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      Profile #18

      Name: Nicolaus Baasch (a.k.a. The Chemist)

      Age: 52

      Marital Status: Single

      Net Worth: 3.5 Million Euro

      Bio:

      
        
          	
        Scientist.
      

      	
        Narcissist.
      

      	
        Suspected kidnapper.
      

      

      

      Unique Identifiers:

      
        
          	
        Blind in left eye. Missing left finger.
      

      	
        Has a thing for being in control and docile young men.
      

      

      

      

      The large metal door beeped before being pushed open by a man holding a machine gun. The armed guard didn’t make eye contact; he simply held open the door and waited for his employer to make his way through.

      Good. It was nice to see that his simpleton guards knew their place. They may have been hired because of their physical strength and ability to follow orders, but the true show of power here was all about intelligence. Knowing what to ingest, what to avoid, and what didn’t mix well with others. This was a place of experimentation. Of making hypotheses, testing out theories, and determining what worked best in which situations.

      And of course… there was the other thing. The thing that paid the bills and made sure that his research and advancements could continue for decades to come. This other thing was also the reason that he had men with machine guns guarding the facility. There was too much at stake to just allow anyone to enter or leave… the facility.

      Walking down the long corridor, Dr. Nicolaus Baasch ignored every person he passed, not stopping until he came to a door marked “DO NOT ENTER.”

      “Evening,” Dr. Baasch muttered, giving the guards a slight nod with his head.

      Both men returned his nod before lowering their weapons. The guard on the right of the door punched a code into the keypad, then pushed the door open once he heard the buzzer ring.

      Without a word, the doctor walked through the door.

      Fluorescent lights and flickering screens welcomed him, as well as a shit ton of electronic equipment, most of which were used for high-definition streaming and surveillance.

      He walked to the center of the room, where a man wearing small, thin-framed glasses sat staring at a computer screen.

      “How are we looking?” the doctor asked, stopping behind the man and placing a hand on the back of his chair.

      “Right on schedule. The subjects are primed and ready to go.”

      Perfect. Dr. Baasch didn’t like delays… or problems. He preferred numbers and timetables and everything running problem-free. This was also one of the reasons he quit working at the university years ago. He hated having to work with people and having them make last-minute changes or demands on progress.

      “And Subject A?” the doctor asked.

      The technician in front of him pressed a few keys on his laptop until a large monitor next to them lit up with the face of a woman in the center.

      “Subject A has been given a sample of LX5 and is currently placed in the center of the grid.”

      They both watched as a young brunette, no older than twenty-five, struggled to get to her feet. Her hair was messy and fell chaotically over her face. When she managed to finally get both feet under her, she swayed as she concentrated on remaining upright.

      “And her vitals?” Tracking his subjects’ vitals was crucial to his little experiment. He needed to know the effects of LX5 on the subjects and any possible side effects that may be present. Also, he didn’t want his subjects to die too quickly. That was never good for business.

      “Her heart rate is elevated, which is to be expected. And it appears that her hallucinations have just begun manifesting themselves.” The technician pointed to the woman, who appeared to be swatting her hand at nothing in particular.

      The doctor smiled. Right on schedule.

      “And Subject B?”

      The technician pressed a few more keys before a screen to their left went live, displaying the image of a dark-haired man growling and holding a metal pipe in his hands.

      “Subject B was injected with LX3 and appears to be exhibiting the same heightened aggression and paranoia as our previous test subjects. Not sure where he got the pipe from, but it should make for an interesting show.”

      Glancing between both screens, the mad scientist marveled at his creations. He had spent the last three years designing his LX series of narcotics and was now busy studying the effects of the drugs on humans. It was all part of the experimental process. First, you theorize, then you design, test and observe the effects. Then you modify and adjust as needed. When this series is perfected, it will change the way we handle fear and paranoia.

      Then he nodded toward the large screen hanging at the far side of the room. “And them?” Thick red numbers counted down from sixty.

      “Right on schedule.”

      Perfect. Everything was going to plan.

      “It’s time to begin.”

      The doctor waited until the numbers reached zero before pressing the enter button on the technician’s laptop and watched as the horrors began to unfold on the screens.
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      Straightening himself, Diesel ran his fingers under his nose, removing any evidence of the white powered residue that might be lingering before leaning forward and checking himself out in the mirror.

      His eyes took a moment to focus as the effects of the last two bumps he had just done began their journey through his body. Warmth, followed by a tingling sensation, followed by a feeling of being pulled away, all added to the euphoric bliss sweeping across his body. He loved this part.

