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      One more pitch. That’s all Alexander Payne had to make. Bases were loaded. Two outs. Full count. Everything rode on his next pitch.

      His dreams.

      His career.

      His life.

      No, it wasn’t the bottom of the ninth in game seven of the World Series at Fenway. It was a simulated live inning the day before his Double-A team’s last game of the season. And his last chance to prove to his coach—and to the powers that be—that the Tommy John surgery and Alex’s struggle through two slow, grinding years of physical therapy and pitching rehab weren’t a complete waste of the team’s money and faith.

      Alex stepped back up to the mound. The stadium seats at Fink Field lay empty except for the few men who held his career in their calloused hands. He dug his toe into the red dirt in front of the rubber and waited for the sign from his catcher.

      Curveball.

      Fuck. That couldn’t be right. Alex removed his cap and wiped the sweat off his brow. He shook his catcher off. Sixty feet and six inches away, Ethan Locke slapped his hand into his catcher’s glove and laid down the signs again.

      Curveball.

      No fucking way. Alex shook Ethan off again.

      Locke called time and jogged out to the mound. Alex met him part way. “You trying to get me released?” Alex hissed between clenched teeth.

      None of the infielders came in. They knew this moment was between him and Locke.

      “That kid’s already fouled off five pitches. I don’t care how fast your fastball is, you throw that pitch within a mile of the strike zone, and that kid’s taking you yard. Trust me on this, the curve is his Achilles’ heel.”

      The stack of men on the bases behind Alex proved that a pitcher, even one who could graze a hundred miles per hour, couldn’t live by fastball alone.

      “My control—”

      “Fuck control. Don’t get all up in your head. Throw that pitch like you did in your bullpen sessions this week, and the big boys will be dying to re-sign you. Hell, throw it in the dirt if you have to. I’ll block it. Trust me. I’ve got your back, man.”

      “Yeah.” Alex nodded, trying to psych himself up. “You’re right. The boy’s gonna whiff.”

      “Damn straight.” Locke slapped Alex on the ass with the backside of his glove. “He’s going to swing right over it. Just don’t leave the ball hanging.”

      As Locke trotted back to home plate, the cool autumn breeze blew off the San Gabriel Mountains evaporating some of the sweat sticking Alex’s jersey to his chest. Locke squatted behind home plate, and Alex carefully placed his foot against the rubber again.

      He started from the stretch, looking toward the runner at first base. With the bases loaded, the runner wasn’t going anywhere, but Alex took that moment to shift his attention to Coach King in the dugout behind first base. Alex noted the worry on King’s face, on the way he chewed at his thumbnail.

      King stood at the rail, clapping his hands. “Let’s go, kid. Show them what you’ve got.”

      Alex refocused on Locke’s glove, low and inside. Locke nodded, and in Alex’s head, Lock said, “You’ve got this.”

      Fuck yeah, he did.

      Alex took a deep breath, adjusted his grip on the ball, reared back, and let the ball fly.
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      Every muscle in Elijah Maddox’s body screamed for release. The long pose he’d held for almost twenty minutes made his arms ache, his legs quake, and his brain call him seven kinds of fool. But it had been the last pose of the day, so he’d pushed himself.

      But that static pose, with his arm out, his leg back as if shooting a bow and arrow had been a nude model’s rookie mistake. One he wouldn’t ever make again. He breathed through his nose and out through his mouth as the lactic acid built to excruciating levels. The plain institutional clock at the back of Winston College’s art studio ticked, the second hand sweeping by the numbers in painstakingly, soul-suckingly, slow motion.

      Sweat formed on his brow, and the frigid air from the overhead vent cooled it but did nothing to alleviate his pain.

      His eyes drifted down to the art student in front of him. This class he posed for was a sophomore level art class, though the girl—woman really—looked old enough to be in grad school. Sweet, though. The kind of woman he would have wanted waiting for him back home when he’d left for boot camp straight out of high school.

      But he’d learned a lot about himself in the eight or nine years since. Some things, it seemed, he continued to learn.

      Feeling his eyes on her, her gaze shifted from his crotch and lifted up, up, up to meet his gaze on the dais. Her cheeks flamed, and her hand went to her mouth to cover her giggle as class time ran out. She was beautiful. With big, blue eyes, and long blond hair, and the rocking body all the women in California seemed bound and determined to possess. Despite standing on a stage in front of thirty art students, she should have made him hard.

