Kay,” said Dan after he was pulled up to sit on the table. “That was...
kinky.” He scratched at his hair, roughing it up some more, sounding as though
his head was in bed already, he just needed his body to follow.

“Exhausted?” whispered Tom, moving in to Kiss at his neck. Dan rested
against his shoulder and nodded.
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“So bad, Sir.”

“Hm? All taken here too, huh?”” He brushed the back of his hand over Dan’s
cock, again catching the piercing and making Dan jolt a touch. As he did, a bite
came at Tom’s shoulder, causing shivers.

“Mm,” breathed Dan. “Fully spent, sore, and more than taken.”

“Then let’s say, if | asked you to go and choose a riding crop, you would
feel the sting from it a little more across your inner thighs now?”

A hand found Tom’s neck as Dan eased away a touch.

“The kilt comment?” said Dan.

Tom pursed his lips, nodded, then saw Dan try to bury a chuckle.
“What have | asked you not to do?” said Tom.

“Ask about the kilt. Not in public, not in private.”

“And what did you do?”

That hand on his neck slipped down to Tom’s side, all to join the other and
start gently digging and pulling at Tom’s ass. He was asking for mercy.

“| tried to go Kink in kilt.”

“Aye,” said Tom. “You wanted to go kink with the kilt.”

“Go fetch the riding crop, should 1?”” Then there was the softest chuckle.
“Problem?”

Dan stopped palming at Tom’s ass. “Maybe now’s probably not the best of
times to mention what I’ve got you, Sir.”

Tom smiled and kissed at his shoulder. “The art of romance... You’ve got
another kilt, haven’t you?”

Dan shook his head a little too quickly, then—“Wouldn’t do that. | mean,
it’s our anniversary, not just a special time to spoil the sub, but—"

[13 But?n

“But buying one is just showing how much your ass is in my thoughts all
day, is all, Sir. Surely you can’t punish me for having you constantly in my
thoughts?”

Giving a sigh, Tom eased back a touch.

“The crop?” said Dan.
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he biggest one you can find. Maybe accompanied by a gag. Anything just

to—

The heat of a kiss stopped him, and Tom returned it, pulling Dan in, tongue
fighting tongue as he gripped at his hair.

“Thank you,” breathed Dan against his lips. “For always showing how
romance isn’t dead, true rough Scot’s style.”

Tom let his kiss turn gentle. “Always, boy,” he said quietly. Whether Dan
was angry, sad, or just downright playing up this sexy part, mercy could be so
easily won from the best. The soft smile there in Dan’s eyes called every Dom
out within fifty paces on that flaw too. And with Tom...

He caught the soft growl coming from Dan’s stomach. “We eat first.” He
looked him up and down, also catching the “gotcha” fire in Dan’s eyes. “Then |
might just find the biggest butt plug to go with that crop,” he added coolly.

Dan tried to make his smile fade, but his whisper of Promise, Sir? was still
caught there in it.

“You think you’ll enjoy it once | turn my hand to punishment?”

Dan eased away from the cheek quickly enough and pushed off the table. A
kiss found Tom’s mouth again despite the punishment that was coming up.

“Gonna miss you this weekend, Sir.”

Tom slipped an arm around Dan’s waist. “I’m back Sunday evening.” He
gave a heavy sigh. “Sunday morning, if | can.”

Dan nodded, then pushed away a touch. “I have ways to welcome the weary
back.” The look lowering his eyes as he traced down Tom’s body was already
listing them.

“Aye?” Tom raised a brow. “Then come tell me about them, lad, and |
might just make it a small butt plug.”

A shine came to Dan’s eyes. “Well...”

*khkk
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Chapter Three

Having allowed a good few days for the redness on Dan’s tattoo to ease,
come Saturday morning, Tom woke on the settee with hisarms wrapped around
Dan. Content that he was healing as he should, Tom pulled Dan’s nakedness
snugly into him, loving the ass-to-groin contact. Last night, a quilt had been
dragged down from upstairs just before they’d settled down with a movie. Dan
was exhausted from the heavy work week, but that wasn’t obvious this
morning. From the flicker of flame in the hearth, Dan had already been up at
some point to get the fire going. In the distance, the sound of a coffee machine
bubbled away, and the fresh smell of coffee beans added to the familiar scent of
the fire. After hanging up his tattoo machine for paint and airbrushes, it was
always the same when he worked body art at different venues away from the
tattoo studio. Despite Tom not needing it, Dan made sure that the day was
started off with fresh coffee and a fried breakfast as the warmth of the fire was
taken in.

The alarm hadn’t gone off yet, but he had that feeling that it was due. He
still had half a morning’s work to get through at the tattoo studio before
heading to Edinburgh. Dan wasn’t due in at the psychiatric unit until
dinnertime, so for now it was just good to feel Dan against him for as long as
possible before work took them both away.

Dan was awake too. He’d been awake for a while now, but both seemed
unwilling to disturb the quiet of the morning and the distance it would bring.

Giving a soft sigh, Dan eventually eased around, making sure Tom found
his back with how his body came down and blanketed his. A sleep-filled kiss
touched Tom’s lips a moment later.

“Morning, Sir,” mumbled Dan, his hands sneaking under Tom. It was a
distracted greeting as bodies started a quiet bump and grind greeting all of their
own.

“Morning, bonnie bairn,” he murmured back, hands sliding down to Dan’s
butt and encouraging a little more contact as he pushed and pulled at his toned
ass.

Dan sucked in a breath, head bowing as he dipped his hips hard into Tom’s.
“Say that again, Sir,” he said quietly. “Please.”
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He did, and kisses traced down his neck, to a nipple. “I’d like to touch you,
Sir.”

Tom smiled. “You’re already doing that, boy.”

Dan kissed lower, and Tom stretched his body as a kiss then came at his
shaft. The softness of a brown gaze found his. “One for the road,” he said
quietly, then a rough bite came at Tom’s inner thigh, Dan taking time to stake
his own claim as his hands slipped under Tom’s ass, almost lifting him up into
the hunger.

Tom found the softness of Dan’s hair, just stroking through it. “You’re still
on restricted touch because of the ink job on your cock a few days ago—"
Christ. A hand massaged his balls as the fine wet silk to Dan’s mouth slipped
over his tip. “You’re too sore,” he managed to mumble, back arching into the
slow burn slicking his cock.

His dick thudded against his abs as Dan looked up. The same kiss went to
Tom’s stomach where pre-cum mapped his own need, then another kiss came at
the root of his cock. “All you this morning, Sir.” Fingers traced down to Tom’s
ass as a nip went to his sac.

“Christ.” Tom eased an arm over his face, almost hiding from the heat that
rushed up from his groin. Dan worked long strokes down his shaft, occasionally
swiping his thumb over the slit to catch the pre-cum. But it was how he brushed
fingers against his hole, just suggesting at the intrusion, that had Tom groaning.
He didn’t bottom often, usually hating how long it took his body to get used to
having a cock in him. Dan knew that, and kept his touches just to enquiring
nudges against him, ones that had Tom gripping at the arm of the settee and
fighting the need to flip Dan over and fuck him senseless.

“Still hurts to touch my cock, Sir,” said Dan, and Tom heard the smile that
played across his sub’s lips. “I need it gentle... slow. But not until tomorrow.”

“Tease me, boy?” Tom shifted to his side, making sure Dan went with him
and stayed there level to his cock. He took control, a grip to Dan’s hair making
sure he stayed still for every hard pace he gave into his sweet mouth. The
position gave a gorgeous view of his cock slipping between lips, and Tom
continuously wiped at Dan’s cheek, feeling him take what he had to offer. It
wasn’t a time to play around, and Dan met every hard taste with a grip to
Tom’s balls. Tom came hard and lost track of how Dan swallowed everything
he had to give.
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After a few moments, Tom came down enough to realise that Dan had eased
up level to him and was coming in for a Kiss.

He claimed one before Dan touched down. “Morning, bonnie bairn,” said
Tom softly, tasting himself. “I can’t touch you until tomorrow,” said Tom,
giving a gentle nibble at Dan’s ear. “But | will.” He made the promise clear
enough. “Then I’ll fuck you until you can’t cry out my name.”

Dan pulled his body in closer, seeming to want to disappear inside and
really mess about. “Say that again, Sir,” he murmured. “Please.”

The alarm clock beat Tom to it, and they both chuckled, Dan now dropping
his head to Tom’s shoulder.

“I’ll lay some items out by the bed for you to use tonight,” said Tom,
kissing at Dan’s shoulder. “Love how you touch yourself when 1I’m not here,
Dan.”

Dan seemed to shiver. “Let me come, please?” And he seemed to draw
closer, wrapping his arms around Tom and saying how he needed to come with
how his hard shaft rode Tom’s thigh.

“Sore cock, Dan. Leave it alone, or I’ll give you another sore ass to match
it. C’mon.” He smacked at Dan’s ass. “l need to get to work. I’ll be back in
time to pick you up for the psych unit and go grab some lunch. | need to let my
faither know | won’t be here.”

“I’ll get your case packed.”

Tom frowned at him. “It’s already done. But can you sort out my personal
art case for this afternoon?”

Dan eased into a smile. “You’re going to stay around long enough to do
some drawings with him?”

Tom nodded.

“You wouldn’t be stalling for time, now would you, Sir? | mean, you do
want to go to Edinburgh tonight?”

Tom stole another kiss. “Less of the cheek,” he murmured, although there
was a truth to Dan’s words. He really didn’t want to miss home tonight. Dan
made leaving hard.

*kkk
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Chapter Four

Any thoughts of lust were knocked and bumped out of Dan by the time they
reached the psychiatric unit at dinnertime. Tom’s van wasn’t the most
comfortable of rides, leaving Dan rubbing at his ass as he climbed out. Tom had
picked the van up on the cheap, needing the space in the back for his art
supplies, both for his personal use and those needed at the tattoo studio.

Tom had pulled around the back of the psychiatric unit, avoiding the staff
car park and whoever might be watching. He knew Tom hated hiding what they
had as much as he did, but give the staff half an inch, and they’d make damn
sure his job would go out from underneath him for sleeping with a client’s son.
Being gay didn’t come into it, but seemingly buttering up the son to get at the
father’s inheritance would see someone stick the knife in somewhere. So they
kept to parking around the back, away from the main staff and relatives’ car
park.

“I’ll go and see to the staff changeover,” said Dan, shutting the van door,
then reaching over the bonnet and passing Tom a bag with some sandwiches.
Neither of them were fancy eaters, just a simple ham salad sandwich, some
Coke, and a few bags of crisps, and they were happy.

Tom took it off him, then ducked back in the van and pulled out his art case;
he’d leave from here in an hour.

“You manage to get free,” said Tom, now looking over the van, “try and
find me.”

Dan nodded. “The ham and tomato are mine. Don’t let your father get hold
of them.” Checking he had his beeper on and that it was working, he headed on
in after winking at Tom.

Baz, his shift manager, was in the staff room, already running through the
change of shift, and Dan took the medication sheet off him and started to thumb
through it.

“We’ve got three clients on fifteen minute checks,” said Baz, finishing up
writing on the board. “No rest for the wicked, eh?”

“Heard that,” said Dan, and he smiled over before making his way to Chris
McKendrik’s room. Dan had clocked on early, so he had a few minutes to spare
before he started his rounds upstairs.
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The art equipment had already been set up but Chris didn’t seem interested,
looking a little on edge. His back was pressed against the wall, watching Tom
as he picked up the sketchpad off the floor.

Giving a frown, Dan went in. It looked like Chris had knocked the pad
away. “How’s it going, Mr McKendrik?” He flicked a look at Tom.

“Said you’d keep him out,” said Chris, arms folded, gaze not moving from
Tom. “He needs to get out. Not want him here.”

“It’s Tom,” said Dan, keeping his voice calm and friendly but aware of just
how quiet Tom had fallen. “You remember Tom, don’t you, Chris?”

“Not my Tom.” Chris pointed to the door, and Dan looked back with a
frown. “That’s Tom. He’s a good boy.” Nobody stood by the door.

Tom wouldn’t look at either of them. He’d been lost so many times now in
his father’s eyes, his gaze said he didn’t know the old man sitting there
anymore than the father knew the son at that moment.

“How about | get you a drink, Chris?” said Dan, gently. “I can throw in
some toast too, if you’re hungry?”

“Not hungry. Tired. Need sleep.” Chris pointed at Tom. “He has to go when
| need to sleep. You said so.”

“It’s okay, Faither,” said Tom, finally glancing back. “I didn’t mean to stay
so long, I—" His mobile phone cut him off, and he tugged it out of his jeans,
holding up his hand in apology to Dan. Dan was already cringing. There was a
firm “No mobile phone” policy for a reason. And in reply, a shout went up
from another room, followed by Baz’s call of “I got it.”

