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      There’s a reason why the calm before the storm is so ominous.

      Saxon Gray’s seventeen-year-old self would have laughed his ass off if Saxon had returned from the future and told him that he’d be a father of five humans by the time he was thirty-two. Yet here Saxon was… living the dream.

      That was sarcasm.

      But only a little.

      Because ever since Saxon had aged out of foster care without a security net, he’d wanted to be that safety net for other LGBTQ kids who aged out of the system and had nowhere to turn.

      If he got technical, these humans he was responsible for were adults and not biologically his. And maybe he was more of the big brother they all needed kind of thing than him being a father figure, but you get the idea.

      And with the new grant from the beautiful state of California, Saxon had secured the money to build out the third floor and add five more beds to the group home if he budgeted carefully and did most of the work himself.

      If that meant one more Friday night alone, hanging out on the third floor hanging drywall by himself instead of, you know, having any kind of a love life or even a social life, then so be it.

      From his small office off the kitchen, which might have been a butler’s pantry at some point in the old house’s history, Saxon heard the peal of laughter from upstairs, the clump of feet, and the tic-tac, tic-tac of high heels on the ceiling above him.

      He shut down his computer for the night as Oliver ran down the stairs with the biggest cheek-to-cheek grin on his face, lighting the house’s entire first floor.

      “Ohmygod,ohmygod,ohmygod, wait until you see Phoenix,” Oliver said. His body practically vibrated. He wore skinny jeans, an orange crop top with his hair slicked back, and a fresh coat of matching nail polish on his fingernails.

      Sophia came down next, just as dressed up and just as excited.

      “Tell him to close his eyes,” came Phoenix’s voice from somewhere up above.

      Saxon rolled his eyes but closed them when Sophia said, “You heard her, old man.”

      “Old man,” Saxon grumbled. “Thirty-two is not old.”

      “Yeah,” Oliver said. “Keep telling yourself that.”

      Saxon heard the teasing in his voice. One of the things he loved about his kids was that they felt comfortable enough around him now to give him a hard time. It hadn’t always been that way with them, and he loved how the group had bonded around giving him a hard time.

      “Are his eyes closed?” Phoenix called down.

      “Yes,” Oliver said. Saxon heard Oliver go up a couple of the steps. “You can come down now.”

      The tell-tale tapping of Phoenix’s high heels trailed down the treads. The kids had pooled what spare money they had and bought Phoenix’s shoes for her nineteenth birthday the week before.

      Step by step, she came down. “Don’t peek.”

      Oliver moved behind Saxon and covered his eyes, even though Saxon wasn’t trying to spoil the surprise.

      As Phoenix’s heel hit the ground floor, he heard the more solid clack. “Okay. You can look.” The excitement in her voice sent goosebumps over his arms.

      If Saxon could bottle up her glee, he’d be rich a million times over. This is what Phoenix’s parents were missing. They’d missed this when they’d kicked her out of their home for being transgender. They’d never hear the sheer delight in her voice at something so simple.

      And that was their loss.

      Saxon swallowed down the sudden thickness in his throat as Oliver dropped his hands and gripped Saxon’s shoulders.

      Saxon opened his eyes, and he immediately had to blink back tears. “Holy cow. I mean that—” Saxon tried again. “You—you look—”

      Sophia laughed. “You rendered him speechless, Phoenix.”

      Phoenix giggled and turned in a slow circle. The dress had a form-fitting bodice and a skirt that flared out at the waist and hit her just above the knees.

      The hem of the skirt flew in the air as she twirled. “Well? What do you think?”

      Saxon took in the sight of her. From the jewel-toned thrifted dress that complemented her dark skin to the gifted high heels to the smile on her face that went on forever.

      “You look gorgeous,” Saxon said.

      This would be the first time that Phoenix went out in public in a dress and makeup in one hundred percent complete girl mode.

      Saxon was so fucking proud of her. “You’re gonna knock them dead tonight.”

      The tears welled in Phoenix’s eyes, but with that radiant smile, Saxon knew they were tears of joy.

      “Where are you three headed tonight?” He had to ask. It was the protective father in him.

      “Under 21,” Phoenix said.

      The new under-twenty-one club had opened a month or two before. Although with the way the three of them were dressed, any of the bouncers at the regular nightclubs would’ve let them in.

      “Addi and James not going with you?”

      “Addi is working a late shift tonight,” Sophia said, clearly bummed.

      “And James is at his boyfriend’s place.” Oliver made lovey-dovey eyes, but Saxon saw the flash of… jealousy? No, that wasn’t jealousy. More longing, perhaps.

      Oliver was a sweet, handsome kid, but his shyness around people he didn’t know well fed into his social awkwardness. It made dating for him harder than it did for James, who had never met a stranger, and flirted easier than Saxon’s lying, cheating ex.

      Sophia got a mischievous glint in her eye. “Ooooh, look who’s going to be home alone tonight.”

      Oliver’s eyes brightened. “Got a hot date, old man?”

      The heat ran up Saxon’s cheeks even though he had no plans. “The only hot date I have is with 4 x 8 sheets of drywall and an extra-large box of screws.”

      “You’re not going out with your boyfriend?” Phoenix asked.

      Oliver cut his eyes toward Phoenix, and with a loud stage whisper out of the side of his mouth, he said, “ixnay on the oyfriendbay.”

      “Ix, what?”

      Exasperated, Sophia said, “He’s trying to say that Saxon doesn’t have a boyfriend anymore. They broke up. Remember?”

      “Yeah, the asshole cheated—”

      “Okay, okay,” Saxon said, “Enough about my private life.”

      “Who would cheat on Saxon?” Phoenix said. “He’s, like, the nicest person ever.”

      Oliver reached out and poked Saxon in the abdomen. “And it feels like he has some abs under there. He hasn’t completely gone to pot in his advanced years.”

