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Through Hell and Back Collection

This collection includes three novels and one holiday novella.

Titles includes:

A Walk Through Fire

After the Fire

Embrace the Fire

The Miracle



A Walk Through Fire

 

After running away from an abusive foster family, Asher Davis still struggles with the guilt of leaving his foster brothers behind. He’s climbed to unimaginable heights as a ruthless, high-powered attorney, creating a life of power and control and takes whatever and whomever he wants.

Blaming himself for the death of his parents, Dr. Drew Klein retreats into a shell of loneliness, merely going through the motions of life. After a disastrous, short-lived marriage, Drew leaves his lucrative medical practice to set up a clinic for abused young men and women. The decision has more repercussions than Drew could ever imagine when the dark and sensual Ash Davis volunteers to help.

Although Drew isn’t gay, Ash is inexplicably drawn to him. He vows to simply bed him and forget him like he’s done with every other man. However Drew’s sweet and caring nature and unexpected passion both stun and frighten Ash, who questions his right to any happiness at all. And when Ash befriends an abused young man who unwittingly draws the clinic into danger, threatening Drew’s safety and that of his beloved grandmother, Ash discovers there is nothing he won’t sacrifice to protect the love he never thought he’d find.

 



After the Fire

 

A single bullet destroyed the dreams of Dr. Jordan Peterson. With his lover dead, Jordan descends into an endless spiral of self-destruction that nearly costs him his friends, his career and his life. When Jordan finds himself working closely with the aloof Lucas Conover, the investment banker’s mysterious past and unexpected kindness shocks him back into a life and emotions he’d thought lost forever.

The betrayal by the foster brother he’d worshiped, taught Lucas Conover never to trust or believe in anyone. Living a solitary life doesn’t free him of the nightmare of his youth; it reinforces his belief that he would never fall in love. When the death of one of his clients forces him to work closely with Dr. Jordan Peterson, he meets a person whose suffering exceeds his own. Though Jordan rejects his effort to help, something within Luke pushes him discover more about the first man to ever get under his skin.

As Luke lets down his guard and Jordan lets go of his pain, desire takes control. Each man must come to terms with past struggles if they are to create a future together. And learning to trust in themselves and love again after tragedy and a lifetime of pain, may be the only thing that saves them in the end.

 



Embrace the Fire

 

Brandon Gilbert has spent years in hiding, but he’s finally accomplished his dream of working as a public school teacher. When offered the chance to help bullied children, there was no way he could say no. Not to mention that meeting Dr. Tash Weber, the psychiatrist who helps them, a sad yet sexy older man, ignited a spark inside Brandon he’d never had before.

Though five years have passed since the death of his lover, Dr. Sebastian “Tash” Weber has no interest in relationships or love. But young, enigmatic Brandon awakens his heart and his desire. Despite Tash’s best efforts to push him away, Brandon unlocks the passion for life Tash thought he’d lost forever.

Falling in love wasn’t part of the plan for either Brandon or Tash, but neither family disapproval nor self-doubts can stop them from embracing the fire that burns between them. And when Brandon returns home to fight for a future he never imagined possible, he and Tash discover that the one thing worth fighting for has been with them all along.

 



The Miracle

 

With both Chanukah and Grandmother Esther’s ninety-fifth birthday approaching, the latkes are sizzling, the presents are wrapped, and bring on the delicious dinner. Asher Davis has a gift for Esther, and he hasn’t even told his husband, Drew what it is.

Drew has a secret of his own that might derail their holiday plans before they begin, but Ash and Drew have been together long enough to weather anything life throws at them. Not a jealous cat with a bad attitude or even a health scare can keep the Hell and Back family from celebrating the festival of lights and rejoicing in the one miracle that connects them all.

Love.
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Author Note

 

If you, or anyone you know is suffering please contact the Trevor Project at 866-488-7386 or go to www.thetrevorproject.org for help. The Trevor Project provides intervention and crisis counseling for LGBTQ youth ages 13-24.

 


Dedication

 

To the readers, thank you for giving me the best job in the world. 

This was my first series and I loved every surprise these men gave me as I wrote their stories. Ash and the gang have remained close to my heart and I hope to keep them in yours.


A Walk Through Fire

(Through Hell and Back 1)

by

Felice Stevens


Chapter One

Death comes in all forms. Reviewing divorce or separation agreements rarely caused Asher Davis to be this morbid or pensive, but the dissolution of a marriage after only six months seemed depressing even to a cynic such as himself. All the dreams the happy couple had planned for the rest of their lives must have crashed and burned in an inferno of pain and anger so devastating, any thought of repair was impossible. Ash gazed out the window of his office, the unending blue horizon punctuated by only a few fluffy white clouds. The bright sunlight and crispness of a clear April morning should have lifted his spirits, but this time of year never did. The beauty of this early Spring morning only served to remind him of all he’d lost and left behind.

“Let this be a lesson to you, Walker.” Ash slid the file to the associate sitting across from him at the conference table. “It probably would’ve happened sooner or later. For some reason, men and women insist on pairing off and remaining faithful, despite evidence to the contrary that it isn’t normal to do so.”

The newest member of Frank and Davis shot him an uneasy smile, and Ash suddenly remembered Walker himself was a recently engaged man.

Even though he’d never been married, never even come close to a relationship with anyone for that matter, Ash had seen and heard enough gruesome stories to know how hard people had to work to make a marriage successful. Compromise, trust, and that thing called love. He shuddered, swallowing hard.

Not his problem. He was there to make sure his client, the young and lovely Jackie Klein, got out of her marriage with everything she had coming to her so her rich daddy could pay the firm’s retainer. The rumor of her immediate post marital infidelity didn’t trouble him in the least. He wasn’t being paid to care about anything at all.

“Have you finished reviewing the file?”

“Yes, Mr. Davis. It appears Mrs. Klein was seen on numerous occasions leaving the brownstone of David Westlake. These appointments would take place at random times of the day, while her husband was at work.”

“Walker.” The associate’s gaze met his over the table. “Mrs. Klein is our client. I’m not interested in who she was fucking.”

Walker’s face flushed, and he gulped. “Um, right. So, Drew Klein, from everything we can see, went to work at the same time every morning, came home at the same time each evening, and aside from a weekly night out with his friends, stayed home every night.”