Tom winced another apology, then he came over, mouthing, “Five minutes.
Just keep an eye on him for five minutes with my art material, yeah? This one’s
about the venue tonight.”

Tom knew the no-phone rule better than anyone, and with it being left on, it
showed Tom’s concentration was slightly off track with going away for the
weekend.

Chris seemed to sense it, watching Tom’s every move and following his
footsteps out of the room, even craning his neck to make sure he was gone,
then—"Toast?” he said to Dan, a smile lightening up his big face. “Cut into
squares?” He counted on his fingers. “One, two, three, four. Four squares.” He
tried to count backwards and frustration set in his eyes when he found himself
stuck on three.
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“Four squares,” said Dan, giving a smile. “Coffee or juice to wash it
down?”

“Juice. Black with currants.”

“Okay, bud, blackcurrant it is. I’ll—" His beeper went off at his side and,
after giving a glance down and catching the code, he shifted from Chris’s room
and made it up to the second floor. In Shaun’s room, Baz was on his knees
behind Shaun, trying to get him to choke something out. Two other staff
members had already made it in there, and Dan turned two more away now
there were enough on scene.

“He’s chewed the protecting covering off the pipe in the bathroom,” said
Baz, quickly, flicking a look over.

“It’s nontoxic,” said Dan as the call came up that the ambulance was on its
way. He went on through to the bathroom and picked the pieces up. Everything
here had protective covering to stop this, but you couldn’t put protective
covering on protective covering. By the time he made it back into the main
room, Shaun had calmed down a little, his face not looking so red.

Dan went over and crouched by him. “It’s okay, mate.” Sweat covered the
younger man’s face. “We’re just going to get you looked at over at the hospital
and—"

“Wankers,” cried Shaun, before choking again. “Some wanker’s taken my
coins. | keep them safe in there.”

Dan wiped the blond hair from Shaun’s face, the heat obvious under his
touch. “I know, | know.”

Paramedics pushed their way through into the room, and Dan moved out of
their way.

“I’ll go with him,” said Baz. “Can the rest of you fill in your end of the
paperwork?” he said quickly, stepping out of the way when a wheelchair came
in. Dan nodded. “He’ll need an X-ray,” said Baz, his gaze going between him
and the paramedics. “Get in touch with the named relative too, and let them
know he’s being taken to hospital.”

“Will do,” said Dan, handing Baz the plastic bag with the bits.

He remembered Chris’s toast and juice at the last moment and cut back to
the staff room. The paperwork came first, then a call to Shaun’s named relative.
A fax also went to the hospital in question, just noting all of Shaun’s
medication.
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With life settling a little more, Dan put some fresh bread in the toaster and
finished making the juice. A coffee for Tom came next, just to make sure he
had something warm before he left. They were lifted onto a tray; then he
headed back for Chris’s room.

Again talking drifted over, and Dan eased in, grateful to see Tom back in
the room and talking to his dad. Tom always came back no matter how much it
hurt, there was always that patience there, that understanding that Tom could
walk in on a different day, and Chris would know exactly who he was.

Yet when Dan saw them, Chris was shuffled further up into the corner,
knees pulled up tight as he wrapped his hands around them, hugging them
closer.

“Chris?” he said, going over. “Are you okay?”

“Qut, he needs out now,” said Chris, not taking his gaze off Tom. Tom was
crouched by the bed. With the covers pulled up, he was looking for something
under there.

“Didn’t lost it,” Chris said quickly, head banging gently against the wall.
“Told him. Gave it Good Tom. Good Tom took it.”

“Took what?”

“Faither—” Tom gave a hard sigh, tossed the covers back into place, then
got to his feet. “Where...?” He shrugged, looked at his dad, then wiped a hand
over his face. “Where have you put it?”

“Tom?” Dan rested the tray on the bedside unit. “What’s gone on?”

Tom flicked a look over but didn’t really see him, more through him as he
moved Dan aside and took hold of his art case. Half of it was already on the
bed, the rest of the spare paper and crayons he’d brought for his father messing
up the covers and causing Chris to scurry further into the wall.

“Tom?” Dan pulled at his jacket only to find Tom pull away.
“He lost it,” mumbled Tom.
“Lost what?”

“The pencil,” snapped Tom, going back to the bed and ramming his things
in. “Fuck’s sake.” The zipper closed on the art case. “Five minutes. | needed
him watched for five minutes, Dan.”

Dan glanced at the bed and noticed he hadn’t seen the pencil that was
always tucked away in the slim wooden box. “Chris,” he said quickly, going
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over and shifting the covers about. Tom’s dad had used it through the years for
special occasions: Tom’s birth, Christmas holidays, days at the beach. He’d
given it to Tom when he’d felt his mixed dementia slipping in, and Tom had
taken over, only using it on special occasions too, the last being the sketch of
the link that was tattooed to his cock. “What did you do with the pencil, Chris?
You didn’t chew on it, did you?”

Chris shook his head. “Tom,” he said, coming out from under the covers he
hid beneath. “Gave it Tom. Told Tom’s mum that little Tom—"

“There is no fucking little Tom, Dad.” Tom gave a groan, tugging the art
case off the bed. “I’m Tom. I’ve always been Tom. I—"

Chris was suddenly off the bed, not looking as though he meant to go for
Tom; Tom just stood in his way. Dan saw the signs as soon as the older man
shifted, and he managed to catch Chris by the arm. As Tom came in to help,
Chris cried out, swinging a fist at Dan.

“Fuh—" The thump of fist caught another target, and Tom was forced back
a step now it split his lip. “Shit.”

“Has to get out,” shouted Chris as Dan tried to keep him still. “Get him
out.”

“Tom.” As he put a hold around Chris that soaked up his struggles, Dan’s
heart went out to Tom seeing his split lip. “Wait outside. Okay? | need—"

“Out, out—out,” cried Chris over and over again.
“Tom, please.”

Tom gave Dan and his dad the strangest look, then wiping at his lip, he
turned away and left.

“Easy, easy,” soothed Dan in Chris’s ear. “He’s gone. You’re on your own,
and in your own room. See?”

Breathing heavy and almost clinging onto him, Chris nodded, although his
gaze never shifted from the door.

“Tom,” said Chris, now edging back towards the bed. “Gave it little Tom.
Wouldn’t listen. Wouldn’t just listen.”

“Okay, okay,” said Dan, helping him back onto the bed. After waiting for
signs that Chris’s breathing was returning to normal, he took hold of the tray
and gave Chris the toast and juice. “Hungry, right?”
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Chris nodded, just the once.

“Okay,” said Dan and he laid them out. “We don’t usually bring food into
the bedrooms but—"

Chris gave a huge smile. “Dan said it’s okay for me.”

He nodded and returned the smile, seeing him relax a little more. “I’ll check
back in a minute. I just need to see if Tom’s okay. Then find his pencil. What
we don’t do is hurt people who visit, though, do we?”

“Accident.” Chris nodded, but he was already lost to the first bite of his
toast as he sat there munching slowly at it. “Sorry.”

“You need to say that to Tom, okay?”
“Sorry, Tom.”
Dan gave a small smile. “When he’s here, Chris.”

“Oh-kay,” but that was lost to how he took a long drink of juice. Giving a
frown, Dan glanced back to the door. After heading out into the corridor, he
went over to where Tom stood resting against the nurses’ station. “Hey,” Dan
said quickly, seeing how he rubbed at his head. “Let’s get you into the medical
room and—"

Tom pulled away as he tried to take a gentle hold on his arm. “Five
minutes,” said Tom. “I asked you to look after him for five minutes. | asked—"

“There was a call out,” said Dan, not understanding why Tom shifted away
from his touch.

“There’s always a call out, there’s always—" Tom went to snap something
else, then seemed to lose his thread of anger, looking more torn as he wiped
more blood from his lip. “He lost it, Dan.”

Dan needed to ease the hurt playing in Tom’s eyes, both from taking the
blow and the loss of the visual history surrounding both pencil and case. “We’ll
find it,” he said quietly, but his concentration was more on the cut. “Your dad
doesn’t know what he’s doing. You know that.”

Tom shrugged. “But he does like the occasional dig. I1t’s why | never leave
him on his own with my artwork. You know that and...” He bit it back, looked
away. “Five minutes, Dan,” he said eventually. “I only asked for five minutes
of your time.”
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“You have it 24/7,” he said quietly, but then he was suddenly aware that
Baz was watching them from behind the nurses’ station. “I’ll find the item that
was taken and get it to you as soon as possible, okay, Mr McKendrik?”

“McKendrik.” Tom frowned a touch, something working there in his eyes,
then—“My name’s fucking Tom. It’s been Tom to you for the past ten years, or
do you have problems remembering as soon as you come here too? How
fucking convenient, that. Well run along, then; go sort your priorities out. I’ll
hide out in the car park until you need me to nurse your wounds, shall 1?”
Saying nothing else, Tom turned and headed for the exit, leaving Dan frowning,
then shifting to follow. “Hey—"

“Dan.” From over by the nurses’ station, Baz shifted his head towards the
staff room. “A word, please.”

His heart sinking, Dan was forced to change direction and follow Baz
through to the staff room. Tom had understood. Over all of the years Dan had
been working here, Tom had understood the complications of falling for a
patient’s son. Dan had meant no disrespect. In fact, Mr McKendrik was the
agreed safety address that would warn Tom staff was around. That had been the
first time that Tom had ever given any indication that he had an issue with
keeping their relationship private and away from work. But then today had been
the first time that his father had hit Tom, and it seemed a sharp reminder for
both of them. It’s what he’d seen in Tom’s eyes, not hurt for Tom himself, but
the fear that this is what happened here sometimes. Dan knew his safety
worried the hell out of Tom, and part of him was gutted that for the first time
when Tom had been caught in the crossfire, he hadn’t been there to brush the
back of his hand over the hurt he’d seen. Calming Chris down had been the
priority. Any other time, any other moment, Tom would have understood that,
but with the loss of the pencil and its case...

“Take a seat,” said Baz as the door shut. The staff room was empty and Dan
made his way over to the leather settee and sat down.

He frowned at Baz. “I thought you went to the hospital with Shaun?”

A chair was pulled over from the table and Baz sat down by him. “Dr
Stanshead went with him,” he said, rubbing at his eyes. “She owed me from a
few weeks back.”

“Ah,” said Dan, easing back and closing his eyes.

[ Dan_1’
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“About Tom, I’m sorry—"

“Don’t be,” said Baz, “it gets tough on relatives and we’ve both known Tom
a long time. He doesn’t snap easy. What happened?”

Dan told him and Baz frowned. “Are they both okay?”
Dan nodded, but it was all he could manage.

“I heard that Chris had lost something, too. What was it?”
“Tom’s pencil. The one in the wooden case.”

“Oh...” said Baz, and he fell quiet for a good few moments. “We’ll do a
search, see if we can find it, yeah?”

“Chris said he gave it to little Tom,” said Dan, wiping a hand over his face,
but not finding the courage to ask Baz just what else he’d heard.

Baz raised a brow. “We don’t allow children into the unit.”

Dan nodded and Baz sighed heavily. “Okay, c’mon, let’s go take a look.
We’ll see if Chris has calmed down and can remember. Then we’ll make sure
young Mr McKendrik is really okay. I think you need to know that more than
anyone.”

Dan looked at him sharply, but Baz was already over by the door. “None of
my business, Dan,” he called back over his shoulder. “It’s not even this unit’s
business. You’re damn good at your job.”

*kkk



Love’s Landscapes Anthology ~ Volume 8 265

Chapter Five

Dan looked down at his mobile phone as he sat outside Tom’s. Baz had
given him a lift during dinner time break. A part of him had hoped that Tom
had cried out of going up to Edinburgh, but seeing no van sitting there on his
drive now, Dan closed his eyes, his grip tightening on his mobile phone.

C’mon on, Tom. Call.

The frustrating part for Dan was the pencil. If Tom had stayed around for
just a few minutes, just popped into the room next to his father’s and spoken to
Mrs Johnson’s daughter...

Lizzie had been sitting in there talking to her mother, and conversation had
drifted around to Lizzie’s youngest boy. Dan had taken her to one side and
asked if she’d seen Chris at all. He’d got a nod, then Lizzie had pulled the slim
wooden case from her handbag.

“Said my Thomas should have this,” she’d said, and Dan had bit back a sad
smile. Lizzie never brought her little boy with her, but she was always talking
about him to Chris, how he was into drawing matchstick men. So true to his
words, Chris had given the pencil to little Tom, albeit at the expense of hurting
his own. “l was going to find Chris’s son,” Lizzie had added afterwards. “I
remember Tom mentioning that his mother had bought it for his father just
before she’d left them.”