      She didn’t.

      What the fuck was wrong with him?

      She gathered her things, her cheeks aflame, her gaze conspicuously averted as he shrugged into his robe. But instead of scooting out the door as he’d suspected she would, she waited for the room to clear. She approached him as he retrieved his clothes from behind the screen near the back of the room.

      “Hey,” she said, her voice somehow both timid and brave at the same time. “I don’t have another class for an hour. You maybe want to catch a coffee with me at the student center?”

      At the back of the room, the professor, Demetri Stavros, stood and came around the front of his desk. He leaned against the front, his arms crossed, not even attempting to hide his interest in their conversation.

      The part of Elijah that should have wanted to say yes to the woman, hesitated. The other part of him, that part of him that he’d suppressed even after Uncle Sam repealed Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell, the bi part of him, hitched a thumb towards the door and inanely said, “I’ve got a thing.”

      Which totally sounded like he had nothing.

      Which he was true.

      The way Stavros stared at him from across the room, it made Elijah glad the robe hid that zing of arousal that skittered down his spine and sat heavy in his balls.

      “Yeah, sure, I—” She hitched her thumb toward the door the same way he had. “I’ll see you next week, then.”

      “Next week.”

      He watched her leave. Telling himself to speak up, to stop her, but then she was around the corner, the door closing behind her, and it was too late.

      “Pretty woman,” Stavros said from beside him. Elijah startled. Did the man not make sounds when he moved? Elijah’s training officer would have loved it if Elijah had been able to move with that kind of stealth, but when you were as big as Elijah was, stealth wasn’t really in the cards.

      Then again, if you were looking for a bull-in-a-china-shop kind of guy, Elijah was your man.

      “If you say so, Mr. Stavros.” Elijah reached for his underwear, not bothering to change behind the screen.

      If the military taught him one thing, it was that there was little room in his life for false modesty. Besides, you didn’t do work as a live model if you cared if someone saw you naked.

      “Demetri. Call me Demetri.”

      “Demetri it is then.”

      Demetri waited until Elijah had pulled his jeans on and discarded the robe before pulling a business card out of his back pocket. Elijah pulled his ITMFA T-shirt over his head and reached for the card. “What’s this?”

      Demetri held on to the other end. “My personal contact information. I have my own art studio at my house. You need extra money... call me. I pay triple the college’s hourly rate. I’m always looking for new, interesting subjects to model for me.” Then he released the card. “Among other things.”

      The professor’s voice had dropped, rippling goosebumps along Elijah’s skin.

      Among other things.

      “I’m not sure how to respond to that.”

      “No, is an acceptable answer. It won’t affect your work here. You have my word on that.”

      Elijah stared at the card, it had Demetri’s name and phone number. Nothing else. Was Demetri looking for a model or a bit on the side? Or both? Elijah wasn’t sure if he should be unsettled or tempted. “And the ‘among other things’?”

      Demetri tugged at the half-inch gauge in his right ear. He had tattoos creeping up past the collar of his dark-blue, button-up shirt and peeking out beneath the sleeves he’d rolled partway up his forearms.

      He looked like the Mediterranean version of a typical California skater kid who’d aged out of the sport. Not that Demetri had allowed himself to go to pot. For a guy Elijah pegged at being in his mid-forties, he kept himself in decent, lean-muscled, skater-dude shape.

      Demetri shrugged, a loose-limbed, no-skin-off-my-back kind of motion. “You...” The professor looked Elijah up and down, his gaze snagging on the tight bulge in Elijah’s jeans on the way up. “…intrigue me. I’d like a chance to get to know you better.”

      The extra modeling work would be a boon to his cash flow issue, or should Elijah say, his lack of cash flow issue, but it was the personal interest beneath the job offer that Elijah would have to think about. One of the things he’d learned about his bi side, was that while he’d found himself attracted to men, he didn’t want a romantic relationship with one.

      And Demetri had long-term, till-death-do-us-part kind of guy written all over his face. As much as Elijah needed the money, he didn’t need the personal entanglement. He had classes to get through, an engineering degree to finish, and a whole new, post military life to start.

      Elijah pocketed the card. “Thanks, I’ll keep the offer in mind.”