      Smiling, Diesel leaned closer to the mirror to make sure that there were no traces of the powdery substance clinging to his nostrils. Not that he was ashamed for doing a line of coke, but rather he didn’t think Matteo would appreciate his dancers strutting around onstage with a nose full of cocaine on full display. That didn’t exactly scream “classy”—more like five-euro hooker who will blow you in a back alley if you ask them nicely.

      Loads of clubs in Europe offered that sort of thing—naked young men, eyes glossy as fuck, with traces of drugs on their faces or needle tracks in their arms. But not here. Not at La Maison de M.

      Here, at this club, Matteo and his boys offered nothing but class and luxury. A mix of high-end elegance and sinful debauchery.

      Watching as his reflection came into focus, he scanned his features carefully.

      Good. Nothing on his face and no evidence of his extracurricular activities. Matteo wouldn’t freak the fuck out.

      Lifting his hood over his head, he gave his cock a few extra tugs. In the mirror, he watched as the blood rushed to his cock, causing his meat to thicken in his boxer briefs. His cock always looked good when it was sitting low against the material—like a sleeping anaconda just waiting to wrap itself around its next victim.

      Admiring the thickness of his shaft, he thought about all the men… and a few women who lost themselves in the pleasure of his beast. Remembering the way their eyes rolled back in their heads or the way their bodies quivered beneath him was… fuck, those memories were making him horny.

      He needed to get laid. Not just shoot his load because someone was paying him to, but actually enjoy himself, connect with somebody…

      Connect with somebody? Ha! Who are you kidding?

      Diesel’s jaw tightened as he stared at his reflection once again.

      Who was he trying to kid?

      Giving himself one last scan, he adjusted the waistband of his briefs, then adjusted the hoodie he was wearing. The zipper was undone, and his chiseled chest was on full display. He was going for that stoner-fuckboy look that always made men hard in their pants. It was that combination of not giving a shit and always being down to party that seemed to resonate with his client base.

      Damn, he looked good. Even he would fuck himself. It was time.

      Turning, he made his way down the short corridor from the guy’s dressing room to the theatre’s stage. Diesel nodded to a few of the crew members as he strutted past them.

      He couldn’t exactly remember their names, but one guy liked to smoke pot out behind the maintenance garage, while the other guy liked to get his dick sucked by the dancers on the DL. Always on the down low, these straight, questioning, sometimes-married straight guys… if you can call someone straight who enjoys having their knob worked over before coming down a man’s throat in the darkness of a secluded maintenance area.

      Diesel didn’t judge. Every guy’s secrets were his own.

      So long as no one was getting hurt, he didn’t care who got their dick sucked, when, where, or by whom.

      “You ready, brother?” a familiar voice asked over his shoulder as a large warm hand landed on the back of his neck.

      “Always. You want to take the lead? Or should I?” Diesel asked Jared as he stepped up beside him. He already knew the answer.

      He and Jared had been best friends since they both started working at La Maison several years ago. Jared was a good guy. Caring, passionate, loyal to a fault. The kind of guy you would do anything for to keep around and in your life—even share him with a certain blue-haired, attention-deficient little shit who liked to play pranks and had the loudest freakin’ orgasms Diesel had ever heard.

      Glancing down at Jared’s package, he wondered if perhaps Isaac’s orgasmic screams had more to do with the size of Jared’s rod and not the need to rub it in everyone’s faces that he was getting dicked down on the regular.

      No, Diesel wasn’t jealous. Well, yes, okay. He was a tad jealous that he wasn’t bustin’ a nut as often as his best friend and his best friend’s fuck-hole—a.k.a. Isaac. But, no, he was not jealous of the disgustingly sweet relationship that the two of them had been sharing for almost a year now.

      Nope. Not jealous. Not even a bit.

      “I’ll lead,” Jared noted with a wink of his eye.

      Like there was ever a question. Always the top in the relationship.

      That boy’s butthole was probably so tight that it could make diamonds if sand ever got caught between his butt cheeks and left there for an extended period of time.

      Actually, that was kind of gross. But the point was that Jared—who was gay—was one of those “strictly top” kind of guys. How boring.

      We get it. You’re a control freak and tough and like to act like the hero in the bedroom.

      But in actuality, it was the guys who flipped who controlled all the power between the sheets. They were the dominators and the submissives. They were the ones who were able to give power as well as take it away. If one was bottoming and not getting what they wanted from their top, they could easily take control and seize power over their partner.

      Kind of like him.

      Diesel was one of those guys who liked to switch-hit. He liked to top, bottom, lead the train, onload/offload passengers… you name it. Diesel enjoyed doing it. He even played with titties from time to time. While pussy was not Diesel’s meal of choice, he didn’t mind having a bite here and there, especially when a questioning young dude was involved in the meal.