Lizzie had handed it over with every apology going for not getting it back
sooner. Since then, Dan hadn’t been able to call and let Tom know, not with
how his rounds had been delayed. He thought, maybe hoped, that Tom would
have called him, but since his phone had remained quiet, Dan had come over to
Tom’s house, hoping to catch him here. There would have been no peace of
mind for Tom not having found it; for the past ten years he’d brought it with
him on his visits to his father, not so much for his father to use, but just his
quiet reminder that he wouldn’t leave his dad like his mother had when the
dementia had really set in.

But as Dan got out of the car and looked at Tom’s house, even Tom’s fully
shuttered windows seemed to want to deny the rest of the world’s existence.

Giving a sigh, he stopped by the front doorstep and looked down at the slim
wooden case he held in his other hand. For the trouble it had caused, the pencil
slept safely enough, its gnarled edges still just as gnarled. Dan smiled, running
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his fingers over it. He’d seen Tom take this out only a few times over the years,
mostly sketching some of the BDSM positions Tom had put him in.

Slipping the mobile phone under his arm, he then reached into his pocket
and pulled out a piece of paper. After a moment, he used it to blanket the
pencil. Tom had left, and he marked the loss the only way he knew how.

His artistic skills were probably closer to Chris’s: no higher than a kid
colouring a book, but he’d drawn the single link to a chain, shading it the best
he could, finishing it off with the single message:

Missing, link...

Him and Tom, they were parts of the same chain, and it meant he felt Tom’s
hurt no matter in which city or within which bed he tossed and turned.

He left the slim case just inside the porch. The door was always kept open
for the morning paper, and making sure it was shut behind him, Dan turned
away and tugged his phone free of his arm.

Even though the phone was quiet now, Tom was due to call around seven
and let him know that he’d arrived and was about to start work. There were a
number of reasons why Tom hadn’t answered Dan’s calls; just like with the
psychiatric unit, Tom could be working: setting up at the venue, talking to
clients, working body art, which is why they had these designated times to talk
to each other. And Tom had never missed one of those calls in all the years
he’d known him.

*kkk
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Chapter Six

The call came in the early hours of Sunday morning, jolting Dan awake not
long after he’d finally managed to find some peace in sleep. Hearing the
familiar ring tone, he instantly eased the bedcovers off him, flicked the
lamplight on, and picked up, as panic hit. “Tom?”

A lot of commotion came through on the other end: the heavy bass of
music, laughing, talking—»breathing—

“Tom?” he tried again, his finger going into his ear and his raised voice
setting off a neighbour’s dog.

There was more laughter, Tom’s, then—*“Letting you know I got here.” Dan
frowned as the merriment died from his voice, then looked at the time that
flashed on his bedside unit. “You’re a bit late doing just that,” he said quietly.

“Aww,” said Tom, but it was cut off as he spoke to someone else on the
other end. “Yeah, beer. Thanks, lan.”

Dan eased his knees up, feeling the chill a little more now. lan?

“Work,” said Tom, now obviously back with him. “You know what it’s
like, right? | was distracted.”

“Tom_”

“I’ll be back Sunday night, about eight.” Thoughts drifted back to how Tom
had said he’d try and make it Sunday morning. “I’m drinking with some
friends,” added Tom as if catching on to his silence, but the slurred voice and
lack of him not giving a shit about how he had walked and not phoned to talk
was clear enough.

Rubbing at his head, Dan pushed away the niggling concerns that edged in.
“Sir, how’s your lip? I—"

“Tomorrow,” said Tom, and he even sounded like he was already where he
needed to be as he laughed and spoke to someone on the other end, then—*If
you can manage it, be at my house when | get back, yeah? Wear an overcoat if
you have to.”

And that was it; the line went dead, leaving Dan staring into the light of the
bedroom.

*kkk
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The second call came just a few hours later. Rubbing tiredly at his eyes,
Dan reached over and picked up. “Tom?” he managed. The daylight outside
was enough to lighten the shadows in the bedroom. “That you?”

“Who the fuck else are you expecting to call at this hour?” Something else
was said from the other end, some shouts, a hand over the phone, a muffled
“Fuck you,” then—"you still there?”

Dan stilled in the covers, now fully awake.

“Dan.”

“I’m here. What’s going on?”

“Good. Who the hell were you expecting to call, Dan?”
Dan frowned. “Look, Tom—"

“Yeah. Forget it.” Again the line went dead. Again Dan was left staring
down at the fading light on the screen.

Not managing to catch anymore sleep after that, Dan shifted through
Sunday a little numb. Close to eight p.m., he made the walk around to Tom’s a
little slowly, for the first time with hands dug in his pockets and hating the hard
bite in Tom’s voice. The calls last night had been out of the blue, with Tom
fully aware that Dan had an early morning shift to get through. 1t’s why Dan
hadn’t been able to go up to Edinburgh in the first place. Now he just needed
something decent to eat, a warm bed, and for Tom to snap out of this shit and
talk.

Up ahead, Tom’s detached house was in darkness, and Dan made his way
over. The pencil case still slept in the porch, a newspaper helping keep it warm.
Dan picked both up and went inside, putting the newspapers and wooden pencil
case on the table before flicking on the lights. The kettle came on first, then two
mugs were pulled out and heaped with coffee. Dan needed coffee. Letting the
kettle boil, he padded on through to the living room and switched the TV on.
One of the padded chairs took his weight and Dan pulled his legs up under him,
settling in. Tom was due back soon, but he hoped he could pinch a few
moments first just to catch up on some much-needed sleep.

*khkk

He woke to the cold of the room and chill biting at his arms. The TV had
settled into a movie, the late night sort that only the drunk would be awake to
watch, and it forced Dan to give a long stretch. Checking his watch, he frowned
and glanced around.
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“Tom?”

His watch touched close to one, Monday morning, and the quiet of Tom’s
house called it out too. Giving a rub at his eyes, Dan went over to the bay
window and shifted a blind. The drive sat empty, a light dusting of snow
showing a virgin touch free of tyre tracks. Giving a scratch at day-old stubble,
Dan then sorted through his pockets, looking for his phone.

Thumbing at a few buttons, he saw there’d been one missed call around ten
and Tom’s number flashed up. Flicking a look out at the empty drive again,
Dan pressed call. It rang for a few minutes, then—*“Hello,” said a voice.

The female voice caught him off-guard.
“Hello,” came the same voice again.

“l—" He paused. “Is Tom there? I’m Dan.” It sounded like such a stupid
reply, but it was all he could manage.

“Dan?” She sounded just as confused. “Oh, Dan. Tom’s boyfriend. I’'m
Linia. Linia Morgan.”

Dan frowned. She’d said that as though he should know it. “Is Tom there?”
Why is Tom there? “He called and—"

“He’s staying here tonight.”

“I’m sorry?”

A cough was given. “He’s... he’s at mine for the night. Just for tonight.”
Dan couldn’t get his head around the conversation. “Why? Who are you?”

“Linia Morgan. Look,” a tired yawn was given, “sorry | missed you earlier.
Just wanted you to know that Tom was here, and he’s safe.”

“Why the fuck wouldn’t he be safe?”

“He had too much to drink. That’s why.” And he eased a touch, hearing
how she sounded about as happy as Dan felt. “He’ll call in the morning.”

“He should have called tonight.”

“Not my problem. That only happens when he walks out of venues like the
one last night.”

“He what?”

“Long story. One I’m too damn tired to go over again now. Sorry | didn’t
catch you earlier. Listen, | need to sleep, Dan. I’ll get him to call you in the
morning.”
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“Hang on. Wha—" That was it, she was gone almost as quickly as Tom last
night. Dan was left shrugging into the night, his hand and phone dropping a
little too dejectedly down by his side. He needed to know what the hell Tom
was playing at.

*kk*k

Dan ignored his mobile phone, for the third time, as it went off on the table.
He sat in Chris’s bungalow, staring down at his uneaten breakfast, happy just to
chase the odd, few malted wheat around the bowl and also ignore how it was
now nearly lunchtime. He’d left Tom’s shortly after Linia’s call this morning,
with the walk home the safest choice for all concerned. He didn’t want to be
there when Tom decided to finally drag himself back home.

After that, the hours seemed to bleed through a drip as he waited for work to
roll around come lunchtime.

The other two calls he’d missed, he assumed came from Baz. The first had
been to ask if he’d cover a later shift today. He’d texted yes, but only if Nick,
another colleague, could come and give him a lift. He didn’t want the walk
today. The calls after that he knew would just be letting him know the pickup
time, but he already had a rough guess that Nick would come over during lunch
break, so ignored the phone altogether. He hadn’t had much luck with phones
over the weekend, and he was a little sick of looking at it.

The “safe” call from Linia had wound him up no end last night. He’d be the
first to know if Tom was laid up in some hospital anywhere. Tom was Chris’s
named relative, and he carried a card with him to let emergency crews know
that the psychiatric unit was to be contacted if he was hurt in any way.

And that’s what pissed him off. The safe call seemed to put him firmly in
his work place: always the staff member looking in on a family, with Tom’s
bite of:

Wear an overcoat, if you have to.

And just what had Tom’s lesson been by using Linia? Had it come on the
back of:

Who the fuck do you expect to be calling at this hour?

Dan groaned and threw the spoon in the bowl. That was a damn stupid
thought; Tom was pure male on male. Pure male on male solely on him. And he
knew Tom better than that: he wouldn’t play games like this. He just hated the
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hell out of Tom for putting the doubt there. For not bothering to pick up the
phone and—

The sound of a horn drew his attention, and his anger missed a beat
thinking, Tom. But seeing Nick’s Ford Fiesta through the window sent life back
into a weighted grey, and Dan picked up his work bag from the table and made
his way out. Baz might have just caught on about his relationship with Tom, but
Nick had known for a while.
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Monday rounds at the psychiatric unit took on a calmness to it that Dan
couldn’t shake into him. Night staff said they had a calm night last night, and it
showed. Most patients were in the midst of waking, eating, and going to
recreational games or classes when Dan got there.

He was the only one who seemed out of place, and he hated the people for it
as they breezed by, smiling. He’d played cards with Duncan, but hadn’t felt the
cards under his touch; he’d thrown a few bowls with Aimee, but hadn’t heard
the balls strike hard against each other; then he’d spent an hour talking to Shaun
over a conversation he couldn’t piece together now. Where even the evening
meal rush seemed sedate, his own irritability saw Dan slip into the staff room
with Baz just to escape reality for a while.

Baz and his team usually took care of the downstairs floor, where Chris’s
room sat, leaving Dan and his team in charge of the upper floor. But to keep
faces constant and not break routine, both teams sometimes swapped over
halfway through the month to keep up with patient familiarity.

After packing his uneaten tea away and ignoring the frown Baz gave him,
Dan made his footsteps slow as he moved away from the safety of the staff
room. It hadn’t helped that Chris had fallen just as quiet too. The old man knew
something was wrong, that something in his life was missing, but he just
couldn’t quite put his finger on what. It had gotten to Dan eventually, enough to
call a time out yesterday as he took a walk outside the grounds.

Yet as he neared Chris’s room, and the soft sound of the old man’s voice
filtered over his footsteps, Dan paused outside of Chris’s door, giving a frown
at how lively he sounded. The door had been left off the latch, Chris long since
not allowed a key to lock his door, unlike some of their other clients.

After Dan eased the door open, he caught the soft hazel tint of eye colour
off Tom as he looked over. Tom’s gaze was soon back with his father as he
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eased up out of his chair and kissed at his father’s head. “I’ll be back in a
minute, okay?”

Right, thought Dan. There you are. Why, happy afternoon to you; and by the
way—fuck you.

He’d obviously missed the note saying Tom was back. He’d also missed the
memo on Tom visiting, and how Tom and his father had made up over the
pencil incident. It was a kick in the balls for Dan. The reminder of being staff,
of being on the outside looking in, overcoat hiding his face—not even worthy
of a decent fucking phone call from his lover.

Bastard. Dan turned away and left them to it.
“Hey.” A hand on his arm tried to make him look back. “Hang on—"

“Working,” snapped Dan, not looking back and pulling away. “Book a
fucking appointment at reception. Y’know, my receptionist to yours, no
overcoat fucking needed.” Pushing through into Mrs Johnson’s room and
catching Tom’s frown, he gave Tom the fuck you finger.

“Dan. Thank you.”
The sincerity behind that made Dan pause and frown back.

“For the pencil,” said Tom, quietly. He’d caught the sun despite the winter
chill, making those forest eyes shine a little more. The cut to his lip still shone
through, and the need was there to instantly ease a touch over it and take away
the sting. Fuck, thought Dan.

“But mostly for the note,” Tom added. “I loved the note.”
Dan kept his nod brief. “No overcoat needed when it was delivered either.”
“It was a shit comment,” said Tom, face creasing slightly. “I was—"

“Afuck?” said Dan. “Glad we agree.” And he stopped Tom when he went
to say something else, the hurt over being put in his work place still stinging
deep. “Regarding personal items like your artwork, | recommend that you leave
valuables at reception in future. Or not bring them at all. You’re less likely to
upset yourself, your father, and other residents that way. And please take note
of the no mobile phone use in here in future too. There are clients who risk fits
and seizures from anything that is outside of their comfort zones.”