      After stuffing the robe into his backpack, Elijah headed for the door. Demetri’s voice reached him as he grabbed the doorknob. “You’re not going to call, are you?”

      Elijah turned and decided to be direct. “I’ve only ever been with women.”

      Demetri noticed what he didn’t say. “That’s not the same thing as saying you’re straight.”

      “I think it’s better this way.”

      “Even though you need the money.”

      “Maybe especially because I need the money.”

      Demetri stared at him. Not in an aggressive, put out kind of way, but in that quiet, thoughtful, professor kind of way. “Fuck,” Demetri muttered and pulled a different business card out of his wallet.

      The silver embossed letters on a glossy black background said Black Stallion Studios, the name underneath read Niko Stavros followed by a phone number.

      “That’s my cousin. He can help you with your cash situation,” Demetri said. “Tell him I sent you.”
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      Back at his apartment, Alex lay sprawled on his couch while listening to the Los Angeles Grizzlies baseball game playing on his laptop on the coffee table.

      The Los Angeles Grizzlies.

      The Major League team he would never play for again. He’d had his moment in the spotlight. That day all kids dreamed about. The one where they take the field in the big leagues.

      Except that one day, Alex’s best day, had also been his last, and his worst. Thanks to the ligament in his elbow that tore clear through.

      Which, two years later, accounted for why his computer lay buried amongst the empty beer cans, the crusty pizza boxes, and the crumpled chip bags. His stomach bitched and complained and threatened a revolt, but Alex refused to vomit and let his abused stomach win.

      He threw an arm over his eyes. His stomach churned, and the bile rose up the back of his throat. Groaning, he swallowed the bitter taste. Someone pounded on his door. Not someone. Trevor Moon. Alex’s physical therapist since his surgery. Alex knew it was him because no one else really cared enough to come knocking.

      “Go away,” Alex hollered out.

      “Open the damn door.”

      Fuck that.

      Trevor pounded on the door again, but Alex just rolled over and covered his ears with a pillow. If he ignored Trevor long enough, he’d go away.

      Alex had no idea how long it took Trevor to give up, but he finally did. Thank fucking Christ. The tinny voice of the announcer droned on and on as the baseball game went into extra innings. Alex shouldn’t have been listening. Listening and watching the games now was like grinding gun powder into an open wound and lighting it on fire to see how much it hurt.

      The two-word answer: A fuck-ton.

      Having the elbow surgery sans anesthesia would have been less painful. At least maybe then he could pass out from the pain like they did in all those westerns Hollywood had spit out back in the day.

      But as much as Alex had tried to drink himself into oblivion, the masochistic part of him wouldn’t let him not feel the pain of his dying career.

      The deadbolt turned in his door, and Trevor and the apartment’s maintenance guy stumbled in. Alex rolled over. His stomach did, too. Before he could yell for the intruders to get lost, he heaved and heaved. The vomit hit the cheap linoleum with a wet, slapping sound. The stench of sour beer and fermented pepperoni burned the hair in his nose.

      “Jesus,” the maintenance man said. “I ain’t cleaning that up.”

      “I’ve got it,” Trevor said. “Thanks for letting me in.”

      “You best get this hell hole cleaned up, or I’m calling the manager.”

      Alex spat the foul taste out of his mouth while Trevor pushed the man out the door.

      “Dude.” Trevor approached the couch, his shirt collar pulled up over his nose and mouth. “What the hell is up with you?”

      Alex lifted the arm covering his eyes long enough to glare at Trevor. “Like you don’t know.”

      “So, the Hawks let you go. Curveballs hang. It’s not the end of the world.”

      Alex didn’t have the energy to glare again. “Fuck you.”

      “You’re not my type.”

      Alex chuckled, half-hearted and morose. “If they’ve got a dick, they’re your type.”

      “Not the closet cases. They’re not worth the trouble.”

      “And it’s called straight. I’m not in the closet.”

      “Yeah, keep telling yourself that, buddy.”

      Trevor tossed Alex’s sweatpants over his crotch and said, “And get some damn clothes on.”

      “I’ve got clothes on.”

      “No, you have compression shorts on, and all the stains tell me you haven’t changed or showered since Coach King had to drop you from the team.”