      Saxon laughed. God, he loved these kids. “Don’t you three have a club to go to?”

      Saxon’s phone pinged with a HotDix notification. Within six seconds, it pinged again.”

      All three sets of eyes dropped to his front pocket where he had his phone, then back up at him. They all knew the sound of the dating app.

      “Are you going to check that?” Oliver asked, ever hopeful. “We’ll wait.”

      “No,” Saxon said. “I’m done with dating for now. I’ve got my hands full with you guys and the renovations.”

      “You could give that one guy a call,” Oliver suggested.

      If Saxon ever needed a wingman, he knew who to call.

      Before Saxon could answer and act like he didn’t know who the hell Oliver was talking about—even though when Oliver said that one guy, Saxon’s thoughts went immediately to Cesar Morales, Sophia chimed in. “What guy?”

      “Oh my God,” Oliver said. “Don’t you two ever pay attention? That guy… you know, the one he had coffee with a few weeks ago and came home smiling like a hyena.”

      “I wasn’t smiling like a hyena,” Saxon grumbled, even though he remembered his cheeks tiring from all the smiling. That kiss he and Cesar had shared might have had something to do with it.

      Something must’ve clicked because Phoenix snapped her fingers, and she grinned. “Oh yeah, I remember now. He was all smiles and in an extra good mood the next day. He let us order takeout instead of having to cook.”

      At this rate, he’d never get them out of his personal life, get any of the drywall hung, and the kids would never have their night out.

      Saxon stepped over to the front door and held it open for them, gesturing with his hand. “Out. Everyone out.”

      “All I’m saying,” Oliver said as he followed Sophia and Phoenix out the door, “is he should give that guy a call. No one wants to die alone and horny.”
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      Cesar Morales took a sip of his coffee and settled in his seat in the stake-out car, prepared for a long, boring night.

      His partner, Derek Watts, sat in the passenger seat beside him, his seat pushed back to stretch out his legs.

      “You know,” Derek said, “You don’t have to be here. We’re not staking out some fugitive’s hideout. This is a simple divorce case. I can sit on this guy’s house myself. It’s not a two-man job.”

      “This is my job.” Cesar took his eyes off the house, not too concerned he’d miss anything since their target had already come home for the night. If this night were like the other nights that they’d staked the house out, they’d do nothing but watch a dark house until morning. “And this is my car.”

      Derek’s beater of a surveillance car was so dilapidated that in an affluent neighborhood like this one, someone would’ve called the cops on them in the first five minutes after they’d pulled up. And if they’d been in Derek’s daily driver, a Mercedes Roadster, they would have caught everyone’s attention.

      They’d tried to use the Roadster on a stake-out before, and people kept coming up to the car and taking selfies in front of it.

      At least Cesar’s late-model sedan was non-decrepit enough that no one looked at it twice.

      “I’ve borrowed your car before.”

      Derek dug his keys out of his pocket and held them out for Cesar. “It’s Friday night. You’ve done nothing but work these past few months. Now that things have slowed down, you should take time for yourself. Maybe go see what Saxon Gray is up to.”

      Cesar just looked at him, and Derek laid his keys on the console between them. “I’m sure Saxon has other plans on a Friday night. Besides, it’s not like we’re a thing or anything. We had coffee twice.”

      And the man had been on Cesar’s mind every day since.

      The first time they’d met, he’d accepted the invitation for coffee more out of curiosity as to why Cesar’s ex’s ex-boyfriend wanted to talk to him.

      Did they really have anything in common besides being dumped by the same manipulative asshole?

      “Besides, Saxon has a house full of kids and a complicated life. I don’t think he needs me to muddy it more.”

      “Those kids are adults. He doesn’t have to babysit them twenty-four seven. Besides, did Saxon say he wasn’t interested in seeing you again? You know,” Derek said, with the most annoying sly grin, “that time you two locked lips.”

      “You’re an asshole.” Even as Cesar said it, he couldn’t keep the smile off his face. Derek smiled as well. “No. He didn’t say that. But I’m a good PI. I can read between the lines. And if he were interested, he could have contacted me. He’s the one who asked me out for coffee. He’s got my number.”

      “If I’m not mistaken, you have his number, too. Communication goes both ways, right?”

      Fuck. “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying, get your ass out of the car and go see that man.”

      “Look at you, Mr. Matchmaker,” Cesar said as he palmed Derek’s keys. “Just because you and Max are sickeningly happy doesn’t mean the rest of us can’t be happy single.”

      “I didn’t say that. But it’s nice to have someone to come home to. Someone who loves me as much as I love them. You should give it a shot.”

      In answer, Cesar squeezed the door latch and popped it open. “Are you going to be in the office tomorrow so I can get my car back?”

      Derek popped his door as well to switch into the driver seat. “I’ll stop by your place tomorrow, and we can exchange cars. Unless you want to do the exchange at Saxons place?”

      “Ha ha, asshole.”

      Derek laughed and got out of the car, careful not to slam the door when he closed it. Cesar dropped Derek’s keys into his pocket and waved at him over the roof of the car.

      He walked down the dark street for a few blocks and called a ride-share to take him to the office to pick up Derek’s car.

      By the time Cesar climbed into the Roadster, he considered heading straight home and calling it a night. After all, was sharing the same ex something you could build a relationship on? The only thing it said about them was that they both had the same bad taste in men.

      Though, to be fair, Aiden had been a commonality they could bond and bitch over.

      And Cesar’s inability to get Saxon out of his head said something. When was the last time he couldn’t dislodge a man from his brain?

      His ex notwithstanding.

      It wasn’t just the prospect of a hookup with Saxon that interested Cesar. He genuinely liked the guy as a person. Saxon had given up his career as a high school counselor to sink his savings into Stonewall House and do whatever he could to support LGBTQ kids aging out of foster care.

      That said a lot about Saxon.