“Dan_”
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He let the door shut behind him and was pissed off at how closing it didn’t
take away an ounce of the anger or hurt of Tom just walking back unscathed
into his reality like that.

*kk*x
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Chapter Seven

Tom watched the door shut behind Dan, leaving him alone in the quiet of
the corridor; then he looked away, tensing his jaw. He’d deserved that, and a
whole lot more. Digging his hands deep in his pockets, he headed back into his
father’s room.

He’d missed the first call to Dan purely because he wasn’t in a good place
to talk, that and Linia had kept his ass run ragged with body art. The call he did
manage to make? He’d just started drinking, and catching Dan asleep, he’d had
that sexy sound of just coming out of a deep sleep, and it had riled him how
easily Dan had found sleep after what had happened. It hadn’t helped with the
second call, when Dan had asked who was calling. Who the hell else would be
calling at that hour?

Add all of that to the fear over Dan getting hurt?

Despite the fear over the physical abuse to Dan at work, Tom wasn’t the
sort to ask him to walk away from it. This was Dan’s career choice, and he was
good at his job. Being his Dom, Tom then just made sure he was looked after in
every sense when Dan came home. He’d just gotten so used to seeing the
bruises themselves that seeing someone physically hit out with Dan there had
been areal kick between the balls. All staff there was good enough to stem any
risks pretty quickly, and without an audience. Yet Dan had slept on that night.
Tom had been as scared as hell for him, and Dan had slept on.

Saturday night up in Edinburgh had been one disaster after another. Too
much to drink at the Torture Garden saw him walk away from the body art jobs
Linia had lined up for him, and he’d gone to the hotel to try and sleep the anger
off. That’s when he’d made the second call to Dan, and a hotel porter had tried
to get in on the conversation and give him all of his eighteen years’ worth of
advice. Tom had shouted, the porter had cried, and then the hotel had revoked
his stay.

He’d slept in the van that night, then had been dragged over to Linia’s when
she’d tracked him down to see why he’d cut and run from the venue. Another
half-hour lecture on why a cut lip wasn’t exactly what she wanted from artists
on her book hadn’t helped lift the dark cloud either. He had to remind her that
she’d borrowed him from someone else’s books for tonight, and he was just
standing in, even though he was having great difficulty just standing up at that
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precise moment. Linia liked her control, even down to what was painted on the
body. If she could hold the brush, she would have done.

He didn’t drink often, not that heavily, and Linia hadn’t been too impressed
with it either, confiscating his keys and taking him home. Maybe she would
have been better off letting him risk the journey home, because when one of
Linia’s brothers had come over and sat drinking with Tom, then decided to say
how sick he was of British parliament ramming down his throat how same sex
couples should be allowed to get married, Tom had gotten into a drunken brawl
the likes of which he’d not let rile him since school. He didn’t fight that often
either, and it had pissed him off with how easily he’d lost his temper.

Linia hadn’t called in the police, but she had taken his phone. Dan was all
he’d thought about, and the one time he really needed to call, he hadn’t been
able to. He’d had enough of being away, pissed off, and on his own when he
knew he needed just to talk to Dan now. Shutting down and backing away from
everything when it really hurt wasn’t going too well for him, and whoever had
suggested it helped in the first place needed screwing to the wall in Tom’s eyes.
Tom’s brother had paid his way out of any responsibility to their father; his
mother had just walked one day and hadn’t come back. Tom had done no better
himself, then realised it just hurt more when he did walk, especially away from
Dan. So after the fight, he’d just... had another drink, then another, maybe
followed by another. Come seven Sunday night, he’d crashed on her sofa again.

*kkk

It hadn’t surprised him that Dan hadn’t picked up his call earlier today. Dan
was right: he’d been a fuck, but he’d seen that long before Dan had called it.

“Tom,” said his father as he went on through to his room. “Didn’t you bring
The Scotsman with you?” His father was sitting in the chair Tom usually took,
almost signifying a switch that put Tom back in his teens on the bed as he
watched his father flick through his latest drawings. These days were few and
far between lately, his father having last asked about The Scotsman over a
month ago. He didn’t even remember losing the pencil or splitting his lip in the
crossfire.

Tom eased onto the bed and looked towards the door. He’d given up
bringing his laptop and letting his father catch the news from The Scotsman.
He’d usually sneak in and borrow Dan’s from the staff room if need be.

“No,” said Tom, watching the intensity on his father’s face and loving how
the lines changed shape with each sketch that was taken in.
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A tut came over followed by the flick of paper. “No matter.” A gaze settled
on his. “What’s wrong?”

“Hmm?”
“I know that look. And the cut lip says you’ve been fighting.”

Looking down, Tom bit back a smile. He missed this; being known in his
dad’s eyes. “Nothing,” he said quietly.

“Your face tells a different tale, boy.” Another flick went at the sketch pad.
“So too does your drawings. What’s—" He waved a hand at the pad. “What’s
this?” He turned it over and held a drawing up. On the paper, shadows covered
the pencil case as it sat there on the kitchen table, but it was blacked out almost
to the point of non-existence.

“Bad weekend,” said Tom, wiping a hand over his face.
A steady gaze flicked up at him. “A good woman would cure you of that.”

Tom reached over and took the pad off him. They’d done the gay talk fifty
thousand times over. His father’s reaction mostly accepting, sometimes saying
Tom just needed a decent woman to shake him out of it, but always forgotten
by the next visit.

“Yeah, Faither,” he said quietly, putting the sketchpad away. “A good
woman.”

“| forget.”

As he went to stand, a hand gripped his arm, and Tom jerked slightly,
looking at his dad.

“Don’t forget, lad.” A tear fell. “Black.” A look went to his picture, then it
found him again. “It’s going black, lad. Do you feel it, too? Do you miss the
links that bring back all the memories?”

Tom eased his grip away, then crouched by his father. No. He’d made damn
sure over the years that he’d remember the links and keep the memories. “You
need to get some sleep,” he said gently. “Tired... you’re looking really tired,
Faither.”

His father eased into a smile. “I am, lad. Do you mind?”

Tom shook his head and took the slippers off his father’s feet. After helping
him out of his dressing gown, he pulled back the covers and watched as his
father settled down.
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“Do you want the light out?” he said, as he stopped by the door.
“No, lad. It’s dark enough in here.”

Giving a frown, Tom looked at the bright light through the window, then
shut the door behind him.

He made it out to the courtyard a few moments later, then pulled out his
mobile now he’d managed to charge it up.

Talk? he thumbed in.

He gave it a few minutes to see if there’d be a reply, then frowned when
nothing came back.

“C’mon, baby. At least hear me out now.”

The sound of a car pulling up onto the gravel courtyard took his attention,
and Tom stepped away from the entrance seeing a young couple get out. He
gave anod, recognising Lizzie and her husband. After they’d gone inside, Tom
stopped by his van’s passenger side and pulled something out.

Looking down at what he held, he gave a soft smile. “Know you, Kershaw,”
he said quietly.

*hkk
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Chapter Eight

After finishing a hard shift and finally making it to the bungalow, Dan
finished drying up the coffee mug and put it to sleep on its hook next to the
others lined up by the kettle. With the tea towel thrown onto the unit, he padded
barefoot through to the living room, rubbing tiredly at his eyes as he went. His
shift had run into another long one, with barely enough time to chase his own
ass after he’d seen Tom at the unit.

He counted himself lucky the psychiatric unit was within walking distance.
A drive to and from work in this state would have him yawning his way
through knocking over a few pedestrians, saying Ah, s’cuse me, thought you
were Tom, mate. No doubt Baz would be questioning whether he’d opted for
pinching a few happy pills in order to get him through the past few days.

Instead the full offer of comfort from Chris’s bungalow was on order
tonight, and he slumped down on the settee, taking the remote from the table
with him and flicking the TV on. The news threw up the latest debates on
Scotland’s independence referendum, and living on the borders of bonnie
Scotland, yet the not so bonnie backstreets of Gretna Green, he’d had enough of
hearing about it.

Scottish independence.

Dan snorted a bitter smile and wiped a hand over his face as he dropped his
head back into the cool of the leather settee. The chuckle he gave was far from
happy, and he screwed his eyes shut, letting the quiet of the bungalow creep up
on the tiredness and hurt.

Scottish Tom and all of his finely shaped ass had all the independence he
needed now; no politics, no bullshit or backwards debates that ranted on for
hours in Parliament, no overcoats... just quiet. He knew Tom’s house mirrored
the bungalow, where winter bit at the fingertips and gloves were the only option
to keep the bitter at bay, even indoors.

Dan closed his eyes and shut it out. Hell, it seemed to have worked for Tom.
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Dan couldn’t even tell what woke him, he just knew the chill was gone from
the living room, leaving warmth wanting to drag him back under for a few
more hours. Warmth was unusual for the bungalow, but heat blanketed his
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body, and the softness of a cushion was under his head. A wall lamp over on
the corner cast a soft light that chased long shadows and danced with them over
the walls and furniture. He’d kept the old beaten settee and matching chair
when he’d moved in. After ten years, he still hadn’t had the time to decorate the
old-man feel to the place, just like his dating before he and Tom became serious
was only half-hearted attempts at company, with not being able to get close to
Tom. But here, echoes of tobacco could still be caught in the leather he lay on,
and if he listened hard enough, he still swore he’d hear the tap of a pipe on a
table to clear it out for use. He hadn’t had the heart to change a thing. Somehow
it didn’t seem right, not with who this place belonged to.

A look at his watch told him it was getting on for you should have moved
your ass into bed hours ago o’clock, and he stretched into the warmth of the
quilt, content enough to leave his cold bed as just that. Settling back down, he
closed his eyes to how he didn’t want his day to start all over again.

Quilt.

Easing up, Dan pushed the thickness down his body and let it rest in his lap,
staring hard down at how the softness curled up a little too comfortably there.
Then the lamp took his attention.

He’d gone to sleep in darkness, sitting up, and damn well knew the cold had
been biting at his fingertips and nose as he’d sat there content with feeling it do
just that. He’d felt so much of it lately as he’d waited by the phone, he wore it
like a second skin. Only now...? Life was thrown back into a warmth he didn’t
want to feel.

“Fuck.” Tossing the quilt aside, he was up, then heading into the kitchen.
The darkness going on outside the back door agreed that it was too goddamn
early in the morning for any decent soul to be walking the streets, but the folded
up tea-towel on his unit suggested a different sort. Dan grabbed the handle,
opened the back door a touch, then slammed it shut.

“Fuck,” he snarled out, making sure the lock was set in place as dogs barked
disgust at the break of usual quiet. Kicking at the door, then grabbing at his toes
and biting a cry as he danced the hurt away, Dan added a few more curses, then
hobbled over to the table.

He hadn’t seen it at first, but from the windows, silver light fell on one item
that sat there on the old table.

Giving a frown, Dan picked up the piece of paper.
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The single link was shaded and drawn to such precision that the close-up
acted more like a microscope showing all of the imperfections in the metal
despite its obvious strength. Writing circled the link and Dan felt his heart slip.

Missed, link.

“Christ.” He closed his eyes for a moment, then screwed the paper up and
threw it towards the bin. Standing there staring at it for a moment, he then went
over and picked it up before heading off to bed.
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Dan had been awake for a few hours, just watching the light ease away the
darkness on the walls. He hadn’t slept much all night, and that coldness was
back biting at his shoulders.

Living on the Scottish borders hadn’t exactly been his choice for working
his ass off in private psychiatric care, but after graduating with his degree and
then moving into the nursing programme, he’d taken a week’s trip to
Edinburgh, then spent most of his time with a few friends, roaming the
backstreet pubs to celebrate moving to the next stage in his career. He’d
regretted being the British student who had thrown up in the streets, but it had
been needed. On the fourth or fifth day, and having fallen in love with the
Scottish accent, he’d taken a trip to Gretna to check out the new psychiatric
facility they were building just a few acres back from Gretna Golf Club. The
unit was private and had been state-of-the-art back then. It had taken one
cheeky smile to win him a look around the basics.

And those basics had run him smack bang into one Tom McKendrik.
Dan closed his eyes, his grip tightening on the pillow.

Tom had been visiting that day too, seemed he’d been visiting there ever
since Chris’s mixed dementia had worsened. Chris McKendrik was usually
under the joint care of Tom himself and the local nursing home just a few miles
away in Carlisle. But when times were at their most chaotic and depression hit
the dementia hard, Chris would be booked into the psychiatric unit for a few
months to handle the darker periods. That’s how it had been for the last ten
years, Chris spending up to six months out of the year playing pinball between
the psych unit, the care home, and the few rare occasions, at his home here,
where Dan slept. Tom stayed close; he was always close.