“Sounds like a crashing bore,” drawled Ash. “No wonder she cheated on him.” He flicked his fingers over the papers in the file. “Go on. Please tell me something interesting. Anything.”

“I’m afraid that’s it, sir.”

“So it’s basically a no-fault. They’ve passed that magic six-month period, and now we, the greedy legal team, get to hammer out all the goodies in the divorce agreement. At the end of the day, she gets her freedom to screw her way through the city if she wants, he gets his freedom from a cheating bitch, and we get our money.” He stood and smiled down at Walker, who closed and stacked the files in preparation for the client meeting. “Let’s go and end this farce. I’ll meet you at the conference room in five.”

He watched Walker stride down the hallway to the conference room where the parties were set to meet. As he did before every meeting, Ash took a moment inside his office’s private restroom to check his reflection in the mirror. Navy-blue suit, white shirt, and bright green tie, all sharp, clean, and fresh. No matter that this was his firm and his name now joined Jacob Frank’s on the door, he still had something to prove to himself, that he wasn’t that poor little gay kid from the wrong side of the tracks. The one whose parents had abandoned him.

He was Asher Davis, and he mattered.

From his wallet he pulled out the only snapshot he’d ever possessed. It was taken on his law-school graduation day, of him and the firm’s founder, Jacob Frank. He towered over the tiny man, but only physically did he best Mr. Frank. The man was his better in every way possible. Asher had managed to secure the scholarship Mr. Frank set up at his law school, and had worked like a dog to make sure he would have a place at the law firm of Jacob Frank upon graduation. No attorney bested Jacob Frank in negotiations or litigation, and there was no one he’d wanted to work for more.

Why Jacob Frank took to him, Ash would never know. Mr. Frank often joked that Asher was the son he’d never wanted, but it was said with such fondness in his warm brown eyes that Ash experienced an unfamiliar pain in his chest. Then Mr. Frank would brusquely ask him to recite the facts of his next case and drill him to make sure he was always prepared for class.

Looking down at the picture in his hand, Asher blinked against the surprising wetness in his eyes. Though he’d been gone two years now, Jacob Frank’s presence remained as strong as if he’d risen from his chair a moment before. And Ash would never forget Mr. Frank’s final words to him.

“Asher, my son. Let go of your past. It’s the only way you can take control of your future. Rise above your pain. Don’t grow old, alone and unloved like me. Find someone to share your life with. You’ve been the greatest source of comfort and joy to me. I wish you love and peace in your heart.”

“I’ll always try to make you proud, Mr. Frank.” The pad of his thumb grazed over the worn photo, tracing his mentor’s face. “But you did fine on your own, and so will I.”

Replacing the picture carefully, he smoothed his hair back, and like a chameleon, wiped away any evidence of sorrow and loneliness, replacing it instead with his confident, devil-may-care smile. He left his office, closed the door behind him and strode down the hall.

As he pushed open the doors of the conference room, Ash scanned the faces of the people sitting. Of course, he’d already met his client and her father, Richard Sachs. “Hello Jackie, Richard.” He kissed Jackie Klein’s cheek and shook her father’s hand, then turned to greet her soon-to-be ex-husband, Dr. Drew Klein, and Klein’s attorney, Peter Dent.

“Peter, how the hell have you been?” The two shook hands, and Ash allowed his first real smile of the day. He and Peter had been inseparable in law school; they’d sat next to one another in their section, and neither would’ve made it past that horrific first year without the other’s help. “It’s been way too long.” The son of one of the premier family lawyers in the city, Peter had a job waiting for him in his father’s firm upon graduation. Having no such luxury, Ash had needed to keep his grades high enough to hold his scholarship and remain in school.

“Ash, my man, I’ve been meaning to call, but you know how it is with the wife and kids.” A faint tinge of red crossed Peter’s cheeks, but Ash let it ride. He didn’t begrudge Peter his family life; heck, he actually liked his wife, Lisa, even if she did think she was the gay man’s answer to matchmaking.

Ash’s gaze slid to the pale, dejected man at Peter’s side, and extended his hand. “Dr. Klein, I presume? I’m Asher Davis.”

Drew Klein met his gaze, and an iron fist punched Ash in the stomach. Holy fuck. The man was gorgeous. Too thin and too pale, but even that couldn’t hide the high cheekbones, straight nose, and strong chin of a perfectly sculpted face. Sadness and defeat rolled off him in waves. Klein’s dry palm, however, rested warm and solid within his and for some inexplicable reason, Ash’s heart beat a bit faster as they shook hands.

“Hello, Mr. Davis.” No friendly smile resided on Klein’s lips, nor did his green eyes radiate any spark of life. His well-modulated voice sounded weary, as if he had neither the strength nor desire to expend any effort. Obviously the dissolution of his marriage weighed much more heavily on his mind than on his soon-to-be ex-wife’s, who chatted busily with her father while simultaneously texting on her phone.

Somewhat taken aback by his unorthodox response to this man, this obviously straight man, Ash cleared his throat and backed away. “Shall we get on with the meeting?” His voice shook and he strode to the side table and poured himself a glass of water. After gulping down the cold liquid, his throat loosened, and he felt more like himself. Perhaps that third cup of coffee had messed with his equilibrium.

“This should all go quite seamlessly, as I see it. Mrs. Klein is not contesting the divorce, and Peter, I think your client is aware that under the terms of the prenup, the parties will be leaving the marriage in the same position as when they entered it.”

Dr. Klein snorted, and Ash caught his eye. He cocked his head. “Dr. Klein?”

Klein arched a black brow. Damn, the man was too sexy for words. “What of our wedding gifts? We’ve barely unpacked and set up our joint account. I presume everything is fifty-fifty?”

For the first time Jackie Klein showed an interest. “No way. My friends gave us better gifts than your lousy friends and family. All that cheap crap we have is from your relations.” Her sneer had Ash cringing and not for the first time he wondered if dealing with spoiled brat clients like this was worth the fee he charged.

“You’re not getting a penny of my daddy’s money to waste on your stupid clinic. You’re a doctor; make it yourself. I want out.” She grabbed at Ash’s sleeve. “I thought this was going to be easy, but he’s making it difficult like he does everything.”

