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I could already tell from the way he moved that I was in trouble.

Eli’s stance was loose and easy, like he’d been born in that cage. I’d spent the past year trying to make my body remember how to breathe when someone was coming at me with the intent to knock me flat, knock me silly, knock me out cold. All were available on the menu for an MMA fight; it was not for the faint of heart. Remember to breathe, Jace, I told myself. It was harder than it looked. 

I’d done martial arts for years, but I’d only been in Mixed Martial Arts for the past calendar year. Eli had a college career-length head start on me, and it showed. He didn’t even look like he was trying. His shoulders rolled, his eyes fixed on me, and he smiled like he knew exactly how this was going to end. We were alone in the gym, staying well after closing time so Eli could help me train, help me get better. He kept telling me that it was no shame at all to not be as good as him, that it wouldn’t make sense if I were as good as him, that that would have made me a prodigy essentially, but I wasn’t in the mood to hear any of that. I was a high achiever, and I needed to get better at this. 

As a trainer, Eli had a key, and I’d asked him to stay after with me to better teach me his ways. 

There was nobody to ring a bell, so we simply touched gloves and got to work. My palms were already slick inside the leather.

“Relax, Jace,” Eli said quietly. “You’re thinking too much.”

He was right, of course. He was always right. I nodded, shifted my weight, and tried to remember what we’d drilled—keep my chin down, lead with the jab, don’t lunge. But the moment I stepped forward, he was already inside my guard. A blur of motion, a feint, a hook, a sweep. Next thing I knew, I was on my back, the mat smacking the air out of my lungs.

“Breathe,” he said again, grinning down at me.

His knee pressed into my thigh and his forearm was across my chest, heavy but controlled. I tried to buck him off, to bridge and roll, but he countered like it was nothing. Every move I made, he was already there, anticipating, correcting, teaching. It should’ve frustrated me more than it did. I think I was just out of frustration, as it pertained to Eli being the better fighter than me.

“Good,” he murmured. “You’re learning.”

I’m not sure what I had done that was good, but maybe Eli was just trying to enhance my confidence. I appreciated it, even if it was a little patronizing. Condescension made things considerably worse, but I appreciated the thought behind it at the very least. Desperately I tried to keep him from simply having his way with me. I got the feeling he was going half-speed while I was trying with all my might and talents, and still, it was all I could do to keep him from finishing me. My chest burned with the effort, with embarrassment too, maybe. 

But there was something else simmering beneath it—something I couldn’t quite name. The heat of his skin through our rash guards, the rasp of his breath against my ear, the way his hand found the back of my neck to steady me as I twisted.

We scrambled, limbs tangling, sweat slicking every inch of contact. The gym noise faded to a dull hum. It was just him and me and the sound of breathing, the sharp intake when I tried to twist free, the low exhale when he shifted his weight to trap my arm.

I’d watched him fight before, seen how calm he stayed under pressure. Now, with his body pressed against mine, I understood why. He didn’t fight from anger; it was as if he didn’t feel a single emotion as he controlled me. He fought from a place of emotional, intellectual, physical control. 

And that control was intoxicating. I began to feel a strange emotion towards him, that I’d still yet to identify. 

He pinned me again, chest to chest, our faces inches apart. My pulse thudded so hard I could feel it in my jaw. I should have tried to escape—bridged, shrimped, anything—but I froze. His eyes locked on mine, steady, unreadable.

“You good?” he asked quietly.

I nodded. Or maybe I didn’t; maybe I’d just trembled. My throat had gone dry.

Then something shifted. Just a fraction, just an instant. Less than an instant. It would have been so easy to ignore it, so quickly did it pass. The tension that had been building since the first round found its breaking point. Eli’s expression softened, his grip easing just enough that I could breathe again.

And before I could think, before I could even process what was happening, he leaned down—slow, deliberate—and kissed me.

For a second, neither of us moved. Then Eli pushed up, rubbing the back of his neck and letting out a shaky laugh.

“Okay,” he said, voice a little too light. “That was... not in the playbook.”

“Yeah,” I said quickly, sitting up. My ears were burning. “Reflexes, I guess.”

He grinned, but his eyes darted away. “Right. Pure muscle memory.”