Dan frowned as he let his gaze wander around the bedroom. Tom had
offered him his dad’s place just a few months after Dan had started



Love’s Landscapes Anthology ~ Volume 8 281

]

volunteering at the psychiatric unit. He’d shifted training on the nursing
programme up to Scotland too, and Tom had said it would cut down on
travelling time to and from Birmingham if he made it a permanent move. Dan
had agreed. Against all professionalism, he’d agreed, even though he knew full
well that the main reason for taking the offer had been because he’d fallen for
Tom from the offset. They’d both just kept their distance, especially with Dan’s
training moving up a few gears.

Now, part of knowing this was Chris’s home hurt to the core, how Dan had
let himself become so deeply involved with his son, the whole family. But
there, at that deeper level there was a part that didn’t hurt, that just wanted to
hold on to how right everything felt.

Or how right it had felt.

Giving an unsteady sigh and pushing away the creeping coldness, Dan
eased the covers off and headed on into the bathroom. The alarm hadn’t
sounded yet, and another part cursed at how his body was still set automatically
to Tom’s, even though he wasn’t here.

He kept the shower short, then set his mind to changing his shift at work to
avoid Tom for a few days. He needed time out to think now too.

The walk to work took him thirty minutes, just a left at the end of Rosebank
Court, through to Victoria Avenue and right onto the B721. He bypassed
Gretna Golf Club and a few more lanes, but the walk helped clear some of
Tom’s bruises.

Baz was already there in the courtyard of the psychiatric home, and Dan
gave him a wink then paused, hearing his mobile let him know he had another
message. He winced, flicking a look over at Baz as Baz tapped the Turn Off All
Mobile Phones sign by the entrance. He waved over, watching Baz head on in,
then he thumbed at the message box.

Talk?
He clenched his jaw. Same message as yesterday.
No. He didn’t want to fucking talk. Not yet.
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Tom turned the engine off to his van and stretched into the morning sun.
The clouds had decided to shift their moody ass and let the sun through, giving
his bare arms some much needed warmth. He’d managed to sneak away from



Love’s Landscapes Anthology ~ Volume 8 282

]
the tattoo studio for lunch, which gave him about an hour’s visiting time with
his dad. His visits at the psychiatric unit were no doubt going to get more
frequent, even Baz seemed to offer a raised brow as he came out from the
psychiatric unit with his cigarettes in hand. But he needed to talk to Dan, and as
Dan seemed to be ignoring the hell out of him, he had to take what he could,
when he could.

“Lunch again with your father, Tom?” said Baz, nodding over as he took a
smoke. “We’ll be setting you up with a room the way you’re going,” he added
friendly enough, and Tom offered a smile.

Seeing Dan come out with Shaun, the cigarettes in Shaun’s hands
suggesting he was after some smoke time too, Tom let his smile fade. Instead,
he opted to look away as he reached them, now a little caught out with Baz and
Shaun in between them.

“Shaun,” said Baz, seeming to sense the awkwardness from all sides, “you
were out with me this morning, and now you’re dragging Dan out too?”

Blowing smoke through his nose now he’d lit up, Shaun offered a grin. “I’m
trying to see if he’ll let me inch closer to the gate so I can leg it out of here.”

“In your pyjamas?” said Baz, looking Shaun up and down, and the ease to
Dan’s smile held Tom in silence as he witnessed it.

“I’ve got my jeans and T-shirt on underneath.” Shaun paid Tom no notice.
“As soon as I’m around that there corner, I’m de-clothed and off, mate.”

“You’ll need shoes for that,” mumbled Tom, and Shaun rolled his gaze at
him. “Always someone around to spoil the fun.”

Baz patted Shaun’s shoulder, then, flicking a look at Dan, he pushed on by
and went inside.

As Shaun took long breaths in off the smoke, Tom dug his hands deeper
into his pockets, trying to find a way to broach this without going in feet first.
“Dan, can we—"

“No.” Dan looked every bit as uncomfortable talking with Shaun there as he
indicated with a flick of his head for Shaun to go back in.

“Already?” said Shaun.

“There’s plenty of room to hide out in the back gardens,” said Dan, opening
the door. Then he flicked a look at Tom. “Stay out of the bungalow whilst I’'m
there,” he said flatly. “I’ll start paying you rent at the end of the month.”
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“That isn’t needed,” Tom said gently. “That place is yours as long as
you_”

“Yeah. Whatever. C’mon, Shaun,” said Dan through his words. “Let’s get
you out back.” And Tom was left staring at the door, grinding on his jaw as
Dan closed it behind them.

Giving a look back to his van, Tom gave a hard sigh.

This was getting him nowhere fast.

*khkk
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Chapter Nine

Dan hadn’t managed to change his shift, but as the texts, calls, and midnight
visits had eased from Tom over the past few days, he’d forced relaxation a little
more. Tonight helped too, with how he’d managed to finish on time at eleven.
Baz had also sent out a huge cheer to mark that he was clocking off too; he was
back on at six. A while back, though, Dan had managed to book two free
weekends off for his and Tom’s anniversary. This was the first. He’d nearly
called it off, not wanting to wallow in the silence. But his body was ready to
call it quits even if his mind was still willing to hide—

Not hide.

Turning his collar up as he made his way down the courtyard in the
darkness, Dan pushed that away. Hide. Maybe he was; he was certainly
throwing more into work lately than he should. But being back at home, even
now, kept his footfalls on gravel slow and heavy, in no rush to get there. It was
part of the reason why he’d decided to walk tonight. The half-hour journey
would probably last more like fifty minutes, but at least the warmth in the air
kept everything else at bay.

A car pulled alongside, jolting him slightly as the window wound its way
down. “You sure you don’t want a lift, Dan?”

“No thanks, Baz,” he said, glancing down.

“Okay, see you Monday,” called Baz. He was older, touching his late
forties, but it didn’t show as his boy-racer side kicked in. It took only a few
moments for him to reach the end of the road up ahead, the yellow indicator on
his car signalling right as brake lights barely blinked. Then lights and the sound
of his car engine disappeared into the darkness.

The quiet calmed Dan, only the sound of his footsteps on concrete went
with him as he reached the end of the road and took the right turning. The small
lane it took him into would eventually lead him to a crossroads, then past
Gretna’s golf course.

Only one more car passed him by, and Dan stepped aside to give it room as
it slowed down, then sped back up again. He always used his High Visual
Jacket, which was just as well considering just how dark it could get in these
lanes. Again, lights disappeared into the distance as Dan hitched himself up
over a gate and into a field that would cut his journey by half. Dangerous in the
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dark, but he’d taken this route for the past ten years and knew it by heart. Cows
and sheep used to graze here, but the recession had hit everyone hard. The little
farm over the back had gone out of business, leaving the field itself free for
corporate gain. Long grass had been cleared and the dirt under his feet cried out
the latest housing development patch.

He soon found the opposite gate and hitched himself over. It took him close
to the turning for the B721 and the golf course, but not quite in any part of
Gretna that had street lamps.

A look to the left made sure no traffic came from there, then as he glanced
right, he frowned as he caught the van that slept on the side of the road.

Tom rarely let his van out of sight, always pulling it onto the drive of a
night and making sure none of his equipment was stored in the back. The stereo
would come out and a lock would be clipped around the steering wheel just to
make sure wandering minds would have a job on their hands stealing the ride. It
was in contrast to his house and how he’d leave the porch door open for the
newspaper delivery.

After checking the road again, Dan then went over and made the driver’s
side his first stop.

Nothing.

“Tom?” he called into the darkness, having seen the keys inside. That was
even more damn unusual.

What if Tom had been involved in a crash? Dan slipped his phone from his
pocket as he went around to check the bonnet. No dents kissed the front. In fact,
as he went around to the back, there was nothing to say damage had been done
there either. That just left an electrical fault, and Tom’s patience didn’t extend
much to waiting on the roadside for breakdowns.

But the keys were still in the ignition, the house keys attached to it too.

He thumbed Tom’s number, then pressed call. The phone on the other end
started to ring, and Dan pulled it away from his ear, not quite understanding
why the silence of the night was cut in two with the ringing of Tom’s mobile
phone from behind him.

“Tom—”

Something hit his back hard enough to push him into the back door of the
van, jolting his ribs a touch and nearly punching the wind from him before he’d
even had chance to turn around.
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Then a strong grip came at the back of his jacket as a voice whispered—
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“Calm it down, boy.” Tom made sure Dan found the floor, the hold on his
leather jacket controlling the fall and making it look more violent than it was.
Dan’s cry still carried that startled fear into the night, and Tom quickly shifted
down, easing a knee into Dan’s back, then pulling the cuffs from his own
pocket. “Easy, easy.”

“What the fuh—" Dan put up a good struggle, trying to twist around, kick
out—shout loud enough to alert people beyond the golf course if Tom didn’t
move quickly. Hands were wrestled behind Dan’s back then cuffed, before
Tom shifted and pulled out a gag. Slipping the gag into place sent the nightinto
muffled grunts and groans as dust and dirt was disturbed on the road.

He knew he didn’t help issues when a white silk blindfold sent the world
even darker for Dan. The blindfold had been kept long for a reason as a tug on
the knot and a pull under Dan’s arm had them both up on their feet.

Before Dan could push back, Tom made sure he kissed the van again,
shifting in quick behind him, but placing his body side-on to stop any kickback
between the legs. A rough grab at his hair made sure Dan got the message that
this wasn’t a game, as Tom then forced his head against the cold and damp of
the van. “Hush,” he said sharply.

Dan stilled, but only for a second or two before kicking off his struggles
again. Tom opened the other door and pushed all of his fight inside. Dan landed
on his side and Tom caught his legs, forcing them up. He’d pulled out some
ankle cuffs just before he nearly caught a boot in the ribs. Pulling back a touch,
he caught hold of the assault before it touched down, diffusing the damage as
he then cuffed one ankle, then the other.

Another shove on Dan’s ass made sure he was far enough into the van to
shut the door, then Tom locked it and headed back around to the driver’s side.
After easing in, he flicked the engine into life, his glance at the dashboard
seeing the struggle had only lasted a few minutes. Then the road had his
attention as kicks and muffled cries came from behind.
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Ten minutes later, the van slid up onto his drive, and Tom killed the engine.
From the flickering light and chuckles coming from the window next door,
Max and his girlfriend were watching TV, the sound clear enough from the
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drive. They had no children, and it showed. A BMW sat next to Kaylee’s soft
top convertible, both owners so wrapped up in their own worlds that life didn’t
exist beyond their nights at the gym, health shakes, and early morning runs.
That left Mr Jefferson off to the left. Touching eleven, he’d be heading off to
bed and switching on his sleep apnoea machine. Nothing would be heard past
his own Darth-Vader breathing, that and the stray pull out of the oxygen pipe
that sent a huge whistle into the night. A car pulling up at this hour wouldn’t be
out of the ordinary for either household as Tom had picked Dan up many atime
at this hour after work.

The unusual part would come with pulling into the garage, but setting the
garage doors to open would be a specific sign to Dan.

Once he’d pulled the van inside, then got out and smacked on the side of the
van to stop the abuse coming from inside, Tom closed up behind him, then
went on into the house. The stereo came on first, nothing too loud, but enough
to hint at routine. Then leaving the lights on, he let the garage take every ounce
of his attention as he passed back through his kitchen. A door to his left just off
from the kitchen had been left open deliberately, but that was ignored for now.

Thumps and bumps met him as he made sure the lights were flicked off in
the garage, the undeniable sound of boot pushing out panel and leaving slight
dents crying out Dan’s abuse. The van stood there and took it, occasionally
shuddering, but otherwise a silent witness that held its cargo happily enough.

After waiting for the next boot off Dan to hit home into the side panel, Tom
tugged both back doors open.

Dan seemed to anticipate it and kicked out, albeit blindly. One foot caught
Tom’s hip, winding him a touch, but it had been a blind hit, just scuffing
hipbone with the side of a soft trainer. Grabbing the ankle cuffs, then pushing
down to keep the feet as still as possible, Tom picked out the keys to the cuffs
from his pocket and flicked one lock free.

Dan fell quiet. He seemed to sense that the cuffs were being undone, and he
could kick and put the boot in twice as hard with both feet now free. Snorting a
smile, Tom grabbed at the collar to his jacket and dragged him out.

The instant his feet touched the garage floor, Dan went to twist around and
knee Tom where it would really hurt. But fighting against the distress in Dan’s
breathing, Tom slipped a knife from his pocket, exposed Dan’s throat with a
pull of hair, then ran the blunt edge along the entire length, just tracing the side
of his windpipe. It was only a kid’s toy knife, a good replica, but Dan didn’t
need to know that.
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Dan instantly stilled, only his heavy breathing kissing the garage.

Which was how Tom needed it. Keeping the grip tight on Dan’s hair, the
knife stilling against Dan’s throat to allow a comfortable arm-hold that exposed
the soft curve, Tom made sure Dan took very careful steps out of the garage,
into the kitchen.