Instinctively, he patted her hand. “Don’t worry, Jackie. That’s what I’m here for; to make sure everything is taken care of properly.” He turned back to Dr. Klein, who listened with a quiet intensity to whatever Peter murmured in his ear. When they finished, Ash smiled at both of them.

“The gifts will be split by the giver. The groom’s side back to you, Dr. Klein, the bride’s side back to her. For mutual friends, it will be split fifty-fifty. That should be agreeable, correct?”

At Klein’s nod, Ash continued. “The apartment is in Jackie’s name, so you’ll have six months to find a new place to live. I presume, Dr. Klein, you haven’t been living there since the petition was filed?”

Dr. Klein gave a brief shake of his head, and Peter squeezed his shoulder, Ash noted. He reminded himself to make a lunch date with Peter and get the story on this guy.

They spent the rest of the afternoon going through the couple’s securities and stocks, matching them up with the formal paperwork. At the end of a grueling two hours, the papers were drawn up, and the marriage of Jackie Klein and Drew Klein would be officially and legally dissolved no later than six months from this date.

Jackie and her father had already left the office; she breezed out with a wave, loudly stating her plans with her new boyfriend, which included dinner and the theater, necessitating a trip to a trendy, high-end boutique on the Upper East Side and the hair salon.

Peter hung around with his client, talking to him in that friendly, brotherly tone he always used for comfort. Ash remembered it all too well from law school. On those rare occasions when he’d become overwhelmed with work and loneliness, his tongue loosened more than it should by heartache and vodka, Peter had been the one Ash unwittingly spilled some of his past to. If anyone could lift Dr. Drew Klein out of his misery, Ash bet on Peter. He left them alone, and attended to some phone calls.

Half an hour later, Ash strolled back into the conference room, on the pretext of a forgotten file, but mainly to see if Peter had worked his magic on his client. Once again, his friend did not disappoint. The transformation in Dr. Klein proved miraculous. Instead of the subdued, morose specter from their earlier encounter, Ash came face-to-face with a handsome, charming, though still somewhat serious man. Klein’s face flushed pink with good humor, and his green eyes glowed as he and Peter shared a laugh. Staring in amazement at the total transformation in the man, Ash’s blood quickened, his body swept away by desire.

Shit. This had never happened before. Certainly he’d lusted after men, men with far more sexual sophistication than the quiet Dr. Drew Klein. But the need pounding through him surpassed any physical reaction he’d ever had toward any man. What made matters worse was that Peter, goddamn him, knew. He could tell by the fucking little smirk the bastard made no attempt to hide.

“Oh, Ash, could you come here?” Peter the innocent, his big baby blues so wide and bright, waved at him from across the conference table.

Shaking his head, Ash dropped down into a chair to hide the sudden tightness in his pants. “What is it, Dent?” He scowled at his friend, wishing all sorts of evil stomach maladies to happen to him on a packed subway car. In the dead of summer. “I have other meetings today, and I’m not renting you my conference room. Don’t you have your own office anymore?”

Peter stopped laughing and left Dr. Klein’s side to come sit by him. “Ash, settle down. I wanted to talk to you about a project Drew is spearheading.”

Against his better judgment, he glanced over at Dr. Klein, but the man was busy checking his phone. With an aggravated huff, he returned his attention to his friend. “What is it, and why should I be interested?” He knew he sounded like a growly, petulant child, but didn’t care. It had been too long since he’d gotten laid, and as it wasn’t happening with Dr. Straight and Miserable, he needed to have his itch scratched.

Serious for once, Peter kicked his foot. “Asher. Come on. It’s me. Give over and stop acting like a prick. Drew is starting a clinic for underprivileged kids, and I’m helping him. He’s seen too many who’ve been on the wrong side of a fist wind up with permanent damage to their faces. He’s donating his services to treat them, and he’s gotten his friends, one of whom is a dentist, the other an orthopedist, to help as well.” The two friends locked gazes.

Fuck.

What he really wanted to do was punch Peter Dent in his nice square jaw and tell him to go to hell, because he knew what Peter wanted. But that was the thing about Peter. Ash wouldn’t treat him like everyone else. Peter knew Ash—or knew the small part Ash let him see.

Ash’s body stilled. His fingers dug so deep into the fabric of the chair it shredded under his nails. “What…” He cleared his throat, his mouth suddenly dry as chalk. “What do you want from me?” Stupid question. He knew what Peter wanted. And goddamn him, Peter knew there was no way Ash could refuse him or those kids.

Because he too had seen kids who had been on the wrong side of an adult’s rage and fists. Adults who were supposed to protect children and, if not love them, at least make sure no harm would come to them. Too many adults took in children to care for, not because they loved them or wanted to give them a better life, but because of the money they received from the state. And God help the children who ended up with those people, if they didn’t clean their rooms or cook the meals or…

Ash shook his head free from his nightmarish thoughts, focusing on his friend’s sympathetic face. His stomach roiled at the sight of all that compassion in Peter’s knowing eyes. “Yeah, damn you. You know I’ll help him. Tell me what you need me to do.”

Why did he have a feeling he’d made the biggest mistake of his life?


Chapter Two

Thank God he was home, with this miserable bitch of a day behind him. After their last bitter confrontation, Drew had dreaded facing Jackie again.

Who could blame him? The last time he’d seen her, she’d been on her knees, giving his former friend and one of his Wednesday night poker buddies what looked to be a spectacular blowjob.

The familiar sense of nausea rose in Drew’s throat, but he fought it down as he entered his apartment. Throwing his keys in the bowl on the table by the door, he paused and surveyed the spartan one-bedroom apartment he’d rented in Brooklyn Heights after leaving Jackie’s luxurious loft in Tribeca. He’d never felt comfortable there. It was always her place, never theirs.

Out of the corner of his eye he caught sight of his cat hopping off his perch by the window, coming to greet him with a loud, rumbling purr. Black-and-white with big yellow eyes, Domino had proven to be a much more loving family member in the two months since he’d rescued him from Animal Care and Control than his wife had ever been. After letting the furry creature rub against his legs for a moment, Drew picked Domino up and carried him into the bedroom, where he deposited him on his bed.