      Alex sat up and tugged on his sweatpants, though he didn’t see the point. They spent the next twenty minutes cleaning up the puke—which almost made Alex puke again—and sweeping the piles of trash and take-out containers into a trash bag.

      When they’d finished, Alex plopped back on the couch, staring at the baseball game, but not really watching. It hurt too damn much.

      Trevor slapped his hand down on the laptop’s lid, and the room went silent.

      “What the hell did you do that for?”

      Instead of answering, Trevor sat on the coffee table across from him and said, “You’ve missed three PT sessions already. You haven’t thrown a baseball in a week. You’ve had time to wallow, now it’s time to get your ass sober and back to work.”

      “It’s over, Trev. Let me be.”

      “Bullshit. Maybe you didn’t heal on their timeline, but you’re so damn close. Your dream isn’t over. You were the number fucking one draft pick for a reason. No one has forgotten that. You work hard, maybe you can finagle an invite to spring training.”

      Alex scrubbed a hand down his face, a week’s worth of scruff scratching against his palm. “What part of ‘being released’ do you not understand?”

      “The part where you fucking give up. That’s not the Alexander Payne I know.” Trevor stood and held out his hand.

      “What?”

      “Come on. You’re hitting the showers, and then we’re hitting the gym.”

      “I’m a free agent. The league isn’t footing your bills anymore. I’m already a month behind on my lease, I can’t afford—”

      “I can float my fees for you for a week, maybe two, before my boss catches on.”

      “Then what? I’m not gonna make the kind of money I need flipping burgers.”

      Trevor got this grin, this calculating, mischievous, gorgeous grin—and just because Trevor had a great smile, and just because Alex noticed, didn’t mean anything. Right? “I know where you can get a pile of cash fast.”

      “I’m not selling drugs.”

      Trevor rolled his eyes. “You’ve got something even better to sell. Scoot over.”

      Alex would have asked what Trevor had up his sleeve, but a guy like Trevor, with a bodybuilder physique, didn’t wear shirts with sleeves, he wore those low-cut tanks with the thin straps that showed off every muscle he’d been perfecting over the last ten years.

      Though skeptical of Trevor’s idea, Alex scooted over. Trevor pulled the computer onto his lap and typed Black Stallion Studios into the search engine.

      Alex laughed. “You want me to make porn?”

      “Not just any porn. Gay porn.”

      “I’m straight.”

      “So you keep saying. And because of that, they pay a hell of a lot more than what the other studios pay.”
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      It was late on a Friday afternoon when the map on Elijah’s phone directed him to turn right into his destination. Ahead, Black Stallion Studios’ wrought iron gate stood open, and he pulled through. The thick bars and exaggerated height made it look like something built to keep a Tyrannosaurus Rex from escaping, not something to keep prying eyes at bay.

      He followed the winding, well-landscaped road to the covered porte-cochere per the instruction on his acceptance email. The building he pulled up to had two wings, both boxy, with hard lines, cantilevered terraces, and miles of glass. Something a Frank Lloyd Wright wanna-be might have designed.

      From the information Black Stallion had given him, one wing belonged to Black Stallion’s owner and director, Niko Stavros. The other one housed the men for the shoots. Elijah didn’t know what to expect for the weekend, hell, he didn’t even know if he wanted to be there. He’d made his rent for the month, barely, but his truck payment was almost due, and he’d spent his last twenty bucks on gas driving to the studios.

      Elijah turned off the engine but didn’t make a move to leave his truck.

      It’s only a jack-off scene. Might as well get paid for something you already do.

      Except he usually didn’t do it in front of cameras and a bunch of strangers.

      How is that different than live modeling?

      He wasn’t sure. But it was. The most unsettling thing? The idea of being filmed until he made himself come, kinda turned him on.

      But…

      Fuck it.

      He could find another way to make a few bucks. He had Demetri’s card. He shoved his keys back into the ignition as knuckles rapped on his driver’s side window.

      Elijah buzzed the window down. The guy at the window put his hands on the sill and leaned down. “Don’t tell me you’re chickening out, dude.”

      Elijah laughed. “You here for a shoot?”

      “Yeah. First time.” The man held out his hand. He had sun-bleached hair that curled up at his collar and one of those long, lean bodies you’d expect from an elite athlete. But then again, this was Southern California, almost every other guy looked like him. Or wanted to. “Alex Payne.”