      Cesar used to think big, buff men were sexy. As it turns out, finding a guy with more heart and more compassion in his little finger than Aiden possessed in his whole body was enormously attractive.

      Well, hell.

      Cesar pulled out his phone to call Saxon. After all, what did he have to lose?

      His heart added an extra beat as he waited for Saxon to answer. Right before the call went to voicemail, a breathless Saxon answered. “Hello?”

      At least Cesar thought it was Saxon. With all the grunting and heavy breathing, it was hard to be certain.

      Oh shit. Did Saxon have somebody over? And if he did, why the hell would he answer the phone?

      Only one way to find out.

      “Hey. It’s Cesar. Did I catch you at a bad time?”

      “Hang on. One sec.” Saxon sounded like he stood at the bottom of a deep hole. Or maybe he had Cesar on speaker phone. Cesar heard the zip zip of a drill driver and a heavy clunk in the background.

      Saxon came on the line again. “Sorry about that. I’m hanging drywall on the third floor.”

      “You got the state grant?”

      “Yeah, I got it.”

      Cesar heard the grin in Saxon’s voice… and the pride. He deserved to be proud of himself. What he was doing for those kids was life-changing.

      “Is there something I can do for you?” Saxon asked.

      “I was calling to see if you wanted to go out for a drink… Or something. But you’re busy.”

      “You could always come here.” The hope in Saxon’s voice made Cesar sit up and take notice. “I could always use another set of strong hands. I mean, you know, for construction.”

      Cesar considered whether he should go home and change first, but he wasn’t wearing such nice clothes that he had to worry they’d get ruined. “Have you eaten?”

      “Yes.”

      “Oh, okay.” Cesar didn’t know what to say to that.

      After the mildly awkward silence, Saxon said, “But Cesar?”

      “Yeah?”

      “A little dessert sounds good.”

      The way Saxon lowered his voice to say dessert…

      Had Saxon been flirting with him?

      Or was Cesar reading more into it?

      Either way, Cesar took the open invitation. “Dessert. Right. I’ll see you in a little bit.”

      Cesar knew the perfect place. He checked his phone. If he made good time, he could make it to Biscuits and Beans before closing for the evening.

      Biscuits and Beans was a coffee shop and bakery combo best known for its lattes and cherry pies.

      Thirty minutes later, Cesar stood at the door of Stonewall House with a bag of pies in one hand and a tray with two lattes in the other.

      He put the bag down to knock. One of the third-floor windows stood open, and Saxon turned down the classic rock radio station before calling down. “Is that you, Cesar?”

      Cesar stepped back from the door to see Saxon leaning out the window, his brown hair tousled and sweaty. Cesar had to tamp down on his wild imagination when he thought about a different situation where Saxon would be shirtless and sweaty with a satisfied smile.

      Down boy.

      Cesar smiled up at him. “It’s me.”

      “I’ll buzz you in.” Saxon pulled his phone out of his pocket. A few seconds later, the lock on the front door disengaged. “Come on up.”

      Cesar entered and locked the door behind him. Stonewall House wasn’t in a particularly bad neighborhood, but it wasn’t in a particularly good one either. It sat in one of those areas where if you were looking for trouble, you could probably find it very quickly.

      But no way could Cesar have been able to afford a house the size of Stonewall House in a nicer part of town. The San Fernando Valley priced you out of the market pretty quickly.

      Immediately upon entry, he was met by the older house’s wooden stairs. Cesar smelled the fresh paint. Saxon had told him how he’d painted the entire first two floors after he bought the place six months before.

      As he climbed from the second story to the third, the fresh paint gave way to tattered floral wallpaper peeling off the wall. It was all Cesar could do not to put the drinks down so he could rip off one of the layers.

      “Hello, hello,” Cesar called out as he made it to the third floor landing a little out of breath. Saxon had left the door cracked, and Cesar used his foot to push it open.

      Saxon stood on the far side of the room, a 4 x 8 sheet of plywood in his hands over his head. He braced it against the wall and held it in place.

      Cesar watched the play of muscles in Saxon’s back for a second as he wrestled the large sheet of gypsum.

      “Can you give me a hand?”

      Cesar shook his head, trying to dislodge the image. Good thing. It wouldn’t be easy hanging drywall with a hard-on. Besides, this wasn’t a booty call. He needed to remember that.

      He set the pies and the lattes at his feet and hurried over to help. Saxon bumped a hip out toward Cesar. “I ran out of drywall screws, but I think I still have a few in my front pocket. Can you get them out for me?”

      That close, Cesar saw the drywall dust in Saxon’s hair and mixing with the sweat on his shoulders, back, and chest. Saxon’s jeans sat low on his hips with the leather tool belt slung around him.

      Cesar reached into Saxon’s front pocket and wrapped his hand around the screws. With his hand full of screws, he struggled to get it out of Saxon’s pocket. He wiggled his hand around until he inadvertently brushed against Saxon’s semi-hard cock

      Cesar stilled.

      Saxon flushed.

      Dropping the screws, Cesar slipped his hand out of Saxon’s pocket and pressed his hands to the drywall. “I’ll hold the drywall. You screw it in.”

      Saxon cleared his throat, and his smile went straight to Cesar’s dick. “Great idea.”

      Saxon used the remaining screws to secure the wallboard.

      “You can let go now.” Saxon dropped his drill driver into the holster on his tool belt. “Whatever you brought smells delicious.”

      “Are you ready for your break?”

      Saxon unhooked the belt and laid it on the nearby stack of drywall. “Definitely.”

      They walked over to where Cesar had left the lattes and pies.

      “Damn, that smells good.” Saxon stuck his nose in the air like a dog sniffing for bones.

      Cesar pulled one of the cups out of the carrier and handed it to Saxon. “Soy, caramel latte with extra whip.”

      With a grin, Saxon said. “You remembered.”

      Was it creepy that Cesar remembered Saxon’s coffee order from several weeks ago?