“What’d you shred today, buddy?” When he scratched under Domino’s chin, he was rewarded with even louder purring and demanding, “pet me, scratch my chin,” head butts. He begrudged the animal nothing. The workers had told him when the cat was brought in, he’d been half-starved, spray-painted pink, and so flea-bitten they didn’t think he’d make it. Running his hands through Domino’s now-thick, glossy fur, he could barely feel the animal’s ribs. “Maybe you need to go on a diet, huh, buddy?”

As if he understood, the purring abruptly stopped, and Domino gently swatted Drew’s hand. “Okay, okay, kidding.” After spending a few moments giving the cat more chin scratches, Drew changed into jeans and a T-shirt, hung up his suit, then went into the kitchen to get a beer from the fridge. Luckily, he’d stocked up earlier in the week, as he knew after today’s meeting his friends would come over to help him commiserate.

As if on cue, the phone rang. It wasn’t one of his friends, though. “Hey, D. How’s my big brother?”

His sister Rachel had called him by the first letter of his name since she was a baby, and it stuck with everyone close to him. Although younger than him, in the dating world she’d always watched over him like a mama bear, offering advice whether or not he asked.

“Did you see her today? She have the nerve to show up?”

He couldn’t help but smile. “Yes, Rach. She was there. It’s fine, and in six months I’ll be free again. All done.” He drank down his beer, then flopped on the couch, picked up the remote, and switched on the TV, looking for the Yankee game.

“Was it awful?”

His stomach clenched at the concern in her voice. He so didn’t want his little sister worried about him. “I’m an adult. I think I can handle it. I never should’ve married her. You were right.”

Rachel, who was finishing up her PhD in child psychology, had the grace not to tell him I told you so.

“So listen to me now. Don’t rush back into the dating scene again. I think you need your friends and family more than anything.”

“Don’t worry. The last thing on my mind is getting involved with another woman. I’ll see you at Nana’s this weekend though, right?” They went together to visit their grandmother every Sunday. When he was a senior and Rachel a freshman in college, their parents were killed in a head-on collision by a drunken truck driver on the New York State Thruway. From that day forward their grandmother had taken care of them. Now well over eighty years old, her fiercely independent nature allowed them to do only the littlest things for her. But they never missed a Sunday visit. Another thing Jackie had complained about having to do with him.

“Of course. Love you.”

“Love you too.” He clicked off and was about to settle in to watch the Yankees take their turn at bat when his doorbell rang. Before answering, Drew braced himself, knowing this would be the beginning of a long night of companionship with his buddies, whether he wanted it or not.

Standing at the door were his best friends. One had two boxes of pizza from Grimaldi’s. The other had a case of beer with bags resting on top that smelled like meatball heroes from their favorite place in Carroll Gardens.

“Holy shit, guys. There’s only three of us.” He gestured them inside, and Mike, the one holding the sandwiches and beer, made a beeline for the kitchen.

“Listen, D, we were so happy you were getting rid of that cheating bitch, we didn’t know what to do first.” Mike shoved the case of beer into the fridge alongside the bottles already there. “But beer, pizza, and heroes work, right?” He flashed a grin.

“Thanks, man.” Drew grabbed him around the neck for a quick hug, speaking into his good ear. Mike Levin had lost almost all the hearing in his left ear after being wounded during his tour in Iraq.

Drew cast a fond glance at Jordan, busy opening pizza boxes and arranging the heroes on paper plates. The three of them had been best friends all their lives, ever since their moms met at the playground when they were children. They’d stuck through everything together: his disastrous marriage, Mike almost getting killed in Iraq and his long road to recovery, and Jordan’s coming out as a teenager. Nothing could ever separate them.

“Thanks to both you guys for being there for me. It actually went a lot easier than I thought. Yeah, she was there with her father, of course, but my lawyer and hers are really good friends so they worked it out. Six months from today I’ll be a free man, and now I can concentrate on getting the clinic off the ground.”

They gathered their food and sat on either the sofa or the floor. After watching the Yankees kick the Red Sox’s asses for a while, Drew muted the set. “So you guys are all still on board with me, right? It’s going to make such a big difference in these kids’ lives, knowing that they can get the medical and dental care for all the issues they face.”

Jordan finished the last of his slice of pizza, washing it down with beer before he answered. “Are we dealing with mostly teens? And you said many of them are gay?” Jordan Peterson was a highly respected up-and-coming orthopedic surgeon in the city. He and his partner, Keith Hart, an NYPD detective, spent many hours at local LGBT programs helping teens with bullying and family problems. Jordan’s parents had never been anything less than fully supportive of their son and welcomed his partner Keith like another one of their children. Keith’s parents, devout, Bible Belt Christians, had cut him off when he’d told them he was gay. He’d neither seen nor spoken to them in years.

“Teens, young adults—many identify as being LGBTQ, but some are still too scared to come out. I think that’s why they’re being abused. Either at school or at home, they’re bearing the brunt of someone’s anger and abuse. Rachel said she’ll come by and talk to any of the kids who want to, giving them a way to ask for help if they need it.”

“And I have the mobile dental clinic ready to help with chipped and broken teeth, as well as crowns and bridges,” said Mike. “Whatever they need. This is a great thing you’re doing.”

Drew popped some chips in his mouth. “I’ll never forget the show I saw on TV about kids who lived in foster care in this one home, and instead of being taken care of by their foster parents, they were made to work almost like slaves.”

He glanced at the food he’d left on his plate, remembering how one boy interviewed said he’d sometimes only been fed bread and water for days at a time. But that had been the least of the boy’s problems. “Many of them had suffered sexual abuse as well. It upset me so much I called Rachel and told her this is what I planned on doing with some of my settlement from the lawsuit from our parents’ case.”

“That’s great, man. I feel sorry for these kids, you know? It’s bad enough to have no family and be part of the system.” Jordan stroked Domino, who’d come to lie on his lap. “They should have some kind of legal recourse to get these bastards who abuse them.”

“Jordy, I spoke with Keith, and he said if the kids are willing to make statements, the police department would be more than happy to work toward arresting these bastards.” Drew liked Jordan’s partner, Keith, a blond, blue-eyed giant of a guy with a wicked sense of humor. The one thing Keith never found funny, however, was the abuse of children—something he constantly came across on his job.