      Pulling the curtain back, Diesel slapped his best friend’s ass as Jared hopped up onstage to the sound of cheering, horny, rich men. God, he loved that sound.

      Smiling, Diesel joined his buddy and let the music and cheers and cocaine take control of his body.

      He loved the feeling. He was happy, confident, a tad arrogant, and horny as fuck. Perfect for getting down and frisky with a room full of cash-loaded, horny dudes who all wanted to shower him with attention and alcohol.

      It was great being wanted.

      Out onstage, Diesel pumped his arms to get the crowd going. They screamed and cheered while others threw cash on the stage at their feet. Diesel loved the feeling of power and control, knowing that it was up to him to decide how much or how little he showed these men. That their lustful eyes pleaded for mercy, begging him to show them more.

      And he would… for a price.

      Running his fingers slowly across his bare chest, he teased the rows of salivating men, no doubt wishing that they were onstage, licking every exposed piece of flesh that he allowed them to see.

      Power was addictive.

      Behind him, Jared removed Diesel’s hoodie and tossed it over his shoulder. Next, Jared moved in close, wrapping his arm possessively around Diesel’s body and began slowly licking the side of Diesel’s neck.

      To the casual observer, the act was hot as fuck. Sinful, sensual, and boner inducing.

      To Diesel, it was torture. He tried his best not to laugh or twist away from the fiendish succubus currently trying to make love to the side of his neck!

      How could one man’s tongue be so fucking ticklish?

      Across the room, Diesel spotted Isaac quietly giggling, knowing just how ticklish Diesel was whenever someone tried to suck on his neck.

      Bastards.

      Both of them.

      Deciding he needed to break from Satan’s tongue, Diesel bent over, being sure to press his butt back onto Jared’s junk.

      Let’s see how funny you find this. Diesel smirked, stealing a glance over at Isaac.

      Isaac was no longer giggling.

      Enjoy this, you little giggling bastard. Yes, Diesel could be an asshole like that.

      Grinding his ass deeper into Jared’s lap, he winked at a handsome Filipino man who was waving a hundred-euro note up in the air.

      Yeah, you want us, don’t you?

      Diesel and Jared had been doing a joint strip routine for the past two years. At first, it was a bit awkward. Jared, being the tight-ass alpha male that he was, had trouble relaxing and letting Diesel take control from time to time. But as they got to know each other and their friendship developed, Jared began to relax and let Diesel take the reins… once in a while. And their routines became f’ing hot!

      No. There was nothing sexual going on between them. No matter how much it looked like they wanted to fuck each other onstage or how much he played with Jared’s boner—hey, it was part of the job!—Diesel had no desire to stick any part of Jared’s body in his mouth or up his ass.

      It took a certain blue-haired little freak a few months to learn that fact when he first moved into the mansion—poor guy had the biggest hard-on for Jared, even though he refused to admit it to himself. Eventually, Isaac began to see that Jared was basically just a brother to Diesel. Okay, perhaps a frat brother—ew. He couldn’t believe he compared himself to a beer-guzzling, brainless muscle pod. What the fuck was wrong with him?

      They were performers.

      They created fantasies when onstage. Fantasies that gave them access to their clients’ wallets and handfuls of cash stuffed into their underwear.

      No. Diesel was not too proud to take his pants off and suck a dick for money. He was young, hung, and always up for a good time. Those that said otherwise were just jealous because their dick was too small to use to get what they wanted.

      His dick was like a magical wand. He waved it around, and people became hypnotized by its power. He might not be the smartest man in the room or the best looking, but when it came to dicks, his commanded attention.

      Moving in sync with the music, Diesel and Jared groped and ground and played with each other’s bodies—all to the encouraging whistles and cheers of the rich and powerful men who came to La Maison searching for a good time.

      After their three songs were done, Jared and Diesel joined their fellow brethren down on the floor, drinking and flirting with any horny guest who happened to make eye contact—or in Diesel’s case—stared at his dick for way too long.

      Yes, his dick was big, but Diesel never considered it weapon-status worthy. Although, sometimes, it did inflict a lot of pain… especially on those who weren’t as “experienced” as they claimed to be.

      “Your turn,” Diesel announced, giving the Hungarian politician sitting next to him a devilish grin.

      They were heavily engaged in a game of “Never Have I Ever,” to which Diesel was painfully winning. Every friggin’ question the man asked, Diesel had done.

      Never have I ever… had a foursome.

      Drink.

      Never have I ever… been caught fucking outdoors on a motorcycle.

      Drink.

      Never have I ever… fucked a dude, then fucked his girlfriend right after.

      That one had been a funny story.