      Cesar dug the pies out of the bag and distributed the forks and knives. He opened each box. “I didn’t know what you liked. I got a cherry, an apple, and a blackberry pie.”

      “Blackberry,” Saxon said without hesitation.

      “I like a decisive man.” Cesar handed Saxon the pie. He took the cherry pie for himself, and they both sat with their backs against a section of drywall Saxon had already hung.

      Cesar avoided the line of carpet tack strips on the floor near the wall left over from where Saxon must have ripped up the old carpet to reveal the hardwood floors beneath.

      With his pie on the floor, Cesar started cutting a piece with his knife. He glanced at Saxon, who had removed the blackberry pie from the box. He held the pie in one hand and the fork in the other.

      Like someone who’d been raised by wolves, Saxon dug straight into the center of the pie and shoved a forkful into his mouth. Saxon’s eyes rolled, and the most delicious-sounding Mmmmm rolled out of the back of his throat.

      That sound did little to help the semi Cesar tried to hide behind the fly of his jeans. Saxon’s eyes popped open. Cesar must’ve had a funny look because Saxon cocked his head. “What?”

      “Did you wake up this morning and choose chaos?”
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      Saxon swallowed a delicious bite of pie. The crust was the buttery-est, flaky-est crust he’d ever eaten, and the blackberry center struck the perfect balance between tart and sweet.

      He forked another bite but didn’t bring it to his mouth. “Eating pie from the center out is not chaos. It’s what works for me. The middle is my favorite, and I like the outside edges the least. I’m eating it in a spiral from the center outward. It’s not like I’m a complete monster and am taking bites from random locations all around the pie.”

      Saxon could have gone downstairs and gotten them both plates, but where was the fun in that?

      “What if one of the kids wants some of that blackberry pie? Or are you not going to share?”

      “No. No no no. This pie is mine. If those fuckers want pie, they can have the apple one.”

      Of course, when Saxon called them fuckers, he meant it as a term of endearment.

      Saxon glanced down at Cesar’s pie. He’d cut a healthy-sized wedge, taking careful, nibbling bites to ensure he only ate from the wedge he’d cut and didn’t mess up the rest of the pie.

      Saxon pointed at Cesar’s pie with his fork. “Tell me, Mr. PI, have you always lived your life inside the lines?”

      Cesar glanced at his pie. A blush rose to his cheeks—completely, simply, kissably adorable. Saxon wanted to lean in and kiss that embarrassed smile off Cesar’s face, but even though they’d kissed before, he held back.

      And he’d thought about that kiss every night—and most days—since. They had chemistry. No denying that.

      Then again, Saxon and his ex, Aiden, had had chemistry, and look at how that turned out. No, this time, Saxon wasn’t leaping in dick first. He liked Cesar. And thought he’d like him even more once he got to know him. There was no rush.

      Saxon playfully nudged Cesar with his shoulder. “Go on. I dare you. Eat from the middle and work your way out. It’s liberating.”

      Cesar leaned away, switching hands to get his pie farther away from Saxon. “You eat your chaos pie over there and leave me to my nice, orderly, perfect little slice over here.”

      No. That wasn’t going to work at all.

      Saxon lunged, stabbed the middle of Cesar’s pie, and scooped out a big bite, the cherries falling off.

      Cesar barked out a laugh. “Dios mio. What the hell are you doing?”

      “Open wide.” Saxon moved the fork toward Cesar’s mouth. Cesar shrieked like a little kid who’d had enough of his blended peas.

      “No.” Cesar laughed.

      “Oh, yes.” Saxon pushed Cesar’s pie away and set it down beside their lattes.

      Cesar tried to get away, laughing the entire time. Somehow, Saxon ended up on top, straddling Cesar’s hips. Cesar outweighed Saxon, and at any moment, Cesar could have tossed him aside, but Cesar didn’t even try.

      Not really.

      Saxon trapped one of Cesar’s hands, the red cherry filling dripping onto Cesar’s chin. “Open up.”

      Cesar pressed his lips together and shook his head, but he still had a smile and didn’t push the fork away with his free hand.

      Instead, that free hand landed on Saxon’s hip, just above the waistband of his jeans.

      “Eat it or wear it. Your choice.”

      Cesar opened wide, but at that point, only a single cherry and a bit of crust remained on the fork. Cesar caught Saxon’s fork between his lips, and Saxon yanked to get it free. Cesar glared up at him, a drop of filling on his chin and another near his cheek.

      Saxon sucked the drop from Cesar’s chin. The smile fell from Cesar’s lips, his eyes dilating and his nostrils flaring. His heated gaze shifted from Saxon’s mouth to his eyes and back again.

      With a finger, Saxon swiped away the spot of filling near Cesar’s cheek and sucked his finger clean to tease him.

      Cesar’s other hand landed on Saxon’s other hip, his thumbs tracing small circles on Saxon’s lower abdomen, which did nothing to help the semi he had growing in his jeans.

      Saxon pointed to his own upper lip. “You’ve got a little right here.”

      “You get it for me.”

      Saxon reached out, but Cesar clasped his wrist and shook his head. “Not with your finger.”

      He spoke barely above a whisper, but there was very little noise on the third floor in an empty house. The mild breeze blowing through the open windows wasn’t strong enough to rattle the raised blinds. Saxon swallowed hard and braced his hands on either side of Cesar’s head.

      Saxon nibbled the spec of pie filling off Cesar’s upper lip with his lips and tongue. Cesar’s hands slid to Saxon’s sides and skimmed up his bare back. The sweat had mostly dried, but he felt the scratchiness of the drywall dust beneath Cesar’s fingers and the stickiness from the dried salt on his skin.

      That didn’t stop Cesar from pulling him in tighter and deepening the kiss.

      All Saxon wanted to do was stretch out between Cesar’s thighs and grind against him.