“What’s also really good is that I talked to my lawyer today, Peter Dent? You guys met him.” They both answered with nods. “Well, he and his friend, the lawyer on the other side, have agreed to give legal advice to the clinic and kids on a pro bono basis. That’ll be a huge help to anyone who wants to press charges.”

“Who’s the other lawyer?” Jordan had his hands buried in Domino’s fur as he watched the Yankees’ pitcher give up a grand slam home run. “No, goddamn it. You gotta be kidding me. Fucking Sox.”

Drew shook his head in disgust at the television. “Uh, I think his name is Davis? Let me get his card.” He picked up his wallet from the table and dug out the business card Peter had handed him with the man’s cell phone number written on the back. “Yeah, it’s Asher Davis.”

Domino meowed loudly in protest as Jordan’s hands dug into his fur. “Shit, ow, sorry, Dom.” He lifted the cat off his lap, extracting the cat’s claws from his thighs, and placed him on the sofa. “Fuck ’Em and Duck ’Em Davis? Oh man, you must be joking.”

Drew looked at him in surprise. “You know him?” He’d paid only slight attention to the other lawyer, not recalling anything about the man which would’ve elicited such a strong reaction from his friend.

Snorting, Jordan accepted another beer from Mike, who sat on the sofa next to the cat. Domino transferred his affection to Mike, stretching his length across his chest.

He groaned. “Man, this cat’s getting huge. You gotta stop feeding him.”

Drew threw a chip at him. “He’s not big; he’s healthy.” He prodded Jordan with his foot, wanting to hear his story about the other lawyer. “Now finish telling me why the guy has that rep.”

Jordan rubbed his thighs with his hands, then cracked his knuckles. “Uh, yeah, you could say I kind of know him.”

“Sounds like a story. Spill it,” Drew ordered.

Jordan grimaced. “Before I met Keith, while I was a resident, I had to give a deposition on a malpractice case. Davis was with the attorney on the other side. He was good-looking.” Jordan’s pale blue eyes glinted. “And I was interested at first, but something about him rubbed me the wrong way, so when he asked me out, I turned him down.”

“Oh man, that must’ve pissed him off.” Drew chuckled and helped himself to another slice of pizza. “He seems pretty full of himself. Kind of arrogant and cocky.” Abandoning Mike, Domino appeared at his side and he slipped the cat some cheese from his pizza.

“Ahh, you could say that.” Jordan picked at the label of his beer bottle. “He’s wickedly sharp and never takes no for an answer. It makes for a good lawyer, I guess, but not what I was looking for in a lover.”

“So what was the problem, then?” Mike questioned. “You said no and that was that, right?”

Jordan shifted in his seat, intriguing Drew further. One thing about Jordan, he never let anyone get the better of him.

“Uh, not quite. Later that night I went out to a club with some of the other residents, and Davis was there as well. He insisted on buying me a drink, and I refused, which pissed him off even more.”

“Christ, did he stalk you?” Drew leaned closer to Jordan. “He sounds like a predator.”

Jordan shrugged. “Somehow he got my number, and he’d call me every few days or show up where I was hanging out after work to ask me out. I knew some of the guys he did go out with during that time, and all he did was screw their brains out and leave.” He took a deep swallow of his beer. “He never called them for another date or even stayed the night with them. You know that’s not my scene.”

Pushing Domino away with his foot, Drew took another slice of pizza. Perhaps he did need to cut down on slipping the cat extra food. “Maybe he’s calmed down since then. He seemed pretty quiet today at the meeting.”

Jordan snorted into his beer bottle. “Doubtful. A few years ago I caught him getting a blowjob from one of the panelists at some dinner function we were both attending. I’d forgotten my jacket in the banquet room and went back inside. There was Asher Davis, up against the wall, pants down at his knees, having his dick sucked by the chief of surgery of one the finest hospitals in the Midwest.” He chuckled. “Guys must’ve thought they’d be hidden by the tall, potted plants, but that’s not something one can hide, know what I mean?”

Holy crap.

Mike groaned, but Drew was interested in the rest of the story. “What happened? Did he see you? He must’ve been a little embarrassed.” To think he used to be too shy to even kiss a girl in public, and this guy. Wow. A sudden image popped up in his mind of the man he saw today, his head flung back in the throes of an orgasm. He rubbed his eyes hard, willing that picture out of his head.

“Not at all. He stared me straight in the eyes and grinned.” Disgusted with the outcome of the game, Jordan changed to the Met game, where the score showed they were also losing. “If I remember, I think he even winked at me.”

Drew couldn’t stop himself from asking the next question. “Jesus, Jordy, did you really stand there and watch?” Mike looked at both of them, his mouth open in amazement.

At least Jordan had the grace to look a little embarrassed. “Yeah, I’ll admit, I did for a few minutes.” He shrugged, a defensive tone creeping into his voice. “Hey, it was hot; what can I say? I was younger and hadn’t met Keith yet. But anyway, that’s Davis’s rep. From what I’ve heard about him, he came out of nowhere as a scholarship student, and Jacob Frank took him in and made him who he is. Even left him the partnership to his law firm in his will when he died. The guy’s smart as a whip and hard as nails in the courtroom, but a complete asshole in his personal life.” He reached over and grabbed the last of the meatball hero. “He’s drop-dead gorgeous, but only after as much cock as he can get. There’s never been a steady partner I’ve seen him with at any function. As far as I know, he lives and breathes his work.”

Mike laughed. “Except when he has some random guy sucking his dick.”

They all laughed. Drew loved his friends. There was never any holding back or nervousness about saying the wrong thing in front of one another.

His cell phone buzzed. Scrolling to read the message, he chuckled.

“Well, speaking of the proverbial devil, it’s Mr. Asher Davis. He wants to meet tomorrow evening to discuss the clinic and the role I see for him.” It took a minute of silence before he looked up from his phone’s screen to see two sets of worried eyes trained on him. “What’s with the looks?”

Mike looked to Jordan, and Drew’s eyes narrowed. “What the fuck is going on?”