      “Elijah Maddox.” They shook, the contact lasting a beat too long. Had that been on his end or Alex’s? “It’s my first time, too.”

      Alex popped Elijah’s door and held it open. “Come on, fellow porn virgin. Don’t make me go in there alone.”

      At Elijah’s hesitation, Alex made the bock bock chicken noise, though the grin on his face made Elijah chuckle. “Not sure if it’s a chicken thing as much as a fork-in-the-road kind of thing. You know, the fork where one path has all the twists and turns and pitfalls and the other is nothing but clear skies and a carefree hike.”

      “I hear ya.” Alex leaned an arm on top of the open door. “The only trouble is, you don’t know which path you’re on until it’s too late to turn back.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      “And I’m betting neither one of us would be here if we didn’t need the money. Am I right?”

      Fuuuck. Elijah pressed the release button on his seatbelt.

      Alex clapped Elijah on the shoulder as he climbed out. “Good man. Let’s get checked in and see what the fuss is all about.”

      They were led into a long hallway outside Niko Stavros’ office and told to wait there for their turn to sign their contracts. Already, three men were waiting in chairs lining a wall decorated with photographs from porn shoots.

      The photographs ranged the whole spectrum from modern to old-timey. From a vanilla handjob to leather and chains and gang bangs. All tastefully matted, framed, and hung as if they graced the walls of a modern art museum.

      The men introduced themselves around. A tall, muscular black man was the first to stick out his hand. “Darius Williams. They pay me to bring the D,” he said, straight-faced and cocky.

      “You wish,” a short, stocky Hispanic man beside Darius said. “If anyone is paid to bring the D, it’s Hardy.”

      “You two the fresh ass they’ve promised us?” Darius asked.

      “Uhhh... Umm…,” Alex stammered. “I’m here—”

      The Hispanic man jammed his elbow in Darius’ ribs. “Fuck, man, you’re gonna scare the young pups off.”

      Darius burst out laughing, his smile expanded from ear to ear. “I’m messing with you fools.”

      The guy with the elbow said, “I’m Reynaldo Reyes.” Then he hitched a thumb at a guy sitting at the end, his nose in a book. “That’s the old man. Grant Hardy.”

      “Old man, my ass.” The guy never glanced up from his book.

      Grant couldn’t have been more than a few years older than Elijah, early thirties at the most, but Elijah figured youth had its advantages in the porn industry.

      “Don’t mind him,” Darius said, “he’s trying to finish his book. He doesn’t know how Snow White ends.”

      “Spoiler alert,” Reyes said, “no one gets fucked in the ass.”

      “Not unless you read that erotic version,” Darius piped in. “Where those dwarfs—”

      A door opened, and a middle-aged woman with graying hair stuck her head out. “We’re ready for you, Grant.”

      Grant wedged a bookmark between the pages and left the book on the chair. He greeted the woman with a hug and a kiss on the cheek. “How’s my favorite person?”

      The woman rolled her eyes. “If you’re trying to get on my good side so I’ll schedule you for the early shoot, you’re wasting your breath. You know we shoot all the easy stuff first.”

      “Damn.”

      Then to the rest of them—but mostly to Reyes and Darius from the looks she gave them—the woman asked, “You boys behaving?”

      Grant snorted. “You’re kidding me, right?”

      “Aw, Ms. Rose, you know there ain’t no fun in that,” Darius gave her a big, cheesy smile.

      Grant disappeared through the door. Before Rose left, she mouthed the words ‘behave,’ though the smile she fought cut the sting.

      “Have a seat, my man.” Reyes picked Grant’s thick tomb of a book off the chair. Reyes read the title out loud, “Guns, Germs, and Steel.” Then dropped it on the floor at his feet.

      “Christ,” Elijah said, “the foundation shuddered.”

      “Gives a whole new meaning to heavy reading,” Alex deadpanned, finally finding more of his voice.

      Alex had been the one who’d talked Elijah into staying, now the guy looked like he was two seconds away from bolting. Elijah pointed to the vacated chair and to Alex said, “Go ahead.”

      “Thanks,” Alex muttered as he brushed past Elijah.

      At least this way Alex would have to go through him if the guy decided to go AWOL.