“I’m not gay,” I blurted, “Just for the record.”

“Me neither,” he replied quickly. “Not that there’s anything wrong with that, but... yeah. No idea what the fuck that was all about.”

We both laughed. Too loud, too forced. The sound bounced around the empty gym like it didn’t belong there. I grabbed my mouthguard, pretending to check it for cracks just to have something to do with my hands.

“Wanna go again?” he asked after a beat.

“Yeah,” I said. “Sure.”

Maybe that was the best thing. Move on. Pretend it never happened. I already knew that was impossible, but we were still pretending we could just pretend that moment away. 

My head was spinning. Why had he kissed me? Why hadn’t I hated it? Did I like it? Never in my twenty-three years on this Earth had I found another man attractive, never had any experience with another man, or wanted to. Never once. As far as I knew, that was true of Eli as well. 

But... I hadn’t hated it. 

I wasn’t gay. I liked women. 

But if I wasn’t at least a little gay... why the fuck was I getting hard after that random, accidental kiss?

Had it been accidental?

Eli put his hands up. We squared off, and I told myself I was fine. That it was just sparring, just training. Emotions could get weird in the heat of battle. But the moment he closed the distance, all that easy focus dissolved. His hand brushed my wrist as he went for the clinch, and my breath caught.

We tumbled again—familiar, fluid—and this time, when he pinned me, I didn’t even try to get away. His weight settled over me, heart hammering against mine. I could feel his cock pressed against me, separated from mine by only two thin layers of Lycra. Our eyes met, and for one impossible heartbeat, we both hesitated.

Then it happened again—no pretense, no excuse—just the quiet, inevitable pull between us.

I saw him differently, in that moment of powerful gravity, that inexplicable sudden attractive force between two men who’d previously thought themselves straight as an arrow, as heterosexual as it was possible to be. Saw us both differently, really. We were both featherweights, neither of us clearing a hundred and thirty pounds, neither of us taller than five-foot-five. Eli Santana is Hispanic, with jet black short hair, well-styled, and an angelically handsome babyface that made him look almost effeminate. I, Jace Shinto, am a quarter Japanese, a quarter Caucasian, and half Native-American, giving me appealingly exotic handsome features that plenty of women found alluring and attractive. Laying there on the mat with Eli on top of me, I thought that from the outside, we must have looked like a couple of twinks about to get it on. 

He kissed me again. 

This time, I didn’t let him go. 

It was utterly surreal, the two of us on the mat in the main cage in our MMA gym, kissing. It was surreal how much I was enjoying that kiss. 

But Eli broke the kiss with a gasp, his hips grinding down against me. “Fuck... Jace... we...”

“Shouldn’t,” I finished for him, but I didn’t let go. My hands tightened on the fabric of his rash guard, pulling him closer even as my brain screamed stop.

Instead, we kissed again, deeper, more desperate. The rational part of me knew this was probably a disaster waiting to happen. We were friends, training partners, supposedly straight men in a testosterone-fueled sport where vulnerability was currency. But my body didn’t care. My body only understood and cared about the extraordinary heat blooming in my chest, the thrill of Eli’s hands sliding up my sides, the way my hips arched up to meet his.

“Eli,” I breathed when we broke for air.

“Don’t,” he said, his voice ragged. “Don’t say anything.”

He nipped at my bottom lip, making me gasp. One of his hands slid into my hair, tangling in the strands, while the other traced the line of my jaw. I was hyper-aware of every point of contact, the weight of his body on mine, the scrape of his stubble against my cheek, the unmistakable hardness pressing into my thigh.

“You’re thinking too much,” he murmured against my mouth, echoing his earlier critique. The hint of amusement in his voice told me that he’d done it on purpose. 

I smiled against his lips. “You’re right,” I whispered. “Let’s not think. Let’s just do.”

Loathe as I was to stop kissing him in that moment, I pulled Eli’s hips up towards my face. Without a thought, I hooked two thumbs under the waistband of his skintight shorts and yanked them down to his mid-thighs, freeing


















































[image: ]



















































































[image: ]



d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
: A FIVE STI]RY HNTHI][ GY?





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