      But that wasn’t taking things slow.

      He didn’t think he could take another heartbreak like Aiden.

      Saxon broke the kiss and sat back on Cesar’s thighs. Cesar raised, bracing his weight on his elbows behind him. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.”

      Cesar smiled, but it was only a half-smile and kind of sad. “Want to try that again?”

      “It’s about Aiden.”

      “Aiden?” Cesar scooted back until he was no longer beneath Saxon and crisscrossed his legs. “Don’t tell me you’re still hung up on him. He cheated on me with you and then cheated on you with who knows who else. He’s a player unworthy of your time, let alone your heart.”

      Saxon crossed his legs, mirroring Cesar, and bowed his head, unable to meet his steady gaze. “I know it’s foolish to allow him space in my head, but I don’t know if I could handle being cheated on again. To have invested myself so fully and then have Aiden do what he did…”

      Saxon shook his head. “I don’t need that kind of complication in my life. These kids already take a lot out of me. And I’m happy to do it. I signed up for that. But I don’t need that added instability.”

      “Look. Saxon. I don’t know where this is going. Or even if it’s going anywhere. I know I like you and want to see more of you. But no matter where that takes us, I won’t cheat on you.”

      Saxon had to laugh and glanced up at Cesar. “Now that I think about it, I know you won’t.”

      “How? We barely even know each other.”

      “You can’t even eat a pie outside of the lines. I think it would be even harder for you to live your relationship outside the lines. The galling thing about Aiden was that he didn’t have to cheat. I was amenable to a little openness in our relationship. With rules, of course. But he couldn’t even manage that.”

      “You want an open relationship?”

      Saxon couldn’t tell if that idea intrigued or horrified Cesar. “I’m not opposed to a degree of openness within a set of mutually agreed-upon boundaries.”

      Cesar nodded. His non-committal, “Good to know,” made Saxon’s heart thud a hollow note in his chest. Had he killed the prospect of a new relationship with a hot, kind, thoughtful man before he’d even had a chance to see where it might go?

      Then again, if they weren’t close to being on the same page from the start, they might be better off as friends.

      “Want to chill? Maybe watch a movie?” Saxon offered, hoping he hadn’t scared Cesar off.

      Cesar pushed off the floor, his jeans filthy with construction dirt and dust, and wiped his hands on his pants before offering Saxon a hand. “I’d like that.”

      Saxon allowed Cesar to pull him to his feet, a tingle of anticipation making him lighter on his feet, banishing some of the construction exhaustion from his body.

      About the time Saxon expected Cesar to drop his hand, he did the unexpected and pulled Saxon closer, his voice low in Saxon’s ear when he said, “Just so we’re clear and there are no misunderstandings, you didn’t scare me away with the consensual non-monogamy stuff.”

      Cesar let go of Saxon’s hand, his fingertips skipping across Saxon’s palm as he did.

      “No?” Saxon asked when he met Cesar’s gaze.

      Even in the harsh light of the third floor’s bare bulbs, Cesar had the most beautiful, deep brown eyes. Saxon had seen eyes that brown before, but they’d never drawn him in the way Cesar’s did. Cesar had a way of looking at Saxon as if he could visualize his essence. His being. That unique substance that made Saxon, Saxon.

      “No,” Cesar confirmed. “And I agree, clear boundaries are needed, and most importantly, open, honest communication is needed.”

      “Agreed.” Saxon took a step back. All he wanted to do was curl up on the couch in a dark room and maybe share a few more of those kisses that made his heart beat faster and his mind forget about a certain asshole who wouldn’t know an honest thought if it came up and bit him on his dirty, cheating ass. “Let’s close up here and head downstairs. You can pick out something to watch while I take a quick shower.”

      “Sounds great.”

      Saxon closed the windows. The third floor was unairconditioned and would probably remain so for the next few weeks. He’d managed to get an amazing deal on a new air conditioning unit plus installation with the caveat that he had to wait until the installer could do the work between other jobs. For the price differential, the deal was worth the extra days he’d have to spend sweating.

      Cesar stacked their pies in the boxes and balanced the now cold lattes on top. “I’ve got it,” he said when Saxon tried to help him carry things downstairs.

      Cesar led the way, and Saxon pulled up the rear, closing the door to the third floor to keep from losing too much of their precious cool air to the empty space.

      Cesar slotted the pies into the fridge and pitched the half-drunk lattes into the trash.

      “Um… the TV remote is on the coffee table,” Saxon said, starting to feel inexplicably exposed without his shirt.

      Maybe it was the way those dark eyes drifted up and down his body as if cataloging all the amazingly naughty things they could do together if they both got naked.
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      Saxon swallowed audibly, and Cesar tore his gaze away from Saxon’s bare chest. Saxon wasn’t built like a guy who spent several hours a day in a gym for the past five years, but more like a man who did what he had to do to improve people’s lives.

      Something that Cesar found damn sexy.

      “It’ll only be a minute.” Saxon reluctantly took a step back and headed for his shower.

      Cesar figured that with all the people living under the same roof and using the same common space, function over feng shui prevailed.

      Perpendicular to the couch, a love seat sat pressed against one wall, and on the wall directly opposite were two recliners that looked like they’d been thrifted.

      Cesar found his way into the den and sat on the three-seater sofa that faced the TV in the over-furnished den at the front of the house.

      He picked up the remote, thumbed over to one of the streaming services, and scrolled through the movies until he found a comedy he hadn’t seen yet. He queued the movie up and paused it until Saxon returned.

      He looked fresh and clean, dressed in athletic shorts and a comfy tank, his hair still damp and mussed as if he’d ruffled his towel over his head and not taking the time to run his fingers through his hair in his hurry to rejoin Cesar.

      “Find something?” Saxon asked. He plopped down on the sofa and stretched his legs to the coffee table.