      One Halloween, he had been partying hard with some dude and his girlfriend, doing lines of coke and taking shots of whiskey, when his girlfriend decided she needed to run to the corner store to buy some more smokes. The second the bitch left the apartment, he pulled out his cock, and her boyfriend went for the ride of his life. He wasn’t sure how long the girlfriend had been standing there, but the moment her boyfriend came, she announced it was her turn and practically pushed her man off Diesel’s dick so that she could hop on and experience the ride herself.

      Drink.

      “I think you won this game,” Diesel said, sliding his hand down the Hungarian’s chest and grabbing the bulge jutting out from the man’s dress pants. “Or perhaps I’m the winner after all.”

      Smiling, the man took a sip of his whiskey and let Diesel play with his cock.

      Teasing and flirting. It was all part of the game.

      Diesel would get the man nice and close, then stop, claiming he was getting thirsty. The man would either buy him a drink or ask him for a private show. That was the point at which Diesel would “finish the job”—for a fee, of course.

      Onstage, the music shifted to some Euro fast-moving beat that Diesel and his untalented white ass could never hope to dance to. Somehow, Gunnar and Anders made it look so simple… and sexy.

      Leave it to the six-foot-two, blond, blue-eyed Scandinavian brothers to make dancing to this crap somehow look like they were making a porn video onstage.

      Whatever.

      Two tables over, Isaac and Jared were having drinks with three strapping gentlemen who appeared to be from Bulgaria. Two didn’t speak English, while the third seemed to be translating for them.

      Do translators provide translation services in the bedroom as well? That might make for an interesting encounter.

      Watching his best friend and his boyfriend work together, Diesel almost felt jealous. Almost.

      Adjusting his grip on the Hungarian’s thick piece of meat, Diesel glanced across the room to where Chase was sitting on a barstool chatting with Levi—his fiancé. Another case of love sickness striking hard at La Maison.

      Diesel didn’t exactly hate love… he just didn’t trust it. Love was an emotion that made smart people stupid and kind people into monsters. It was crazy how many people Diesel knew who were willing to stab someone in the head if they so much as looked at their partner. See? Crazy.

      Finally, Diesel’s eyes fell on Matteo. The one man he owed everything to. The one man who cared if he lived or if he died.

      Even Matteo, the man who swore off love so many years ago, was sitting at the bar staring lovingly into his partner Ares’s eyes.

      How does that even happen? One day, Matteo was ready to stab the man in the eye just for breathing near him. The next, he was letting the man rub his belly and shower him with kisses.

      See? Smart man, stupid.

      There was no denying that his boss and mentor loved the crazy Russian. Romanian? German? Whatever the sneaky gun man was. Matteo had apparently gotten over his aversion to love and joined the other cultists as they polished off their crazy juice.

      Then there was himself. The perfect reminder that all he had going for him was sex, drugs, and alcohol. All around him, he was surrounded by people who claimed to be his—his family. Yes, they all loved him and would always be there if he needed them. But in the end, they all had their own lives, and like everyone else in his life, they would all eventually leave him.

      Alone.

      In the end, that was all he was.

      Letting go of Mr. Hungarian’s throbbing cock, Diesel downed the last of his drink, then signaled for their server to bring them another round.

      He wasn’t drunk enough yet.
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      “What the holy hell?” Diesel mumbled as he stepped out onto the deck of the pool. His eyes were assaulted by a stream of red and white as far as the eye could see.

      He was used to Matteo and the guys throwing some pretty out-there parties, and usually, they involved leather or lace or glitter.

      Glitter.

      Diesel shivered.

      Whoever invented Satan’s fairy dust should have been shot, quartered, and forced to listen to hours of boy bands singing on a loop—the same three songs, over and over and over.

      Another shudder.

      “Happy Canada Day!” a cheery Chase shouted, slapping Diesel on the back as he walked past him carrying a tray filled with what looked like fries drowning in gravy and cheese curds.

      Confused by what he was seeing, Diesel watched Chase’s chunky man-ass jiggle as he walked in the tightest f’ing Speedo Diesel had ever laid his eyes on. No doubt that thoughtful gift came from a certain love-struck fiancé of his.

      Keeping in line with the party’s theme, “O Canada,” Chase strutted his stuff, wearing a red-and-white bathing suit with a large Canadian flag plastered across his ass.

      Chase was not a dancer at La Maison de M, nor did he work at the exclusive gentlemen’s club. Chase had come to La Maison last summer, undercover, to look into a mysterious journal that contained names of powerful and wealthy men who, according to the journal, had committed unspeakable crimes. Unfortunately for Chase, he never intended to meet and fall in love with Levi, one of the dancers working at La Maison. Ever since that fateful day, Chase has been chained to the boy by an invisible tether to his heart. He’s still investigating and hunting down the monsters listed in that journal, but he now resides permanently in Levi’s bedroom.