“Uh, look, don’t take this the wrong way, but you just broke up with Jackie, and you’re kind of vulnerable now.” Jordan played with Domino’s tail. “In my opinion, Asher Davis hasn’t changed. When he decides he wants something, he stops at nothing until he gets it. Then once he uses it, he’s done.”

Drew sat with his mouth open. This was too fucking crazy. “Are you trying to tell me Davis would hit on me? Like, he’d want to screw me?” Sputtering, he waited for his friends to correct him and tell him how wrong he was.

They didn’t.

“You’re insane. First of all, I’m not gay. Second of all, I don’t sleep with men, and third of all, what the fuck?” Were these guys actually serious? Him and a man? “Why would you even think that was an option?”

“Let’s face it, you aren’t me. I’m stronger than you are. The man is a relentless pursuer when he wants something. He can sniff out the slightest vulnerability in a person; I’ve seen him in action in the courtroom. And if he thinks he’s got you for even the briefest second, he’ll pounce.” Jordan turned off the game and tossed the remote. All the laughter had fled from his voice. “I don’t want you in his crosshairs.”

Once again, like he’d done all his life, Jordan tried to protect him. “Jordan, you’re making no fucking sense. You’re the one who always says you can’t make someone gay, that they’re born to it. So how can meeting with him make me vulnerable if I don’t have those feelings?”

Drew faced his friend and saw actual fear in Jordan’s eyes. “Because, and don’t get mad at me, for a few seconds earlier when we were talking about Ash getting the blowjob, you got a look on your face, like, I don’t know.” Drew froze and continued to listen. “It looked like you were imagining what it might be like.”

His face flamed, and denial sprang to his lips. “Come on, you guys, that’s ridiculous. Peter Dent is my friend and Ash’s as well. He’s also going to be there, so there’s nothing for you to worry about.” Silence reigned for a few moments.

“Okay, look. If you don’t have any plans, why don’t you come to dinner tomorrow night too? That way you can see how wrong you are about everything.”

Jordan agreed and with that, his friends relaxed, but Drew’s mind continued to whirl. Jordan’s comment had hit too close to home; Drew had been imagining Asher Davis having sex. He’d better learn to hide his thoughts from everyone.


Chapter Three

“Christ, Asher, what’s your problem?” Peter tossed his car keys to the valet outside the restaurant. “Slow down and relax.”

Ash flipped his friend off and strode into the bar, his eyes adjusting to the dimness. A smile teased his lips, but quickly faded. “Ouch.” He rubbed his side where Peter had poked him from behind. “What’s wrong with you?”

With a surprisingly firm hand and an equally surprising stern face, Peter pushed him into a chair at a nearby table in the front lounge. “Now listen to me. I know you better than anyone, and that’s still not a whole lot. But you like to play games—you chew guys up and spit them out once you’ve had your fun.”

“Hey, thanks for the high opinion, friend,” Ash protested, albeit not that strongly. It wouldn’t be the first time Peter had called him out on his bullshit. And he happened to be right.

“Shut up and listen, Ash. Drew’s a friend, and he’s been fucked over badly. He’s at his most vulnerable right now, and I won’t allow you to do to him whatever’s in that sex-crazed mind of yours.”

Peter’s uncharacteristically harsh tone and expression outraged Ash. “Who the fuck are you?” Furious, he spat out his words in angry bullets. “What the hell are you thinking talking to me this way? You ask me to do a favor, and here I am. Other than that, you don’t run my fucking life, so back off.” Unwilling to meet Peter’s eyes, Ash stared at the door, knowing deep down his friend was right.

After a few minutes of uncomfortable silence, Ash raked his hand through his hair and faced Peter with a sheepish grin. “Okay, look, even if I was maybe thinking of something like that, out of deference to you, I’ll pull back.” He didn’t mind conceding the argument to Peter; Ash knew he could find an easy lay anywhere in the city. He couldn’t find another friend like Peter, and it wasn’t worth risking their friendship. Besides, Klein most likely was a boring straight guy who wouldn’t think of stepping outside his comfort zone.

Vanilla. And vanilla was his least favorite flavor, unless some interesting special mix-ins were added to spice it up.

Peter grinned, his good humor restored. “I’m glad I can count on you. Ah, there he is.” He waved at the man standing by the entrance to the room, searching the crowd.

Ash paid little attention to Peter as he focused on the lean form of Dr. Klein crossing the room. If Ash thought Drew good-looking when they first met, tonight he was nothing short of mouthwatering. Seeing Drew Klein in a green shirt that brought out the glow in his eyes and tailored black trousers that hugged a fine-looking tight ass, Ash couldn’t hold back his admiration. “Damn.”

Peter squeezed his shoulder hard and shot him a warning glare. “Behave.” He left to meet Klein halfway. When Ash saw who was with him, both his grin and good thoughts fled. Shit. Jordan Peterson. Ash remembered the handsome man from their first meeting years earlier. Peterson had been a medical resident; Ash had been working a malpractice case and sat in on the depositions, assisting Mr. Frank. He’d been instantly attracted to the self-assured blond-haired, blue-eyed doctor giving his testimony, and tried everything he could to get the man in his bed, but got rebuffed at each turn. It was the first time he could remember not being able to seduce the man he wanted.

As he watched the three men, he recalled that not only had Dr. Peterson not reciprocated, he’d made it a point to tell Ash how he felt about him.

“You’re a player, Davis. I spotted you a mile away. I’m not interested in a quick fuck, and I’m not easy. I value myself too much.”

Ash rubbed his chin, that conversation still rankling after so many years. So this was one of Klein’s friends who’d be working with him on the project. Interesting. He wondered if the sanctimonious doctor would even remember him. As they approached him, he stood, an easygoing smile on his face, never alerting anyone to the turmoil of his inner thoughts.

“Dr. Klein, good to see you again outside the confines of the conference room.”

“Yes, I’m glad to have put that behind me and don’t hold any grudges against you, Davis. You were doing what you were paid to do.” He turned to his friend. “I’d like to introduce you to one of my best friends, Dr. Jordan Peterson, who’ll also be working with us on the clinic project.”

The obvious look of distaste on Peterson’s handsome face left no doubt in Ash’s mind that the good doctor remembered him all too well. “Dr. Peterson.”