      Cesar spun the remote in his hand, but he had more interest in Saxon than the movie. He angled toward Saxon, and his knee pressed into the side of Saxon’s thigh.

      How long did he have Saxon to himself? He reached over and played with a couple of the wet strands of hair at the back of Saxon’s neck. “So, what time do the kids have to be back?”

      Saxon grinned, his hand moving to rest on Cesar’s knee. “They’re adults. They don’t have a curfew. Stonewall House isn’t supervised like a halfway house for people coming out of prison. Our goal is to help LGBTQ kids who’ve aged out of the system or have previously been unhoused and have no support.”

      Saxon patted his chest, his pride mesmerizing. “We are their support. We give them an affordable place to live, help teach them how to manage their bank account, get a job, and learn to be responsible for themselves. All the things a parent should teach their kid. That’s something a lot of these kids lack.

      “Wow,” Cesar said. He felt the grin spread across his face, loving how Saxon got so animated and passionate about his work.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      “You’re amazing. I don’t know much of what you do here, but I can tell just by your compassion and passion and how your eyes light up when you talk about this place that those kids are so lucky to have you in their lives.”

      The red immediately came to Saxon’s eyes. They got glassy, and Cesar worried he’d said something wrong. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”

      Saxon waved him off. “No, no. It’s okay. I just… I’m—It’s just been a long road getting here. I don’t have much support navigating this myself, and that was probably the nicest thing anybody has ever said to me.”

      “I take it Aiden wasn’t supportive.”

      Saxon rolled his eyes, and a half-laugh escaped him. “Oh my fucking god, that prick…” Saxon got thoughtful before he said anything else. Then, as if deciding Cesar was trustworthy, he added, “He’d get real pissy if I had things going on with the kids and had to break a date or reschedule or be late. It wasn’t like it happened all that often, but when you have this many people to deal with, it can happen more often than not. He’d call me selfish and say I wasn’t a good boyfriend or that I must not love him if I had to take time away from him to help the kids.”

      Cesar scrubbed a hand through his hair. Even though he had nothing to do with how Aiden had acted, he still said, “I’m sorry.”

      Saxon shrugged the apology off. “Not your fault. I’m glad I found out he was a lying, cheating, manipulative asshole before I’d gotten any deeper than I already was.”

      Desperate to change the subject and see the light return to Saxon’s eyes, Cesar asked, “Tell me, how does Stonewall House work?”

      Saxon tilted his head. “What do you want to know?”

      “Anything? Everything?”

      “That could take all night.”

      Cesar slouched farther down on the couch, resting his sock heels on the coffee table. He tugged on Saxon’s hand until Saxon laid on his back, his head in Cesar’s lap. He ran his fingers through Saxon’s still damp hair and massaged his scalp. Saxon groaned. “That feels fucking amazing. Don’t stop.”

      “Now, tell me about Stonewall House.”

      The corners of Saxon’s mouth dropped, and Cesar couldn’t quite read him. “Is something wrong?”

      “No. Nothing’s wrong. It’s that… It’s that every time I’ve tried to talk to Aiden about anything to do with Stonewall House, he would immediately change the subject. I mean, I get that not everyone is interested or cares about it, but—”

      “I’m not Aiden, Saxon.”

      Saxon blew out a heated breath and relaxed more deeply into Cesar’s lap. “Yeah, I’m beginning to see that.”

      “Can we make a promise?”

      Saxon rolled more toward his side so he could see Cesar’s face. “What’s that?”

      Cesar leaned down and pressed a kiss to Saxon’s forehead. “Can we make a pact not to mention Aiden’s name again? At least for today?”

      “Yeah. Sorry,” Saxon said. “I’d love that.” After a few moments, he continued. “You want to know how things work here?”

      “I do.” That simple response brought a smile to the sweetest face and the most kissable lips Cesar had seen in a long time. It took everything he had not to bend down and kiss those lips and have this precious time devolve into something that Saxon clearly wasn’t ready for yet. If Saxon wanted to go slow, Cesar could do slow.

      “We were lucky enough to get state funding to run the home,” Saxon said. “The kids are encouraged to pursue an education of some kind that’ll help them support themselves. It could be college or community college or trade school or apprenticeship, anything like that. Those kids qualify for a stipend that helps pay for their room and board at Stonewall House.

      “If the kids prefer to work, there’s no state subsidy, but they’re only charged a small fraction of their income for room and board. It’s the same percentage for everyone based on their pay to keep it fair. But to be honest, the way these kids eat, that money is just enough to keep groceries in the pantry.”

      “But they get so much more here than just room and board. They get you.”

      “I hope they see it that way. I missed so much while growing up in the foster system. I never learned how to get a job. I never learned any of the things that I’m trying to teach them. I had to learn everything the hard way. Alone. I don’t want that for these kids. It’s hard for them to catch a break. I want to be that break for them.”

      Saxon fell silent, but his brain wasn’t idle even though he snuggled deeper into Cesar’s lap, enjoying Cesar’s fingers in his hair. Cesar waited in the quiet for him to continue. It wasn’t a hardship.

      “These kids are so remarkable.” Saxon’s eyes caught Cesar’s. “I just want to help give them the skills to thrive.”

      Saxon closed his eyes to the gentle scalp massage, but Cesar knew he wasn’t anywhere near falling asleep.

      His eyes popped open as something came to him. “You should have seen them when they first came to Stonewall. They were shut down, defiant, angry, distrusting. And rightly so. The system failed them—failed to protect them. Now, they’re blooming. They stand up and support each other. They’re making the family they needed all along.

      “Phoenix is enrolled in cosmetology school, Sophia is in community college, Oliver is working while deciding on a career, and Addi and James both found jobs.

      “They’re learning to navigate the world in a safe space, and I’m so damn honored to be here to watch them grow.”

      “Hey, Saxon?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Can I kiss you?”

      “Why?”