      “Scary, isn’t it?” Jared asked, stepping up next to Diesel.

      The two watched as Mr. Canada placed his tray of heart disease down on the large buffet that had been set up in today’s honor.

      “What? Watching that material stretch to its limits across the guy’s meaty man-ass? Or watching how a man who used to have balls is now strutting around the pool, playing Martha Stewart?” Diesel asked, still trying to understand what it was that he was witnessing.

      Jared chuckled.

      “Let our boy have his day. I think he’s feeling a little homesick.”

      “You bitches better not be talking smack about my man-beast,” Levi noted, stepping up next to Jared. He, too, was wearing a matching red-and-white Speedo, but instead of a flag plastered across his ass, he had several little maple leaves peppering his tight little twinky ass.

      Jared wrapped an arm around Levi’s shoulders.

      “No, we were saying how scary it is seeing Chase so… happy. What happened to the growly ex-cop who beat the shit out of an old man just because he wouldn’t answer his questions?” Jared asked, eyes still glued on the cheery Canadian rearranging the assortment of food being laid out.

      “First off, that ‘old man’ kidnapped me and held me and others captive in his creepy old-man stalker cells for days. Secondly, that happy look is what happens when you get your balls drained three times a day,” Levi said, stepping out from under Jared’s arm and swaying his hips as he made his way toward his sexy man-beast. “You and Isaac should try it sometime.”

      Diesel couldn’t help but chuckle. “The dude’s got a point.”

      Next to him, Jared snarled. “That blue-haired sex demon of mine gets his daily dose of dick often enough. Any more, and I’m going to have to get the boy crutches.”

      Diesel couldn’t contain himself. He let out an uncontrollable laugh that sent pains through his side.

      That, right there, was why Jared and he were best friends. They both had a fucked-up sense of humor.

      Adjusting the skintight swim trunks he was wearing—no doubt a purchase made by his fiancé Isaac—Jared gave Diesel a weird look. “What? Do you think it’s easy taking this cruise missile on the regular?”

      Still laughing, Diesel shook his head. “Coming from someone who’s actually had a cock shoved up his ass, no, I’d say that you have to be crazy to want to have that thing inside you more than once.”

      “Damn straight,” Jared responded with a cocky grin plastered to his face. “Now, where is my little pain-in-the-ass sidekick? Time to see if he’s ready to take his vitamin D.”

      “Have fun.” Diesel nodded as Jared went off in search of his mate.

      Deciding it was time to check out this foreign holiday that had suddenly manifested itself within the majestic confines of Paris’s welcoming lands, Diesel made his way toward the cheery Canadian.

      Several of the Maison’s guests were crowded around the tables set up, some in barely there swimsuits, others just wrapped in a towel. All seemed to be having a good time.

      “So, what do we have here?” Diesel asked, passing his eyes over the hordes of food.

      Smiling, Chase turned, holding a beer out to his friend.

      “Here, try this!” He shoved the bottle into Diesel’s hand before picking one up for himself.

      There was a large maple leaf plastered to the label, no doubt a way to remind Canadians that they were actually Canadian. Kind of like how Americans hang American flags on every single property that they own. Civic pride? Or mass amnesia?

      Diesel didn’t need a reminder that he was English. Born and raised in Essex, he struggled against the poverties of society and managed to claw his way out of the slummiest parts of London before ending up on Matteo’s doorstep. That was enough of a reminder for him.

      “Cheers.”

      They both raised their bottles before taking a sip together. Brotherhood at its finest.

      The taste was smooth, with a slight sweetness that captured your tongue at the end. It wasn’t bad. It was just… different. Diesel was mostly a whiskey drinker, but when he dabbled in the beers, he usually stuck with the European brands. But, hey, this was a special occasion, and he needed to support his Canadian brother.

      “Good, right?”

      “Yeah. I can feel the hockey flowing through my veins as we speak.”

      Speaking of hockey, their attention was temporarily diverted to the group of angry men shouting insults and death threats at one another while they slashed at a rubber ball with hockey sticks they angrily gripped in their hands.

      Down on the lawn, a ball hockey rink had been set up, complete with homemade hockey nets and paint outlines on the grass.

      “Nothing says Canada like a bit of hockey,” Chase explained with a gigantic smile on his face.

      “Hmm, drunk CEOs with hockey sticks sounds like a great idea.” Diesel was always the enthusiast. “Now, back to the food.”