      “Hey, man,” Reyes said to Alex, “Don’t I know you from somewhere?”

      The color drained from Alex’s face. “No, man. I’ve got one of those faces, you know?”

      Elijah eyed Alex. Come to think of it...

      “Naw, man.” Darius shook his finger at Alex as if trying to place where he’d seen him before. “Reyes is right. You look familiar. Really familiar.”

      Reyes snapped his fingers. “You ever do straight porn?”

      Alex shook his head.

      “Look at that face, man.” Darius wouldn’t let it drop. “He’s got one of them innocent faces. It’s the innocent looking ones who are the kinkiest. I’ll bet Reyes’ left nut—”

      “Hey,” Reyes hollered in protest. “Bet your own damn nuts.”

      “Fine, you wuss,” Darius said, glancing at the heavens or the gaudy crystal chandelier hanging high above. Were those...? Were those penis-shaped cut crystal pieces hanging from the lights? “I’ll bet my left nut that you’ve done one of those pup play vids—”

      “Definitely not,” Alex said.

      Reyes snapped his fingers again. “You’re a furry. You were in Furry Fitness and The Fast and the Furriest—”

      “What the fuck is a furry?” Alex asked Elijah.

      Elijah shrugged. Who the fuck knew?

      Reyes and Darius lapsed into silence, but the wheels churned in their heads as they tried to place where they knew Alex from.

      The door opened and spat Grant out. He kicked Reyes’ foot off his book and picked it up, his eyes narrowing when he got a good look at Alex. “Hey, man, don’t I know you from somewhere?”

      Alex glanced up at Elijah, his expression screaming help me. But before Elijah could say anything, Darius was called into the office, and Grant left to get his gear from his vehicle.

      Elijah took Darius’ seat, a knot of concern tightening in the pit of his stomach. He could still say no until he signed on the bottom line, until the cameras started to roll. It wasn’t too late.

      It didn’t take long for Darius and Reyes to finish their contracts and for Rose to call out to Elijah and Alex. “Niko is ready for you boys. He wants to talk to you together since you’re both new.”

      Elijah glanced over at Alex. He had the most adorable here-goes-nothing curve to his lips. Adorable? Where the hell had that come from?

      Talk about getting into character for a part.

      And he guessed if there was a time to appreciate his bi side, it was right before shooting a scene with Black Stallion. Being housed with a group of hot, sexy guys certainly wasn’t a drawback to the gig.

      But to say his stomach hadn’t developed a nauseating twist considering what he was about to sign up for, would be a lie.

      What the hell are you doing?

      “Yo, bro,” Alex said from the doorway to Niko’s office. Darius and Reyes had both disappeared, presumably to get their stuff out of their vehicles as well. “You coming?”

      It wasn’t like he had to make a career in front of the camera. He just needed to get out of his financial bind. As soon as he got that monkey off his back, he’d quit. If his mother could see him now... scratch that. She definitely wouldn’t want to see that.

      Elijah stood. “Yeah, I’m coming.”

      In more ways than one.
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      Alex didn’t know what he’d expected the office of one of the top gay porn directors and producers to look like. But the enormity of the room shouldn’t have been a surprise considering the sheer size of the building and the popularity that Black Stallion Studios appeared to enjoy online.

      Inside, the decorating theme from the hallway carried through to the office with stylized photos from porn shoots, both vintage and from recent years. On the wall opposite a bookcase, was a glass case displaying a vast collection of sex toys. From dildos and vibrators of every shape and size, to floggers, gags, and leather restraints.

      “Interesting collection, Mr. Stavros.” Alex reached out to shake the director’s hand. “Beats my grandmother’s collection of Hummel figurines.”

      Stavros chuckled, his voice deep, his smile genuine. “Call me Niko.”

      Niko had one of those ageless, olive-skinned, Mediterranean looks. Not the typical Californian Botox-induced kind, but the works-hard-to-stay-fit kind. He had fine lines radiating from the corners of his eyes and flecks of gray in his dark hair at his temples and peppered throughout his manicured beard.

      But Alex had done his research. Niko was in his mid-forties, a porn star in his own right back in his early days. In impressive shape, he could probably strip naked and put a lot of his performers to shame.

      Alex made a mental note to get the name of Niko’s personal trainer, in case
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