      By Saxon’s teasing tone, he wanted a detailed explanation. Cesar grinned. If Saxon saw how incredibly gorgeous he was at that moment, he’d understand. And Cesar wasn’t just talking about how he looked physically. Hearing him talk about Stonewall House, he might as well have been looking straight into Saxon’s soul, and it was fucking beautiful there.

      “I love how passionate you are about these kids. You light up. And it makes my heart happy hearing about it and I… I want to kiss you and touch a small part of that.”

      Saxon leaned up on one elbow. Cesar more than met him halfway. The kiss was tentative at first, more of a taste. But all it took was a taste for Cesar to take it deeper. Saxon hummed in the back of his throat, and that glorious sound went straight to Cesar’s dick.

      “Get up here,” Cesar demanded.

      Without hesitation, Saxon scrambled up and straddled Cesar’s lap, wrapping his arms around Cesar’s neck. Saxon was already hard. As hard as Cesar. They kissed and frotted. The delicious friction of their cocks rubbing together had Cesar leaking precum.

      He reached down and took hold of Saxon’s ass, squeezing the muscle in his hands. He knew Saxon wanted to take things slow, but man, what he wouldn’t give to wrap his lips around Saxon’s cock. If all Cesar could have that night was Saxon on his lap and the two of them grinding against each other like a couple of teenagers in the back seat of a car, he’d take it.

      “How much time do you think we have?” Cesar broke the kiss long enough to ask.

      Saxon leaned back enough to see Cesar’s face, even as he continued to grind against him. Cesar’s wanted to let his head fall back and enjoy what Saxon did to him, but he kept his focus on Saxon’s beautiful face.

      “Phoenix, Oliver, and Sophia all went to Under 21, so they probably won’t be home until after one in the morning. James is sleeping over at his boyfriend’s, and Addi should get off work at about eleven. Usually takes them about thirty minutes to get home on the bus.”

      Cesar glanced at his watch.

      Saxon dropped his forehead to Cesar’s shoulder. “Do I wanna to know what time it is?”

      Cesar sighed, not wanting the night to end. “It’s eleven-twenty.”

      Slowly and with great reluctance, Saxon slid off Cesar’s lap and plopped down on the coffee table. “We should probably stop. Not that we’re doing anything wrong, but these kids have already been through a lot, and I don’t know if they’d survive the trauma of seeing their program director dry humping… I don’t even know what to call you. After trying to suck each other’s tonsils out, I think that would make us more than friends. But we’re not—” Saxon shrugged at his lack of words.

      “Boyfriends?”

      “Yeah.”

      “How about you call me your friend you’re trying to get to know better?”

      “Yeah, nothing says I’d like to get to know you better than rubbing your dick against someone else’s.”

      Cesar barked out a laugh. “In your case, I’m fine with that.”

      “Okay, then I don’t think the kids want to see their program director dry humping my friend I want to get to know better. How’s that?”

      “Pretty accurate.”

      The front door opened, and even in the low light from the paused TV screen, Cesar saw the flash of red rush up Saxon’s face.

      Addi flipped on the den light as they walked inside. “Hey, Saxon. I’m home.”
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      Addi closed the front door and stopped abruptly. Their eyes shifted between the two of them. “Um… hey?”

      Even though Addi hadn’t caught them in the middle of anything, it was still close enough to be obvious what they’d been up to. Saxon shifted to the couch beside Cesar and pointed to the TV screen. “We were just watching a movie.”

      Addi wasn’t naive enough to fall for that, but it didn’t keep the lie from falling from Saxon’s lips. And really, was it that much of a lie when watching a movie had been what they’d intended to do?

      “Yeah, sure.” They glanced at the paused TV and back to Saxon, one perfectly plucked eyebrow raised at him. “I can see that.”

      Cesar stood and extended his hand. “I’m Cesar.”

      “Addi.” They said it with unmitigated glee.

      Addi hitched their thumb over their shoulder toward the stairs. “I’m going to bed. Alone. Though I’m glad at least one of us is getting some.”

      “Addi.” Saxon chastised them.

      They giggled and ran up the stairs.

      Saxon stood and shook his head. “Sorry about that. I feel like I’m back at my foster parent’s house, trying to sneak my boyfriend out. Only it’s too late.”

      “It’s fine.” And by the relaxed and amused grin on Cesar’s face, Saxon could tell he spoke the truth. Unlike Aiden, who’d have secretly resented being interrupted and made Saxon pay for it later with unread texts and unanswered calls.

      “I should probably get home. But… Thank you for tonight. I enjoyed it.”

      “Same.”

      Same?

      Saxon wanted to slap himself upside the head. What an awkward response. Good gravy, no wonder Aiden cheated on him. Saxon had zero game.

      Saxon walked Cesar to the door and held it open for him. Cesar crossed the threshold, turned back, and stepped into Saxon’s personal space. He brushed the back of his knuckle down Saxon’s cheek, which almost dissolved Saxon into a little, giddy puddle right there in the doorway.

      Cesar brushed his lips against Saxon’s, a barely-there kiss that had a very real impact.

      He wanted to tell Cesar to forget about going home. He wanted to take his hand and drag him to his room. He wanted to throw Cesar on the bed and not let him leave until morning. Instead, he hummed involuntarily in the back of his throat and barely managed a “Thanks for coming.”

      “When can I see you again?”

      Saxon blew out a wobbly breath. “I’m not sure?”

      The smile faltered on Cesar’s lips, and Saxon realized how that must’ve sounded—like Saxon didn’t want to see him again when that was the farthest thing from the truth. “I mean, I want to see you, but I have plans to work on the upstairs all weekend, and then on Monday, I have—”

      “I can help,” Cesar said. “And I mean, real help this time. Not just bringing you pie and distracting you from your work the rest of the night. Let me come by tomorrow. Make up for tonight.”