      “Yes! Over here, we have Montreal-style smoked meat. Fucking delicious when you put it in a brisket with a pickle.” Chase kissed his fingers like he was some sort of Italian master chef. “Next, we got poutine, the best friggin’ fries you’ll ever eat.”

      The man continued down the buffet, shoving samples of food into Diesel’s mouth, sometimes not even waiting for him to swallow in between dishes.

      Was this how Italian kids felt when they visited Nonna’s house? Being force-fed spoonful after spoonful of delicious, heavenly food.

      Seeing Chase so excited was just so… unnerving.

      The rest of the afternoon was spent sipping Canadian beers by the pool, chatting up men, and trying to avoid offers to join in a friendly game of something called “lacrosse.”

      Sometime around three or four in the afternoon—his memory was getting a bit hazy thanks to all the celebratory drinks—the ball hockey game morphed into something somewhat different. The hockey sticks were suddenly swapped out for sticks with nets attached to their ends, and suddenly, the goal was to keep the rubber ball in the air instead of on the ground. It was like Canada had a flip side to it.

      As it turned out, Canada apparently had two national sports—ice hockey in the winter and lacrosse in the summer—although if you ask most Canadians, they will only recognize the one game played on slivers of blades. Gorillas on ice?

      Both games looked violent as shit, and both involved running back and forth chasing a piece of rubber. Diesel had no interest in playing either.

      Floating on his giant inflatable unicorn, Diesel watched his friends around him enjoying the day with their fiancés and significant others. Levi had Chase, Isaac had Jared, and even Matteo now had Ares. Slowly, everyone was coupling up. Everyone but Diesel.

      Raising his glass of whiskey—yes, he finally switched to something that might actually get his ass drunk—he downed the remainder of the amber liquid.

      “You look bored as shit.”

      Diesel turned his attention to the handsome gentleman swimming beside him.

      “Yeah, this party is getting kind of stale.”

      “Want to take this party someplace more private? I got a little something that will help fix the mood.” The man slid his finger discreetly across his nose, indicating that he had some blow to share.

      Guests who came to party at La Maison usually had the good stuff on them. Hey, if he was going to get high, he may as well do it with someone who’s got the good stuff.

      “Sure, sounds like fun,” Diesel said, sliding off the majestic beast and following his new friend out of the pool.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            ZERO

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Six Months Ago

      

      

      Voices filled the evening air, children complaining that they were cold while their parents scolded them for not wearing their mittens properly. Others laughed and cheered, taking in all the sights that New York had to offer in mid-January. In the city that never sleeps, there was always something going on. Some show to be seen, some food to be tasted, some music to be danced to.

      That was the fun side of New York.

      The other, much darker side was not so cheery and welcoming. It was in the dangers of the shadows where the more questionable deeds were done. Junkies turned to their dealers, hoping to score more crank, gangs walked the streets flexing their muscles and wreaking havoc on those that got in their way.

      This was the side of New York that tourists feared to tread. With every great city comes a darker, more dangerous side to it. It was in this part of New York where Zero spent most of his life, honing his skills and learning tough life lessons. He had his father to thank for that.

      “Who’s next?” Zero called out, looking up from his table into the smiling faces of tourists all around him. “Test your skills. Show me what you got! It’s easy. Follow the balls with your eyes, and if you can guess what cup the ball is under, you win! Only twenty dollars to play!”

      Staring out at the faces, he watched the gamblers as they assessed their odds. There were three cups, all upside down. One ball that they had to follow as he shuffled the cups around. It wasn’t hard. You just had to be quick with your eyes.

      “So, who do we got? Who’s got the balls and the talent to beat me at this game?” He knew that egging the gamblers on would give them the push that they needed to step forward and give him their money. With hardcore gamblers, it was their sense of pride that was always their undoing. Whenever they lost at a casino or card game, it was their wounded pride that always kept them betting more or pulling that lever one… last… time.

      Yes, Zero knew how to work a man. Play on their weakness, stroke their ego, gain their confidence. He had his daddy to thank for that.

      “Anyone?” Zero threw his hands up in the air, locking eyes with a cocky gentleman wearing a tanned trench coat and a five-thousand-dollar watch. “Does no one have the skills to challenge me and my swift hands?”

      And there it was. That cocky smirk on the man’s face that told Zero he was going down. About to be beaten by a man who was smarter, faster, and more successful than he.

      Poor chump.

      “I’ll take you up on that,” the cocky man said, taking a step through the crowd and stopping right before his table.

      “Finally! A man willing to test his skills and prove to the world how truly gifted he really is.” Zero gave him a wink as the cocky bastard smirked back at him.

      The man pulled a twenty out of his wallet and handed it to Zero for safekeeping.