The door next to the pantry still stood open, and Tom forced Dan through,
then down a set of stone stairs. Lights here had been kept low for a purpose,
and Tom found life instantly calm as he stepped into familiar surroundings.

Dan didn’t have that luxury, so Tom made it quick. A nudge at the back of
the knee more than encouraged him to move, and Tom made sure he went over
to the wall. A choker chain was tethered to a thicker, longer security chain just
a few inches away, just above Dan, and Tom grabbed at it, then let it fall into
place around his neck. Dan was already trying to pull away, but the chain was
kept short to quell everything but the huffs and grunts that would come out in
the next hour or so.

He pressed his body in close, making sure Dan was pushed face-first back
into the wall, then after tugging the gag off, he smothered a hand over Dan’s
mouth to stop his obscenity. He’d also found the knot of the blindfold, forcing
Dan’s blinded gaze up as he came close to his ear.

“Two things are going to happen tonight,” he said heatedly, and Dan
stopped struggling, trying to tilt his ear. “One.” He forced Dan’s head back
against the wall. “You’re going to learn to close your mouth and open your ears
when | say I need to talk to you.” Tom eased back a touch, the grip at the back
of Dan’s head easing, all to drift down his throat. “Two. When I’m done, I’'m
going to say sorry for what I’ve just done, and all of the shit I’ve put you
through over the past few days. I’m hoping you’ll let me say sorry my way, but
for now, you learn to behave.”

Dan went to shout out something and Tom shook his head, snarling, “No.”
He forced Dan’s head back against the wall. “That’s not you listening, is it?”

“Humph.” There was a swear word in there, Tom could hear it, and he gave
a hard sigh.

“Fair enough. The hard way, Dan.”

Tom had everything he needed already laid out. A thicker collar, nestled on
the unit, came first, one that sat on top of the choker around Dan’s neck. It
wasn’t quite a posture collar, but it was one that would more than hint this was
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atraining session. As he culled Dan’s abuse with a hand smothering his mouth,
Tom flicked at the clasp to Dan’s trousers, then inched them and his boxers off
his hips a touch to expose his ass.

“Humph.”

“Shush,” said Tom. He needed both hands free for the next part, and as soon
as he released his hold on Dan’s mouth, he set his jaw, tensing, hearing the
abuse roll free.

“Knife? You used a fucking knife? For fuck’s sake, a fucking knife...”

He let the anger play, as he pulled a butt plug out from the electro kit open
on the unit. Slicking the slim model up with lube, Tom rubbed it against Dan’s
exposed ass. Dan went very quiet, very quickly, but only for a fraction of a
second, before he snarled and writhed, now trying to shift his ass.

Closing his eyes just briefly, Tom kissed at the back of his neck.

“Goddamn it, Tom,” snarled Dan, the anger there in his voice, also in his
body, as he tried to pull away. But as Tom slipped his free hand around Dan’s
hip, then eased Dan’s shirt aside to stroke at Dan’s cock, the butt plug slip-
sliding gently at his ass, the swelling in Dan’s cock won another kiss off Tom.

“Yeah,” snarled Dan, the hurt there more in his voice now. “Well fucking
done. You getting me hard never was the problem, you fuck. You get a kick out
of forcing it now?”

“Shush, shush, shush. I’'m not here to hurt you.” Exchanging lip for nip on
Dan’s neck, Tom effortlessly eased the slim butt plug in, just the tip first, then
through the resistance of the tight muscle until it rested root deep in him.

Dan was up on his toes, body pressed hard into the wall, groaning out
“Fuck,” then crying out as Tom kept a slow pace along his cock, even though
Dan tried to hide by pressing his body into the wall.

“Tom, for god’s sake. Please.”

Pulling back, Tom reached up and messed with something on Dan’s collar.
With not replying to him, Tom’s silence had Dan calling him all the fucks
under the sun. But the multi-wire-cord hooked up to the quad electrode on the
butt plug was already in place and set up to react to the collar for this exact
reason. Because the moment Dan started on another round of abuse over just
why he wasn’t going to listen to a thing Tom had to say, it was punctured by—

“...ah—ah—"
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Tom eased back, watching as Dan danced the sudden volts that rode his ass.

The vibrations from his own vocal chords met with the collar, then kicked
the voltage into gear in his ass, the louder his cry, the higher the voltage.
Nothing too severe, just enough to distract thought from sensation.

“Ah... fuh—fuh—" Dan was reduced to soft groans, writhing there against
the wall. Silence didn’t allow much of a respite and gave him the softest ride in
his ass as a constant low pulse came every few seconds. It was enough to keep
his cock hard, but also to remind him he was here to listen, nothing else.

Even with his hands cuffed behind his back, there was the risk Dan would
pull the multi-wired cord free. After taking hold of some rope, Tom wrapped it
around Dan’s waist, making sure he threaded it through Dan’s handcuffs.
Hands were pulled to the side, away from his ass and the hope of pulling out
any wires; then they were tied firmly into place. A quick shift of hand, Tom
found Dan’s cock, at first palming the head and piercing—the Prince Albert
had been changed to a full captive ring, which Tom loved. He twisted—played
it—ensuring his touch had Dan writhing, as well as the combination of collar
with butt plug in his ass. Then as he jacked him hard enough to force him onto
his toes, Dan cried out, forcing another shock up between his legs.

“Fuh—"" he tried to say, only to find he couldn’t.

Satisfied, Tom left his cock alone, then lengthened the chain tied to Dan’s
choker. He couldn’t afford to leave Dan on his feet for this. Pulling Dan’s
boxers and trousers back up over his ass to help keep the butt plug in place,
Tom gave a nudge at the back of his legs to encourage Dan to find his knees,
still facing the wall, but all done to ensure he wouldn’t fall and strangle himself
in the rush. Wires were safely allowed to shape Dan’s butt as his trousers
forced them close to the toned curves of his ass. The thin strips of red and blue
cord escaped out of the trousers themselves, and Tom nodded, making sure he
didn’t get too lost on the image of having Dan bound and on his knees. This
wasn’t about sex.

A stroke went to Dan’s hair as Tom eased to his feet and soft moans and
groans filled the studio, most times still broken by a defiant cry as Dan knelt
there, riding the volts running his ass.

“Yeah,” said Tom. “You get that attitude out of your system, boy. Then
we’ll talk. Until then, you stay on your knees.” He turned away and headed
over to his work desk and the latest sketches he’d been commissioned to draw.
With the angered grunts getting wilder as Tom walked away, Tom then sat and
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opened his sketchpad and set to work, leaving all the heat over there to grunt
and groan against the wall.

The angle of the desk allowed him to keep an eye on things so Dan didn’t
come to any harm, and a timer kept him company, one he made sure he kept his
eye on as much as Dan.

Dan still writhed and twisted as he faced the wall, hips occasionally digging
into the smooth plaster to escape the kickback in his ass against his own cries,
others, sometimes just to grind hard into the wall, giving every sign his sub was
trying to ease a serious ache between his thighs.

Tom was content to let him try and do both. They both knew there wouldn’t
be any release for Dan until he cried all anger and frustration out of his system.
It remained to be seen just how long that would take.
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It took longer than Tom thought it would, and a deep part of him loved
Dan’s determination and will. He wasn’t here to break him, just let him cry the
hurt out of his system. Flicking a look over, he eased his pencil down and
started packing away his sketchpad before giving a long stretch in his chair.
Dan now sat against the wall, having groaned his way there a few moments
ago. Panting came heavy, pained, but even that seemed done so as not to set the
collar off on a higher voltage. For now, he squirmed where he sat, head back
against the wall, eyes still hidden in the white silk blindfold, a swipe of tongue
over lips taking away the perspiration dampening his body. Visible under the
hem of his jacket, his shirt had long since been tugged free of his jeans,
exposing part of his cock. The hardness there was full, swollen, looking
painful—pissed off. Pissed off, but in desperate need of release.

Palming at his eyes for a moment, Tom eventually pushed out of his chair
and made his way back over.

Crouching down, he made sure Dan found blinded focus with the grip that
went under his jaw. “You ready to hear me out now, or do you need something
bigger in your ass, boy?”

Dan went to speak, even opened his mouth, but with muscles set tensing in
his jaw, he shook his head, showing he’d had all he could take, the air blown
out hard as nostrils flared and called out the anger and tension in his body.

“The collar will stay on whilst I untie your feet. Kick out again, I’ll put you
back here with a bigger plug in your ass. Clear?”
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Harder breathing, a short, sharp nod was given.

“Good.” Tom undid the foot cuffs after slipping the key from his pocket.
Dan kept his body rigid and Tom kept a wary glance on him as he made sure
circulation returned. He helped Dan find his feet, then let him take some water
from a bottle that went back onto the table once finished. It still left both collar
and choker in place, hands bound at his side, and the butt plug in place with the
threat of a charge if he spoke. Dan knew it, and the way he squared his body on
to Tom said he was biding his time to bite back, nothing more. Which was fine
by Tom. He needed Dan to listen; he didn’t want him to break.

With the silk blindfold also still in place, Tom stepped up and kissed at
Dan’s lips, just a gentle brush of lips against lips, nothing more. The tenderness
behind it had Dan jolting as though his collar had kicked into life. Tom smiled
sadly. He loved the blinded look on Dan, where gentleness became as much a
torment as whip on skin, especially when it wasn’t expected.

Tom hooked his thumbs under the blindfold and eased it off Dan’s face,
letting the fine silk eventually drop to the floor.

The look in brown eyes as they instantly levelled on Tom was all his, every
ounce of anger, hurt, and the need just to understand—but also not give a damn
in the same breath—it was all there in that single, locked-on look. Dan went to
snap something out, but a jolt in his ass stopped him and his frustrated cry only
won him another.

Shaking his head, Tom denied him any attention and looked away.

As he did, Dan came in, forcing Tom to back down a step as Dan’s hard
breath on his face snapped out | can’t do anything but listen, you fuck. So
speak, and make it fast before I fucking hit you.

Tom still kept his gaze away, his look now on the far wall.

Dan snorted air hard through his nose, then followed and saw what kept
Tom’s interest. When he did, Tom finally gave Dan all the attention he needed.

The confusion creasing Dan’s brow was obvious. Brown eyes took in one
wall, then another, then, twisting around slightly, another and—

Dan went to speak, his face screwing up a touch, but it wasn’t the collar that
stopped him this time as he looked back at Tom.

The walls had been stripped bare a few days ago, given a fresh white coat,
making the perfect blank canvas. But after that...
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Sketched to such fine precision around them, six links made a huge border
around the studio walls. Each link came with a single word, followed by a
floor-to-ceiling painting behind it.

“Scotland” etched its way around the first link, then “Greymere” graced the
second. Country and home; where they’d first met, then where they’d spent
their first night together: here. The image behind each link captured the place,
day, and time of year of each meeting, snow in the one then effortlessly blended
into fallen autumn leaves of the next. The third cried “Grief”, marking the year
Dan lost his father. A life-size sketch of Dan and his dad sitting on a bench
claimed its rightful place for that link; then the fourth moved back into winter
in true “Edinburgh” fashion. It had been the first year Dan had seen Edinburgh
Castle alive at night during Hogmanay, most other New Year’s Eves having
been spent back in England with his father. The castle itself was caught in an
array of fireworks despite its moonlit setting. But where there should have been
crowds of people, and there had been hoards of people that year, only two had
been drawn sitting on a hillside with their backs to the two onlookers watching
them now.

The fifth link that Tom had let his gaze wander to, softly called “Burn”. It
caught Dan naked and bound mid-heat as he’d arched on the kitchen table,
taking the fifth anniversary link to his cock just over a week ago.

That left the upcoming sixth year. Tom didn’t need to look to see Dan’s
confusion. Etched in the silver-grey of the chain was the single word:

His?

No picture sat behind, just a shaded area of fog that seemed to move and
twist with the shadows and light of the studio. It hid the answer to the question
being asked.

“My faither taught me a valuable lesson,” said Tom, quietly, and he glanced
around the paintings, finally resting on the lack of art in the last. “Blackness,”
he mumbled. “How there’s nothing worse than having the tools in your hands,
to only then be confronted with a black pit where memories should have been.”
Tom managed a shrug as he looked at the fog. “It’s what frustrates him, Dan.
How having all the tools there in front of him won’t bring back the missing
links and the memories those links spark.”

He looked back to find Dan watching him.

“It scares the life out of me, how I can draw every moment we’ve spent
together, but when it comes to looking at life without you...” Tom found the
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last link, the black mist behind it. “That’s all | see.” He frowned. “I lost sight of
us for a moment, but only for a moment, how a fight over a goddamn pencil
cost me you.” He gave a sigh. “l wanted to say sorry. That | know I hurt you,
that | needed some time out that turned out to be such a bad idea. | just needed
you.”