“Davis. It’s been years, hasn’t it?” Their gazes met, and Ash couldn’t tell what the man had going on behind his sneer. Had he mentioned their brief acquaintance to Klein? Did he tell Klein how Ash tried to seduce him?

Why the fuck did Ash even care?

Before he could answer, the hostess came to seat them and they followed her into the dining area of the restaurant, where they were shown to a round table in the corner.

Once they all took their menus, Ash, brushing aside his annoyance, plastered a wide smile on his face. “It has been quite a few years, yes. Good to see you.”

“I was surprised to hear you were involved with this project. Didn’t really seem like your speed.”

He caught the warning look that passed between the two men, and yep, Peterson had spoken to Klein about him and that pissed him off.

“Peterson, you know nothing about me and let’s keep it that way. Suffice it to say I have my own reasons and motivation for becoming involved here, and I don’t owe any explanation to you. If you have a problem with me working at the clinic, that’s too fucking bad. Get over it. I’m not pulling out because you’re carrying a years-old grudge.” He called the waiter over and ordered a vodka on the rocks. Ordinarily he would flirt with the handsome, slim-hipped young man, but he was too pissed at the moment. “Now, are we ready to talk business or is everyone at this table going to continue to obsess about my sex life?”

Peter laughed out loud, Peterson rolled his eyes, and Klein merely looked confused for a moment before giving the blushing waiter his drink order. They sat in uncomfortable silence until their drinks arrived.

Klein took a sip of his beer and then pulled some papers out of the thin leather portfolio he’d laid on the table. “So here is my vision. Obviously I’m not up on the legal ramifications, so that’s what you and Davis are here for, Peter.” He passed out several typed sheets of paper for them to look over. “We need to make sure we have all the legalities in place, as well as having you both on board to help these kids in case they want to press charges for abuse, discrimination, or sexual harassment.”

Ash studied the papers. It looked like a solid proposal—one that had taken a tremendous amount of thought. If only he, Luke, and Brandon had someone who cared, and a place to run to when it all turned to shit.

Taking another gulp of his drink, he waited for the burning in his chest to subside before he continued. “Can I ask why you’re doing this? I mean, you’re a successful plastic surgeon who could make tons of money doing face-lifts and boob jobs. What made you want to help these kids?” Genuinely curious, he wanted to know why someone like Dr. Klein—young, obviously wealthy, and seemingly untouched by any of the ugliness the world had to offer—cared about the unwanted kids society had no trouble throwing in the trash heap.

“Because everyone matters, that’s why. And everyone’s life should have some kind of meaning; otherwise what’s the point in getting up in the morning? When my parents were killed, I didn’t want to live, but after a while I realized I was only punishing myself.” Klein rubbed his thumb over the rim of his glass, and Ash couldn’t take his eyes off that sensuous stroking motion. “They would have been horrified if I gave up my life to mourn their deaths. I was lucky enough to have my grandmother to look after both my sister and myself. These kids have no one to make sure they get up in the morning and have something to look forward to.”

Ash’s gaze remained transfixed on Klein’s long fingers as they gripped the glass and brought it to his lips. Yeah, these kids were lucky to have someone, even a stranger, care about them. Most of them didn’t have that reason to want to get up in the morning.

As he cleared his throat, Peterson’s harsh voice broke Ash’s internal musing. “Can you make time in your schedule, Davis, or is this going to cut into your busy social life? We need people who are dedicated to these kids and willing to give of their time. Peter’s generously giving us legal advice, but he also said you have knowledge of family court and the intricacies of the system?” He cocked a blond brow as if challenging that statement.

“I do, yes.” Without any need to further that conversation, he turned his attention back to Klein. “Dr. Klein, I commend you on this project. I’m more than willing to help in any way possible. Have you thought about setting up a help line for the kids to call? Sometimes knowing there’s a person who cares, even if it’s an anonymous person on the other side of the telephone might be the lifeline they need.”

“Please call me Drew. And yes. My sister is finishing up her PhD in child psychology and has arranged for volunteers to man phones on a twenty-four-hour basis. She’s trying to get it hooked into the school’s counseling system for us.” He scribbled down some notes, then smiled at Ash. “That was a great question, Davis.”

“If I’m calling you Drew, then call me Ash, please.” He smiled back at the man, ignoring the disgusted “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me” from Peterson. “Where’s the clinic going to be located? I’m not familiar with Brooklyn.”

“It’s in Red Hook. A family court operates nearby so we can work with the kids who come through the system there. The construction on the clinic is scheduled for completion very soon. We’ll have two examining rooms, an outpatient operating facility for simple procedures, and a room set aside for counseling. Our other friend, Mike, is a dentist, and he’ll have a mobile dental van set up to take care of any oral problems that may present.”

Ash knew only too well how teeth could be loosened or knocked out and jaws broken. Not to mention the infections and other diseases the kids might pick up from lack of oral hygiene or other, more troubling situations. His hand tightened on his glass as unbidden memories, ones he thought he’d managed to bury, stormed to the surface. A wave of dizziness and nausea hit him, and his vision wavered.

Shit.

“You all right?” Peter murmured in his ear. “Maybe you want to take a minute.”

Sweat beaded on his brow. “Yeah.” He managed to grit that one word out as he stood and pushed his chair back. Without any explanation, Ash fled to the back, managing to lock himself into a stall before he further humiliated himself in public. He slid down to the floor, heedless of the fact that it was a bathroom, and pressed his head against the coolness of the tile wall.

After several moments the nausea and trembling passed; he wiped his face with some tissue and stood on shaking knees. It had been months since he’d experienced panic such as this. Mortified at what the others at the table must think of him, he unlocked the stall door and came face-to-face with Peter.

“Better now?” Peter handed him a bottle of cold water, which he gratefully accepted. After drinking down half of it, Ash placed it on the shelf and braced his hands on the sink.

“Yeah. Thanks.” He closed his eyes for a moment, then met Peter’s somber reflection in the mirror. “What are they saying out there? You can tell me.” His bitter laugh rang loud within the confines of the small restroom. “I’m sure Peterson’s having a field day bashing me.”

Peter looked uncomfortable. “He isn’t your biggest fan, but I don’t think Drew is paying him too much attention. I suggest you go back and pretend like nothing happened.”