      “You win this challenge, and you get back your twenty, plus twenty of my own,” Zero explained, loving the confidence oozing out of this guy.

      “You can do it, honey!” a pretty blonde shouted over his shoulder.

      Of course it was a blonde. This guy was so cliché. Zero couldn’t wait to beat this man and put him in his place.

      He tucked the man’s twenty into the stack of twenties he already had, then gave the guy a smile of his own.

      Holding the tiny plastic ball up to the crowd, he raised his hand, encouraging cheers from those gathered around. The more they participated, the more excited they got and believed that they had a chance at winning this simple game.

      He placed the ball under the center cup and pressed play on the music app on his phone. Dance music played as he began moving the cups around on the black velvet cloth he had laid out on the table just for show.

      Left and right, and around and around, he moved the cups at varying speeds.

      The crowd shouted, cheering the cocky man on. This was the part he loved. The audience and the player all thinking that the game was so easy and the win was guaranteed.

      After a minute, he stopped moving the cups and took a step back.

      “Now, dear sir, please tell me which cup the ball is under?”

      With a confident smirk, the man pointed to the cup on the left.

      “Are you sure?” Zero asked, giving the man one more chance to change his mind.

      “Yes. It’s under there, guaranteed.”

      “Okay, if that’s your final guess.” Zero stepped forward and lifted the cup. The tiny white ball sat still, staring up at the cocky man declaring his victory over the simpleton cup man.

      “Told you so. Now hand me my money.”

      Saddened by his loss, Zero handed the man forty dollars.

      “Hey, sometimes you win, sometimes you lose. Thanks for playin’, man.” Zero gave the man a wave as he walked off toward his wife.

      “Told you that game was a cinch.”

      Turning back to the eager crowd, he cheerfully asked who was next.

      Two other players won, with a third failing to guess the correct cup. It was getting late and time to wrap up the game before the police stopped by and raided his gig. He didn’t exactly have a permit to be playing this little game out on the street. It was always a gamble. Some nights, he got caught and lost his earnings, and other nights, he made off with thousands of dollars.

      He had played enough for tonight, and his take home was good enough.

      “Okay, folks, it’s time to wrap up this gig. Thanks for playing, and I hope to see you out again tomorrow night!”

      He was just about to start collecting his cups when a young girl, perhaps nine or ten, stepped up to the table and held out a twenty.

      “Excuse me, sir, but can I give it a try?”

      The tiny girl was so sweet and innocent-looking. Her big brown eyes were shy and bashful. Her hair was tied back in a ponytail with some red ribbon, no doubt saved from her mother’s sewing scraps.

      Standing behind her, with a hand gently on the girl’s shoulder, was her mother. Her clothes were ratty and torn, and her hair was tied back in a messy bun.

      Zero had seen families like these roaming about. Usually begging for money and trying to sell whatever homemade item they could to the tourists. It was folks like these who tugged at Zero’s heartstrings. They were the people who fell through the cracks of society, lost and abandoned. Not seen by those who had money and lives filled with busy schedules.

      Glancing up at the young girl’s mother, Zero gave her a smile and a gentle nod.

      “Sure thing, sweety. Do you know how to play the game?” Zero asked, bending down and looking at the girl eye to eye.

      She nodded before placing her money down on the table.

      “Well, it appears that we have another contender!” Zero shouted, standing up high and gathering as much attention as he could for the child. He wanted her to experience the laughter and joy of winning a game that was rigged from the beginning.

      The young girl smiled, giving a jump as she waited for the game to begin.

      Zero placed the ball under the center cup, then began moving the cups at a much slower speed than the games prior. Hey, she was a little girl, and he wanted to make sure that she won the game.

      All around them, people cheered on the little girl. He tried not to involve children whenever possible, but tonight, there was no escaping the little girl’s request.

      Slowing to a stop, Zero took a step back and motioned his hands over the cup.

      “Now, brave child, can you tell me which of these cups is hiding the ball?”

      Without hesitation, the girl pointed at the cup to the left. Zero smiled.

      Slowly, he raised the cup and gasped in surprise.

      “You won!” he cheered, glancing up at her mother with a bright smile. “I can’t believe you beat me at my own game!” He pulled forty dollars from his stack of twenties and gave the little girl her winnings.

      The look on her face was worth the twenty-dollar loss. At least the money would go to good use. Even with the last-minute loss, he still made quite a bit of cash these past few hours.

      Twenty minutes later, he was all packed up and on his way home when he decided to make a stop at a pub and grab a quick pint.

      Halfway through his beer, a man stopped at his booth and stared.

      “That was a pretty good show you put on earlier this evening.”

      Zero glanced up at the man and nodded his thanks.