Dan started to say something, then frowned angrily when the electro kit
kicked in, making him wince and dance. Tom again shook his head, this time
going in close, then untying the rope at his side. Letting the rope fall to the
floor, he kissed at Dan’s throat, then moved behind him, pulling out the keys to
the handcuffs and unlocking them.

Dan rubbed at his wrist, finishing by tossing the cuffs to the floor, but when
Dan went to pull the collar off and stop the kick in his ass, Tom backed Dan up
against the wall, giving a slow shake of head, his hands slipping into Dan’s and
taking them high up above his head.

Lips now to neck, Tom kissed gently, earning a hiss off Dan.

“Let me say sorry,” he mumbled against the curve of Dan’s throat, nipping
gently at the skin. “Let me take you down to the floor...” He kissed his way up
to Dan’s ear, feeling the body beneath take heavier breaths, body now pushing
against body. “Let me tie you up, fuck you until you have nothing left,” he
whispered. “Then let me take you to bed. Christ, Dan, I’ve missed just holding
you in the aftermath.”

He released Dan’s hands, now resting his palm flat just next to them. Dan
was hard against his hip, so fucking hard; it matched Tom as he pulled his own
body in closer, cock brushing against cock through the thickness of jean on the
bare flesh of Dan’s exposed dick as it topped Dan’s trousers.

Bodies were already there, moving, grinding, wanting what came naturally;
yet in that moment where he knew he needed to take Dan down to the floor,
Tom cooled all heat, just breathing against Dan’s ear. Waiting.

After a moment, Dan slipped his hands back under Tom’s, locking fingers
with fingers. Permission... granted.

Tom frowned, dipping his head into the curve of Dan’s throat, and he let out
a soft breath against his damp skin. “Thank you,” he mumbled, quietly.

His own touch drifted down Dan’s arms, over the play of jacket, to his
sides, then Tom inched Dan’s jeans off his hips, finishing by digging his palms
and a rough grip into Dan’s ass cheeks. “Fuck,” mumbled Tom, sick of missing
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this as he pulled him in and crushed hips against hips. “Missed you, boy,” he
said, tracing a hand down and taking out the butt plug. The wires came off next,
leaving everything resting on the unit by them, except for the collar around
Dan’s throat. Tom Kissed at it, then at the tender throat just above it. “So sick of
having to miss you.”

A soft groan came from Dan. Allowing the smallest frown to creep in, Tom
tugged him away from the wall.

“Strip.”

The stillness in Dan’s levelled gaze stayed with Tom for longer than usual,
almost a challenge, Dan’s breathing giving all of his fight, life. Then making it
slow, he unfastened his jacket and slipped it from his shoulders. As it fell to the
floor, the buttons on his shirt came next, but a slight crease of brow also crept
in. The shirt was eased off his shoulders next, and as it landed on the floor,
Tom let his own look darken seeing the new bruise on Dan’s upper arm.

The teeth marks were clear, leaving the beginnings of the bruise around
them.

Tom went in, brushing the back of his hand against the mark. “Anything
else | need to know about?”

Quiet, then after a moment, Dan shook his head.

Tom kissed at the bite, then, hand resting briefly on Dan’s hip, he took him
away from the wall and made a slow circle around him, taking in every shift
and change of light on his skin, fingers marking his route on Dan’s ass.

Satisfied no more damage had been done, Tom came nose-to-nose with Dan
and he let his touch trace down to Dan’s cock.

Dan looked away, the anger still there in his eyes a touch, and it caused
Tom to kiss at his jaw as he stroked hard at his cock, once, twice. The third won
a groan, then Dan looked down at Tom’s hand playing his cock.

“Knees,” said Tom, quietly. “You find them, boy.”

It killed Tom when it came. The ease with how Dan knelt, hands in his lap,
grace and decadence found so easily in the drop of his head to chest, Tom saw
everything here he could still so easily lose and it battled with how he wanted
to claim back everything that was his.

*hkk
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Chapter Ten

“Hands behind your back.”

Dan heard the command, and fighting everything from lust to anger, he
complied, easing his hands into position. He didn’t look up—he couldn’t, not
yet. All life was caught and frozen around him, on the walls, in the words, the
drawings—the touch belonging to the man who now cuffed his hands, then in
the soft voice that went over what happened at the weekend. He thought that
being ignored by Tom had hurt, but the impact of being known, of being seen
and remembered, it cut so much deeper.

He knew why Tom had needed his time away. This was Dan’s career, and
he saw the stresses and strain on families play out every day. He also knew that
time out sometimes didn’t help. Everybody had their flaws and breaking points;
it angered him more that Tom had felt as though he’d needed to walk over
admitting he needed to break, then getting caught up in the drink and not
finding a way to call when he’d needed to find his way back. They’d been
together for so long, home should have been Tom’s first stop, not his last. It
shouldn’t have taken all of this for Tom to finally open up and allow himself to
bleed. Or maybe it had needed this: for it to really hurt before he could heal.

Use of the knife had made sure he had every right to walk away. Yeah, he
knew Tom, too, how it had been done to ensure pure focus was given to blinded
steps, no fight, no resistance, not in the garage where damage could really be
done if they had fallen over. And those garage doors going up and the oil
needed to the left hinge had proved beyond a doubt where Dan had been taken,
but it still scared the life out of him. Tom had still scared the life out of him
with the intensity of all of his “Please, just listen.”

It left Dan needing to trust the sub in him, the Dom in Tom. He needed to
see the Dom, let himself respond and use the trust he had with Tom to help him
erase the hurt and mistrust that had been caused elsewhere in their life.

Black work boots on wood moved away from him, and Dan glanced up to
see Tom slip his own T-shirt over his head, then off his shoulders. He wanted to
squeeze his own cock seeing it, seeing him down to just jeans and work boots,
the relaxation of tension in those shoulder muscles was more than obvious now
Tom had been given permission to breathe his natural role. This was Tom. This
was them.
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He came back with a chain, some fine blue rope, and a strong metal ring,
the latter he screwed into the floor just a few feet away. The hook to the chain
went over the metal ring, then Tom came and knelt in front of Dan. A moment
later a breath brushed against his ear.

“The piercing in your cock.” The bite at his ear had Dan fighting to get a
hold of his cock and just ease the bleed of pre-cum he felt dampen his abs.
“You had it done for a reason. Remember?”

Dan caught his breath as a finger hooked inside the captive ring he wore in
his tip. Tom knew where to hit hard and fast. A twist came, gentle, then a tug
quickly enough to the other side had Dan up and jerking his hips forward,
crying out as his tip wept in true fuck yes, there, fashion.

Tom rose up with him, chest against chest, his crush into Dan’s balls and
stopping him from easing back down. Tom had added the crush and cold metal
of the chain to his balls, and it had Dan groaning as metal was ground against
his scrotum.

Dan doubled over. As he did, a bite came hard at his neck, the grip on his
balls and twist of piercing of his cock making sure he stayed still as Tom bit
and marked at his leisure, marking... claiming...

“Please,” breathed Dan, tasting sweat on his lips.

“Back to your favourite word, | hear, boy. Good start,” murmured Tom,
kissing at his jaw. Then all touch was withdrawn as he unhooked the thin blue
rope from his belt. The chain now slept in Tom’s lap for a moment as another
grip went to Dan’s balls, tugging them to the full and making him cry out. Tom
knew his art well, wrapping the silk tight around the base four times before
knotting it, forcing out a grunt from Dan. Palming came at how the ropes
defined the full shape of his sacs, fuelling the need to close his legs and shield
against the onslaught. But hands were tied firmly behind his back and Tom
wouldn’t let him close his legs.

Then as Tom picked up the chain that ran away over to the metal rung, he
went still as the fine hook was attached to the piercing in his cock. He feltitslip
over, the thickness of the hook screwing for a moment with his tip as the
coldness brushed against it.

“Fuck.” That was a little louder and a ghost of a smile haunted Tom’s lips
hearing it.

This was what the piercing was for. Keeping him chained by the cock.
There never were any idle threats to any of Tom’s words. Dan couldn’t shift his
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gaze, how the hook slipped around the captive piercing, leaving the chain to fall
down his cock, over to the rung screwed into the floor. The chain itself wasn’t
thick, just this thin collection of links that shifted the piercing in his tip, making
Dan ease out a breath.

Tom was in again, wrapping the rope around his balls, but this time catching
the chain and making it so if he fell any tug would come on his balls before his

tip.
“Christ,” mumbled Dan.

Tom found Dan’s cock, and Dan tried not to squirm as he played the length
so teasingly slow. Any movement from Dan’s hips would come with a tug on
his balls, and the look shining there in Tom’s eyes wanted just that, to hear him
cry out.

“Bastard,” he hissed, and the smack of hand came at his cock, making him
double into Tom.

“Bastard... who?”

Dan was left shivering against Tom, and he screwed his eyes shut, trying to
control it. “You, Si—" he nearly snarled the “Sir”, biting back anger as heat
raced his body. Tom was back stroking at his cock, biting gently at his ear. But
on those last words, a grip came to his hair and Dan’s gaze was forced up level
with Tom’s.

The demand of entry into his mouth was heated, Tom’s tongue clashing
with his, making the rules, ensuring he followed the play as the strokes on his
cock heated up between his thighs. Dan cried out into the Kiss as his rutting of
hips forced a hard tug on his balls. “Fucking bastard,” he groaned.

“No. Not my name,” said Tom, hiding a smile as he pulled back. Shifting
slightly, a finger now hooking around the D-link in Dan’s collar, Tom took him
face-first down to meet the chain kissing the floor. A third hook was set in
place and was hooked over Dan’s D-link ring on his collar, keeping him
doubled and on his knees.

He groaned, not realising Tom had moved until he felt a single tail whip cut
across his ass.

His cry was instant, then lost to another cut across his ass that had him
dipping his hips to escape it. Two more hits, then another, soon followed by the
crush of hands into stinging cheeks, it forced the whip lashes to slipstream out
of focus in that moment. The tug on his balls was constant, and kept him
grounded as his own dodge of the whip shifted the hook in his captive ring.
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Tom knelt behind him, and the threat of his cock was there, pushing against
the material of his jeans and into Dan’s ass as his hips were gripped, pulling
him back. Tom rode him like that for a while, just torturing body and mind with
the gentlest of tugs at his body. But because of his chained cock and balls,
added hurt exploded from his groin outward. Dan bit back his cries and
downright refused to cry out how he needed to be fucked now.

“Holding back on letting me hear that pleasure, boy?” A finger breached
him first, just the one, slicked up from the pre-cum off Dan’s own cock. Then
fingering came hard and fast. Two more fingers had him writhing, shifting his
hips to meet the ferocity and willing the pull on his balls to hurt more, so his
body hurt more, just—“More.”

Panting hard, Dan was left swearing on the floor as the touch withdrew. His
knees had inched fully apart to allow the deepest penetration without even
realising, a beg in its own right, and Tom denied it. He would deny it. A kiss
came at his ass cheek, then, hearing the sound of a zipper, he arched when the
tip of Tom’s cock demanded access to his ass.

“More?” breathed Tom, sounding out of breath, need and heat there in the
constant grip-release of finger digging into his hips, how the hold threatened to
pull Dan back as Tom forced everything he had forward into him. “Let’s see if
we can extend that vocabulary of yours a touch, boy.”

The tip pushed in, forcing a cry out of Dan as every muscle in his body
tensed, then instantly relaxed, allowing Tom to take him root deep.

“My name, boy, what is it to you?”

“Fuck.” Dan bit at the chain to stop himself crying it out, and his silence
brought him the hardest fuck into his ass before Tom held himself in root deep
again.

“Not my name, boy. What is it to you?”

His groan made sure he took more hard fucks up into him, then he grunted
at the sudden loss of Tom’s cock. Hands drifted over his ass for a moment,
drawing trails in the fine perspiration. Another kiss came where one had played,
fingers instead gently brushing against the hole where Tom’s cock had rough-
played.

“Still holding out on me?” breathed Tom.
Dan shifted into the dirt, into the touch playing against his ass. “Please.”

“Please who?”
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Again he denied the Dom his title and the touch withdrew. As Tom stood,
the rattle of chain came from overhead.

The sound was distinct: a ceiling hoist, and Dan tried to pull his hands free
and stroke at his cock knowing what that signified.

A gentle push came at Dan’s hip, enough to encourage him to lie on his
side. Hands were untied from his back, then when another tug encouraged him
onto his back, his hands were taken above his head and cuffed to the metal ring.
Awkward considering the chain ran down through his collar, over his body, and
kept his cock chained and balls hurting.

All of that tension was added to as he saw the leg spreader chained to the
ceiling hoist. Tom pulled it down, then taking the leather cuff, he slipped itinto
place around one of Dan’s ankles, then the same care and attention came to his
other. It spread Dan’s legs wide and left his ass on display to Tom. Tom took it
all in, his gaze running from ceiling hoist, down to between Dan’s thighs, all to
rest on Dan’s gaze, and the look there in Tom’s eyes...