After another drink of water and a few deep breaths, Ash felt steady enough to return. He squeezed Peter’s shoulder. “Thanks. At least I know I have one friend.”

“Always, man.”

After they returned to the table, Drew simply handed him a fresh drink and picked up the conversation as if it was perfectly natural for a man to break out in a sweat and bolt from the table, only to reappear after several minutes with no explanation.

“I took the liberty of ordering some food.” Drew handed him a menu, meeting his eyes over the top of the heavy booklet. “We haven’t ordered our main courses yet.”

No damage done, and with confidence running warm through his blood once again, Ash resorted once more to his cocky, self-assured persona. “Thanks, Drew. Guess I forgot to eat lunch today, and it all got to me suddenly.”

“No worries. Happens to all of us.”

The same cute waiter returned with the appetizers previously ordered, and Ash’s interest perked up for more than the food. When it was Ash’s turn to order dinner, he chose the house chili, extra spicy. The waiter’s eyes widened.

“Ah, sir, just to let you know, our chef already makes his chili quite hot.”

Ash chuckled and winked at the waiter, bringing a blush to his fair cheeks. How adorable. A ripple of lust flowed through Ash. “I like things extra hot and spicy.” He licked his lips and watched the eyes of the man widen, then grow dark with unmistakable desire. Perfect. His evening entertainment was now guaranteed. “Thank you for your concern, however.”

When it came time for the waiter to take his menu, Ash made sure to brush his fingers over the waiter’s hand and watched him bite his lip, imagining that full mouth wrapped around his cock. If he had anything to say about it, he wouldn’t be leaving the restaurant until he paid the waiter a personal visit to show him appreciation for a job well done.

Dinner progressed without further incident, and Ash remained impressed with how quickly Drew had set up the clinic. Peterson continued to be a thorn in his side making snide comments or simply shooting him glowering looks, all of which Ash ignored completely.

Before he knew it, it was past midnight and the restaurant had emptied out. Peter had made his farewells about an hour earlier, needing to get home to his wife and kids. Ash caught the eyes of the sweet-faced waiter, hovering near the bar, and grinned to himself.

Showtime.

“Well, gentlemen, it’s been fun, and I look forward to working with you both and meeting your other friend.” He shook their hands. “I’d better get going as I have an early morning client.”

Peterson nodded, distracted by a text he was responding to, while Drew shook his hand. Once again, Ash enjoyed the strength and warmth of the man’s hand in his, but he’d moved on to his planned rendezvous with the adorable waiter, who’d given him a signal with his pretty eyes to follow him down the darkened hallway leading to the restrooms. “Good night, Drew. Talk to you soon.”

He pushed open the swinging doors, then walked down the dimly lit corridor. Upon turning the corner, he spied the young man. “Why, hello there. Waiting for me?” In two long strides, Ash pinned him against the wall, loving the feel of the man’s slim body curving to fit his. The soft exhalation of breath in his ear stoked his fire.

“Yes. I don’t even know your name, though.”

Ash clasped the waiter around the waist, listening to his groan of desire. Their erections rubbed through their pants as Ash rocked his hips. The waiter tried to kiss Ash on the lips.

“You don’t need to know anything except how to unzip my pants and suck me.” Ash pulled away, placing his hands hard on the man’s shoulders. He never kissed anyone. Ever. “Are you up for that?” Trading places with the waiter, Ash flattened out against the wall and pulled the young man close, rolling his hips again. The waiter’s eyes glazed over with undisguised lust and his hands reached for Ash’s pants.

“Oh God, yeah.”

With shaking fingers, the waiter undid Ash’s belt, popped open the pants button and pulled down his fly. His erection tented his boxers out, hard and hot.

“This is what you kiss. Not my mouth. This.” He palmed his cock and stroked it as his pants sagged to his ankles. Ash leaned against the wall, legs spread, and waited.

The waiter sank to the floor before him and with impatient, fumbling fingers, pulled down Ash’s boxers. The rush of heat, the fact that they were out in the open only added to the excitement and spurred Ash on. The man had zero gag reflex and he swallowed Ash’s cock to the root.

Shit. Nothing felt as good as someone’s mouth on him. Ash leaned his head against the wall, hips pumping as the eager mouth swirled, licked, and sucked at him like he was a fucking ice-cream cone. Gasping for air, he clutched the man’s hair. “Fuuuck me, man. You were made for this.”

Too long, too long. Ash couldn’t remember the last time he’d had sex, with all the work he’d piled on. But now, with the wet warmth of a talented mouth on his cock, he wondered how he’d ever lived without it. He fucked the waiter’s mouth harder. “Oh God, yes, that’s it.” The words of encouragement were a precursor to one hell of an orgasm he sensed building within his body. “Right there, don’t stop.” Fascinated, he watched his dick slide in and out of the waiter’s mouth.

The man on his knees before him moaned as he sucked Ash deeper while stroking his own cock. Within moments, Ash knew he was there, coming with a blinding intensity that had him stifling his own shout of ecstasy by shoving his fist in his mouth. Shuddering with the aftereffects, he pulsed a few more times before slipping out of the man’s mouth. The waiter stiffened, then groaned, coming in spurts on the floor in front of Ash, narrowly missing his shoes.

Minutes passed before Ash could catch his breath. He pulled up his pants, tucked in his shirt, then zipped himself up. Standing, the young man breathed heavily, lips pouting and gleaming wet in the hazy lighting of the hallway. With the pad of his thumb, Ash traced the seam of the man’s full mouth. “You were amazing. Thank you.”

“Will I see you again?” The hopeful note in the young man’s voice gave Ash a momentary twinge of regret as the kid licked Ash’s thumb, then sucked it into his hot mouth. The guy had a very talented tongue.

“If I come by and eat here again, I’ll make sure to look you up.” It was only fair of him not to string the kid along. He wasn’t made for relationships.

A sound from farther down the hallway snapped Ash out of post-orgasmic bliss to full awareness of how open and foolhardy they had been. Although his table was the last one occupied in the restaurant, waitstaff still lingered about, and Ash hardly thought the management would appreciate one of their employees blowing a patron in full view of anyone who might walk by. He didn’t care who saw him
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