      “Too bad I kept losing. At this rate, I’ll be broke by next week.” Zero looked away and took another sip of his beer.

      “Yes, you suck at winning that game, but winning is not really the point, is it?”

      Zero turned to face the man once again, watching him with suspicion. “How am I supposed to make any money if losing costs me twenty bucks each time? Seems pretty stupid to me.”

      Nodding his head, the man slipped into the booth across from him and leaned forward to whisper.

      “But you and I both know that you didn’t lose any money at all this evening, except perhaps to that kid. What was so special about that little kid?”

      Zero leaned back, getting a little uncomfortable with the stranger’s line of questioning.

      “I don’t know what you mean.” He studied the man carefully. He was around five foot eight, brown eyes with chestnut hair. There was an oddness about him, like he was calculating moves as they spoke. Was he a cop? But he didn’t carry himself like an officer.

      Still, there was something about the man that he couldn’t quite put his finger on.

      “The game with the cups is just for show. The real con happens with the dealing out of winnings,” the stranger said, eyes locked with his.

      Zero remained silent. He wasn’t about to give anything away. If this guy really was a cop, he would have to prove that he ripped those guys off on his own. If he was just another jerk-off looking to shake him down, he had a knife to the gut coming for him.

      “For every person who won, you gave them their winnings from the top of your pile of cash. When the little girl won, you pulled her winnings from the bottom.”

      “So? What does that have to do with anything?” Zero asked, challenging the man to get to his point.

      “While everyone was so busy looking at the cups and trying to figure out how they were going to beat you, they failed to notice that each time someone gave you their cash, you placed it at the bottom of your pile. My guess is that all the cash at the top of the pile were counterfeit bills. Therefore, no matter whether you won or lost, you always kept their cash.”

      The little bastard.

      Zero gave a smirk. “That’s an interesting theory, my friend."

      "Please, call me Marc. So once again, I ask you, what was so special about that little girl that you actually paid her real cash as her winnings?”

      Zero took another swig of his beer.

      “I just don’t like ripping off innocent little kids.” That was all this stranger needed to know.

      The man who introduced himself as Marc, leaned back in the booth and gave him a partial smile.

      Leaning forward, Zero crossed his arms along the table, being sure to flex his bulging biceps for added intimidation.

      “Now, how about you tell me what you really want?”
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      Hopping around his room, Diesel banged his head to music playing through his bedroom speakers. There was nothing better than the opening riff of “Enter Sandman” by Metallica. Stomping around his room, shirtless and wearing only a pair of loose-fitting shorts, Diesel used his fingers to pick at the strings of his imaginary guitar. Hundreds of screaming fans all around him cheered as they waited for him to take them out of their misery and down the rabbit hole with him.

      Music and drugs were his escape. Oh, and alcohol. And sex. Fuck, there were a lot of things that he used for his escape. But fuck. His life was awesome. He lived in a castle, got paid to play with his dick, and whenever he got tired, he just took a trip into that magical land where anything was possible. Soaring high above everyone, feeling on top of the world…

      Lifting the remote for his bedroom speakers, he turned up the volume a few notches, knowing that Anders next door would probably be banging on his wall in… three… two… one.

      Right on cue, there came a banging from the other side of the wall.

      “Turn that shit down, asshole. Some of us are trying to watch porn in here.”

      Chuckling, Diesel turned down the music. He liked to remind the guys that he was here every so often.

      Anders and Diesel had shared a bedroom wall ever since Isaac moved into Cock Manor a few years ago. At the time, Isaac had requested a room swap, claiming that the morning sun coming in from his window was murderous on his pale Irish skin.

      Worst. Excuse. Ever.

      In actuality, the little perve just liked listening to Jared beat off on the other side of the wall.

      Diesel knew it. Isaac knew it. Jared was too into his muscles to notice.

      Walking over to his bedroom mirror, Diesel ran his fingers through his hair and double-checked that nothing awkward was on his face. In their line of work, you never knew what might end up stuck to your face… or body. Always safer to do a quick status check.

      Once, he walked out onto the patio for dinner with a used condom stuck to the back of his thigh. Granted, he was high at the time and half a bottle of whiskey in, but still, it was awkward when the rubber fell to the floor in front of Matteo and the guys. He could still hear the squishy, wet sound it made as the lubed condom hit the stone tile.

      No one was impressed that day, and the guys didn’t stop their relentless teasing until Isaac ended up getting a squeaky sex toy stuck up his butthole a few weeks later. Don’t ask how it got stuck up there. Even the doctors were baffled by the positioning of the toy and the length of time it remained clenched between his butt cheeks.

      Needless to say, everyone stopped talking
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