      Saxon bit his lip, trying to hold back the grin. “Trust me. You have nothing to make up for. Though, I’ll gladly accept another pair of hands.” And then, before Saxon forgot his manners as he stared at Cesar’s wide grin, he added, “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Umpfh—what those two little, growly, whispered words did to him. At this rate, Saxon would be lucky to get to sleep before morning.

      Cesar took a step away. “I’ll bring breakfast.”

      “You don’t have to do that. Money is tight here, but we can afford groceries. You don’t have to keep feeding me.”

      Cesar fisted his hand in Saxon’s shirt and tugged at it to get his attention. “Saxon?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Let me do this for you.”

      Saxon’s heart skipped a beat, and his lungs refused to function for a second or two. How did he get so lucky to go from one extreme of a man to another?

      It’s just breakfast.

      Sure, but Cesar also offered to help. He didn’t try to make Saxon feel guilty for not dropping everything to spend time with him. Be cool. Accept what he’s offering. “Thanks. I’d like that.”

      Even though it might have made him look over-eager, Saxon watched Cesar back out of the driveway, waving to him one last time as he shifted out of reverse and drove away.

      Saxon patted his cheek as if that would help keep his head out of the clouds. If he wasn’t careful, he could be totally gone for this man in a matter of moments.

      What do you mean could be? Admit it. You’re already falling.

      Saxon closed the door and squeezed his eyes shut. No, he couldn’t do that again. He couldn’t fall for a man before he got to know him. His heart couldn’t take it.

      Even though he wasn’t ready to rush back into another relationship, that didn’t mean he was dead.

      And even though he’d promised himself he’d never take another cold shower for as long as he lived after living that month at Stonewall House without hot water while he used the scarce funding he had to fix more important things, Saxon found himself climbing into the shower with only the cold water turned on.

      The cold water didn’t help.

      The only thing that happened was that he came out of the shower with a rash of goosebumps all over his skin and a semi still dangling between his legs.

      Good luck getting to sleep.

      Despite his penile problem, he crawled between his clean, cool sheets, his eyes closing as soon as his head hit the pillow.

      It wasn’t the same kind of exhaustion he used to have when he was a counselor at the local high school. Working at Stonewall House was better in many ways, and he found it a hundred times more satisfying, yet his body ached from all the hard work that went into getting the program—and the house—up and running.

      The last thing he heard before sleep took him was the clump, clump of Addi’s feet as they walked around their bedroom, which happened to be above his.

      He welcomed the sound. He liked hearing the kids above him, knowing he provided them a safe place to lay their heads at night.

      Later, he awoke in the middle of the night to a herd of elephants storming through the front door. He bolted upright, rubbing the sleep from his eyes.

      “Saxon!”

      From the panicked sound of his name, adrenaline rushed through his veins, a flash of lightning blitzing his system. He stumbled to his feet, throwing on a shirt over his pajama bottoms as Phoenix and Sophia rushed into his room.

      “Oliver—Oliver—” Phoenix gasped and couldn’t catch her breath. Almost as breathless, Sophia squeaked out, “Oliver has been arrested.”
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      Saxon sat down at the kitchen table with a rattled Phoenix and Sophia. Addi had run down the stairs when they’d heard all the commotion. Saxon passed sodas out to each of them and popped the top on his own, wishing it was a beer. But from the sounds of it, he needed a clear head.

      “Okay, slow down and tell me what happened.”

      Phoenix and Sophia glanced at each other. Neither one wanted to speak first. Phoenix had her wig in her hands, exposing her short, bright orange hair. Her black mascara left a streaky smudge down her cheeks from crying, and the neckline of her fabulous dress ripped at the neckline.

      Finally, Phoenix said to Sophia, “You tell him.”

      Sophia wrapped her arm around Phoenix and pulled her to her side. “Everything was good.”

      “Really good,” Phoenix added even though she’d told Sophia to tell the story.

      “Until Braden Stahl showed up.”

      Where had Saxon heard that name before? Saxon snapped his fingers as the memory hit. “Isn’t he the—”

      “Mayor’s son,” Addi said. “He’s a weasel, an asshole, on the fast track to becoming a rapist, too.”

      “That one girl from his college already accused him of assaulting her, but she took it all back,” Sophia said.

      Addi sneered. “Yeah, after they found a way to shut her up.”

      “What does this have to do with you two?” Saxon asked. “And Oliver getting arrested?”

      A look passed between Phoenix and Sophia again, and Sophia continued, “Braden had been eyeing Phoenix all night. He tried buying her a drink, but Phoenix said no. We didn’t want anything to do with him and tried to stay away. We stayed at Under 21 until closing to make sure he’d left.”

      Phoenix looked up at Saxon, tears filling her eyes again. She swiped at them, and Saxon handed her one of the napkins on the table to use as a tissue. “But he hadn’t gone home. He was waiting for us when we left.”

      Sophia hugged Phoenix tighter. “He ambushed us before our ride-share could get there. He called Phoenix stuck up, a bitch, and every name you could think of, all because she didn’t want him to buy her a drink. I mean, the club serves fucking soda. It wasn’t like he could get her drunk.”

      Saxon squeezed his soda can tighter while trying to maintain an outer calm. It might have been easier pretending he was straight. Not that anyone would believe it at this point in his life.

      He wanted to hop in his car, head straight to the mayor’s house, and demand to speak to his little shit of a son.

      “Then what happened?” Saxon braced for what she’d say next.

      Sophia continued. “When Phoenix turned her back and walked away—instead of dotting his eye as she should have—he reached out and grabbed her hair.”

      Saxon’s eyes dropped to the wig Phoenix had laid on the table. Before leaving for the night, she’d gathered the wig’s box braids into a ponytail. It was nothing more than a tangled mess now.

      Phoenix laughed through her tears.

      Saxon came around the table and hugged her. “Hey, hey, now.” She sobbed on his shoulder for a minute or two before breaking contact. “I’m so sorry
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