Dan groaned.

Tom gave a simple tug on the ceiling hoist and Dan’s ass was lifted up off
the floor, now resting snugly against Tom’s groin. The chains rattled in
applause with being allowed to watch Tom stake a full claim.

Only Dan’s shoulders touched the floor, the hoist’s angle kept low to the
floor to account for how his cock and balls were still bound by the chain
running up over his body and through his hands.

Tom nestled into place, tracing touches down Dan’s legs. His stroke to his
own cock came with a cocky smile, Tom’s now you’ll cry my name, boy, then
as he gripped into Dan’s hips and pulled him into his lap, the hard grip said
exactly the same.

“Fuh—" Dan started to cry out.

Tom’s thick cock breached him hard and fast, forcing him more onto his
shoulders and making him writhe as he arched his body. The threat was there
with a vicious tug on his balls each time he tasted Tom, then as a hand took his
cock, matching the rough pace in his ass, Dan stopped all fight, now just taking
everything Tom had to give, crying out how much he loved taking everything
Tom had to give.

Slaps of hips against ass punctuated the scramble of dirt as Dan rode the
heat in his body, the shockwaves from the brutal pace were felt as high as his
shoulders as hands were able to do nothing but hold onto the metal ring.
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“Fucking come on, boy.” Tom made sure Dan found the tips of his
shoulders. “Cry my fucking name.”

Still he refused, biting back the sir tag despite his balls hitching high and
crying out the need to call enough and come despite being bound.

In reply, his ass hit the floor hard, leaving Dan panting heavily and fighting
confusion as he tried to figure out just when Tom had left his ass alone and
released the ceiling hoist. The chains to his leather foot cuffs were taken off the
hoist, leaving cuffs still around his ankles but now free as he tried to scramble
back and find some comfort on the mattress Tom always kept down here. A
hard pull on his balls warned him to keep still when the chain on his balls was
pulled to the full, almost making it really hurt. The rope was untied, then the
hook taken off his piercing just before another hand into his balls made him try
to close his legs with how circulation rushed back into his groin.

“Easy, boy,” breathed Tom. But Dan had been pushed too far, his hips now
punching up, demanding more, wanting—*“Fucking more.”

A hand under his jaw kept him still.
“Calm. Down.”

Breathing heavily, finally giving a smile, he eased up, kissingat Tom’s lips.
“Please. Fucking finish it. Sir.”

Something changed in Tom, all control now drawn to a single point. Dan
found he was caught in a tussle that ended up with a mattress beneath his ass.
Tom sat behind him, and an arm was around Dan’s neck, a hand on his cock.

“Need to come, boy?”

“Sir, fuck yes, please,” breathed Dan, trying to find some footing with his
heels and push his hips up to allow his cock to play in Tom’s hand. The
moment he did, a smack came at his tip, forcing him to cry out and close his
legs. “Bastard,” he shouted.

Kisses came at his neck, then hard bites, then a harder grip on his cock that
jacked him off hard enough to make him shift and writhe into the hard pace.
“Fuck... fuck.”

“Come on, boy.”

He couldn’t hold back anymore and Dan came, every muscle in his body
stretched to the full as he arched up, his cock pushed up into Tom’s touch for
the last time, tip fully exposed. Cum hit his abs and he forgot the basics of
breathing as Tom stroked each stream out of him.
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“Christ, Christ...” mumbled Dan, nearly crumpling in on himself as he
came down. He let his head drop back onto Tom’s shoulder, all of his weight
taken by Tom. Talk was impossible, breathing and getting air back into his
system being the basics now.

Tom was still hard, his cock full and digging into the small of Dan’s back.

Dan squirmed slightly, feeling it, loving the feel of how Tom pushed his
own need back in order to take care of his. “Let...” mumbled Dan, at first just
seeing the ceiling come back into focus. “Let me go.”

Dan sought the comfort of the mattress as he was laid down on his side.
Tom came down, shaping him from behind. The question was there, just when
had Tom taken his boots and jeans off, but he struggled to find the words as he
shivered into the comedown.

Tom eased away, then the sound of boots being slipped back on and him
walking into the distance drifted over. A moment later, the sound of heating
kicking into life drifted over, Tom always preferring a cool place to play, then
he found his natural spot behind Dan again. Hands were un-cuffed, then anarm
slipped just above Dan’s hand, almost offering to shelter his head where Tom’s
body failed to.

Dan locked his fingers in Tom’s and closed his eyes. Gentle kisses came at
the back of his neck, Tom’s hard cock still demanding attention, but all control,
with lust held so carefully in check to allow Dan to calm.

“Sorry, Brummie,” mumbled Tom against his throat. “I mean that.”

“It’s okay,” he murmured back, then let a smile creep in, “although you
could have just kissed me and said sorry, y’know?”

“Hmmm,” said Tom, shifting behind him as if to ease the ache in his cock.
Dan bit back a groan with how he loved the feel of it digging into his ass.
“Thought about that,” mumbled Tom, “but kissing up here usually comes with
two options, and it looked like you wanted to go Glaswegian Kiss on me. |
didn’t fancy a headbutt.”

Dan choked a chuckle. “Said the guy who kidnapped me at knifepoint.”

A hand snhaked his waist, pulling him closer. “I know | scared you. But you
could have stopped me. You knew it was me. I would have listened. And in my
defence, the knife was fake.”

“Fake?” he choked. Then Dan let his hand rest against the arm around his
waist. He “could have” stopped it, but hadn’t. He knew that too and tried to
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bury how he hadn’t wanted Tom to walk away. Dan had never once said stop.
Giving a sigh, he stretched his body to the full before letting life rest again.
“That link drawing on my table was damn sweet.”

Kisses still laced the back of his neck, but Tom whispered another apology.
Giving a sigh, Dan turned over and eased on top of Tom. The cut lip was still
visible, and he brushed his thumb against the hurt, easing out his own hurt on a
sigh now he was able to touch Tom. A gentle kiss replaced where his hand
played, then another.

Tom offered a smile, hands brushing distractedly at Dan’s hips.

Taking hold of some discarded rope, Dan eased up so that he straddled
Tom’s hips. Keeping his gaze on the lust lowering those hazel eyes, he took
hold of one of Tom’s wrists, wrapped the rope around it, then brought the other
in, again wrapping the rope around that one. No knot was tied, the Dom in Tom
always respected, but Dan let Tom’s hands rest against his chest, then he leaned
down and kissed at his lips, loving having how all of this control was here with
him. Giving a glance over to the last link on the wall, where no drawing sat
behind it, to the word “His?” etched into the finely drawn metal with obvious
flaws, Dan pulled Tom up, then eased his bound hands over his own head,
down his body, to rest on his ass.

“Yes,” he mumbled, kissing at Tom’s lips again as he found his cock.
“You’re mine all right, Sir.”

He made the ride slow and easy down onto Tom’s cock, and Tom’s hands
instantly came up, tracing Dan’s back, the rope grating skin in his wake.

Tom held on, marking, claiming at Dan’s throat, whispering Dan’s name,
and all the quietest sorries that came with it as he was taken.

Breathing heavy, arms resting on Tom’s shoulders, Dan smiled, then kept
his whisper so light. “Or a kilt, Sir.”

Tom mumbled something against his throat, all the need to take control
buried in that sigh, barely, as he let Dan ride him. “Hm?”

Dan lifted Tom’s gaze up to meet his. “Or you could have just worn a kilt
for me, Sir.”

Tom’s chuckle was so soft, then suddenly lost to how he gripped at Dan’s
back, biting into Dan’s shoulder, all to bury how his orgasm tore through his
body. “Fuck,” he breathed. “Might have to bring in a discussion about that,” he
managed, still caught in the rush. “Maybe wear it just the once.”
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“Just the once?” Dan raised a brow.

“Aye, lad. Just... the once.”

The End
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Chapter 1

Oliver was watching The Colbert Report when Olivia let herself into the
condo on Friday night. He’d told her she was welcome to come over any time,
and though he’d hinted that she might call first in case he was busy, it warmed
his heart to think that his twenty-one-year-old daughter still wanted to be
around him, especially on the weekend.

“Pops!”

Oliver heard her keys clang against the crystal dish in the entryway and then
the thud of two shoes hitting the marble tile. A moment later Olivia appeared in
the doorway to the den.

“What are you doing home on a Friday night?”

“l could say the same thing to you.” Oliver pointed the remote at the
television to pause the show. “Your social life so sorry these days that you have
to spend your weekends with your old man?”

Olivia made a face at him and plopped down on the plush sectional. She
wiggled a blue silk throw pillow out from behind her. “Actually, it was a pity
checkup. I knew you’d be alone, and I said to myself, *Olivia, a good daughter
hoping for a nice inheritance wouldn’t spend her Friday night having drinks
with hot guys when she could be sitting on the couch with her father, the shut-
in who hasn’t seen the outside world since you were born.” That’s what | said to
myself, so then | came over to check on you.”

Oliver pointed the remote at her and hit the mute button, but it didn’t work.
“l am not a shut-in.”

“When was the last time you went out?”
“Olivia, | was at the office for eleven hours today.”

“Da-ad.” She rolled her head to the back of the couch. She’d pouted the
same way as a child. The difference was that back then it was to get something
she wanted for herself, and now it was to get something she wanted for him. “I
just want you to be happy,” she said, reaffirming Oliver’s belief that her heart
was in the right place.

She was a good kid, even if she was more meddlesome than her mother. “I
am happy. | like watching Stephen Colbert. He makes me happy.” She raised an
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eyebrow in disbelief. “Really,” he insisted. “Go out. Do dumb things. Screw up
your life. That’s what you’re supposed to do in your twenties.”

“I thought | was supposed to get a job and act like a grown-up.”

“God knows you don’t seem to be doing it, so | was thinking maybe 1°d just
encourage the debauchery from now on.”

“Can | tell Mom you said that?”

Joanne, bless her, would die. She firmly believed their daughter was adult
enough to get a job and start paying her own way, but at the same time she had
a hard time accepting that Olivia drank alcohol and had sex. Not that Oliver
particularly wanted to imagine Olivia as a sexual being either, but he was more
of a realist than Jo. “No. Go on. | mean it. Get out of here.”

“All right,” Olivia sighed, pushing herself up from the couch. She came
over and kissed him on the cheek. “I’ll be back after last call.”

“You’re sleeping here tonight?”
“That okay?”
“Yeah, of course.”

Olivia usually only stayed with him when it was a special occasion, like his
birthday, or when she thought he’d be down in the dumps. She technically lived
with Joanne, but she’d spent the final months of college bouncing between
friends’ apartments. Since her graduation a few weeks earlier, Oliver and
Joanne had gone days at a time without seeing her.

From behind the sofa, she dropped an iPad into his lap. “Golden Match,
Dad. Check it out.”

“What’s Golden Match?”
“It’s a dating site for seniors. See ya.”

As Olivia trotted back to the foyer to put on her shoes, Oliver tossed the
iPad aside. He tried not to be affronted, since she really had the best of
intentions. Most kids probably cringed at the idea of their dad dating, and she’d
been trying to play matchmaker for him since she was fifteen. It was sweet,
even if she persisted on calling him geriatric and earnestly believed that the
Internet was the place to meet quality men.

Once he heard the front door open and close, he turned Colbert back on.

*kkk
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“l want you to kneel down beside me, right here, like a good boy,” Martin
instructed. Adam crawled on his hands and knees to his place beside the dining
chair. “Open up. Good boy!”

Adam resisted the urge to roll his eyes. He was averaging about fifty “good
boys” in a night with Martin, only half of which were actually deserved. Most
of the time he was just doing what he was told, tasks so easy they shouldn’t
have warranted any praise. But he couldn’t really complain. Martin was good in
bed, generous with his time and money, and he seemed to really care about
Adam.

Adam let Martin feed him bite-size pieces of food by hand, and when the
plate was empty, Martin studied it. Adam knew he was trying to determine if it
would be okay to order Adam to lick it clean. Adam wasn’t sure if he wanted to
do it, but he hoped Martin would demand something from him, tell him to do
something that challenged him. But after a moment, Martin rose from the table
and took the dishes into the kitchen.

Why didn’t you ask me to do that? Adam shifted slightly on his knees. His
lower back was starting to a cramp.

“It’s bedtime,” Martin announced. “Go brush your teeth and wash your
face. Get undressed and pick out one toy.”

“Only one?”
“Only one.”
“But we haven’t done anything tonight, and it’s so early!”

“Don’t complain, or I’ll spank you.” Martin sounded too nervous to actually
carry out the threat. “Be a good boy, and | promise I’ll fuck you any way you
want.”

Adam heaved a bratty sigh, rose to his feet, and trudged up the stairs.
Martin’s house had four bedrooms, th