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      A gust of wind caught Roman Reed’s door as he got out of his car in front of the Cory Center. If he were of the mind, he might consider it the winds of change blowing his way, but the practical side of him knew the Santa Ana winds had come early.

      On his calf, he brushed the scuff mark off his newly polished shoes and walked through the Center’s door, his résumé tucked neatly in a clear protective sleeve.

      He glanced at his watch. Early. But he needed to make a good impression if he wanted to work at the Center for the last semester of his senior work-study program.

      “In here,” a voice called out, over laughter, shouts, and the hollow bounce of a basketball.

      A kid in shorts and a tank top bounced into him. “Whoa,” Roman said with a laugh, “you’re coming in like a freight train.”

      The kid spun on his heel but kept going. “Sorry, mister.”

      A man appeared in a doorway down the hall, his hands in the pockets of his basketball shorts. If this man were his interviewer, then Roman had overdressed, but that was fine with him. Far better to be overdressed than underdressed.

      “Sorry about that,” the man said as Roman approached. “Jonathan only has one speed.”

      “It’s all good.” Roman extended his hand. “Roman Reed.”

      “Grant Hardy.” Grant stood back and ushered Roman into the office ahead of him.

      It was a basic, no-frills space. A desk, a couple of chairs. The required filing cabinet against the back wall.

      “I figure if I get the job, that comes standard with the kid package.”

      “And then some.” Grant settled into the chair behind his desk, The Cory Center stamped across the chest of the sweaty T-shirt he wore, the hair on his forehead damp from exertion. He pointed to himself. “Please excuse the way I look. The kids put together a mini five-on-one basketball game.”

      “We could do this another time if—”

      “No. Now’s fine. It was a good excuse to quit. I was getting my ass kicked.”

      “Mr. Grant.” The kid with only one speed ran into the office. “Dominique says that—”

      “Jonathan, come back and play.” An athletic Black woman walked in, equally as sweaty as Grant. “Mr. Grant has a meeting.”

      “You must be Roman. Oh, wow, beautiful eyes. I’ve bet those beauties have gotten you la—”

      Vondra cut herself off and snuck a glance at Jonathan. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      Roman got that kind of reaction all the time. And yes, his green eyes had gotten him laid more than once. “Thank you. Nice to meet you, too.”

      The woman caught herself staring and offered her hand. “I’m Vondra Mumbee, by the way. Official wrangler of kids. Sorry one escaped.”

      “Hey.” The blond, skinny kid gave Vondra an annoyed glance.

      “Hey, kid.” When Roman got Jonathan’s attention, he said, “You give us a few minutes, and I’ll take you and your friends on. You think you all can beat me?”

      Roman hoped he hadn’t spoken out of turn. For all he knew, Grant wouldn’t want him interacting with the kids until he’d passed a background check, but the short nod Grant gave Roman told him his instincts were dead on.

      “Dunno,” the kid said, “but anyone’s going to be better than this dude.”

      Grant gave the kid a playful punch in the bicep. “Watch it, buddy.”

      “I don’t know,” Roman said. “Just because I’m Black doesn’t mean I’m any good at basketball. Maybe I played music as a kid, or was into computers, or—”

      Jonathan squeezed Roman’s biceps through his suit coat. “Naw. Computer nerds don’t have muscles like this.”

      Grant laughed. “I’m positive you can be Bill Gates and be buff, too. Now go on and finish the game. We’ll be out in a bit.”

      “Fine,” Jonathan said with a roll of his eyes. “You’ve got five minutes.”

      Vondra gave them an apologetic smile as she ushered the kid out. “Sorry about that.” She closed the door behind her, then popped her head back in. “Take your time, but also hurry. Volleyball’s my jam, not basketball. I’m sucking wind out here.”

      She didn’t wait for a reply before shutting the door again.

      Grant apologized again. “It can be crazy around here in the summer, and we’re a little short on staff.”

      “Hopefully, we’ll be able to help each other out.” Roman handed across his résumé and leaned back, waiting as Grant read through it.

      “Utah, huh?” Grant asked.

      “Born and raised. And had enough.” Roman mostly managed to keep any bitterness out of his voice.

      “I bet California is a bit of a culture shock.”

      “Only in a good way, so far. But then again, I’ve only been here a week.”

      “Good? How so?”

      Any other time or place, Roman would have made something up, but he was talking not only to the man who’d founded The Cory Center to help support local LGBTQ youth in the San Fernando Valley, but a man who was a semi-famous or infamous gay man, depending on your point of view.

      Roman’s view had been from the front side of a computer screen in his dorm room in Utah, watching Grant Hardy’s gay porn.

      How often do people go into a job interview not only knowing what their boss’s junk looked like, but had jerked off to him on many occasions?

      Roman managed to tamp down his blushing. “Here, two men or two women can walk down the street holding hands and not turn any heads. I can’t imagine what that feels like not to have to look over my shoulder every second and wonder if someone is going to drag me into an alley and beat the shit out of me for holding hands or kissing another man.”

      Fuck. Roman hadn’t meant to go there. He should have said the weather was nice, or he liked the beaches.

      Grant took in what Roman had said, his face serious for the first time since Roman sat down. “It’s better here. I’m not going to lie. But this isn’t a Utopia. We have our own problems here. There wouldn’t be a need for a center like this if it were one. There are still LGBTQ kids around here getting bullied and getting kicked out of their homes.”

      “I know. And I want to help those kids. If there had been a place like this for me when I was growing up, it probably would have changed my life.”

      Grant rubbed his chin, his gaze assessing. There were more personal questions in his eyes, but Roman appreciated that Grant didn’t press. None of those answers would determine how good of a fit he’d be for the Center.

      Grant picked up Roman’s résumé again. “Transferring to a new college when you only have a semester left, that’s a little unusual.”

      “I needed a change of scenery.” Roman didn’t elaborate, and his tone didn’t invite any more conversation on the matter.

      You’re fucking this up.

      Roman quickly sidestepped that line of inquiry. “And there wasn’t an organization like yours anywhere near my college. Working with these kids is what I want to do. It’s why I’m studying social work in the first place.”

      “On the phone, you mentioned that you had another job. Will it interfere with your work here?”

      “It’s a part-time gig with a catering company my friend helped me get. Most of their events are in the evenings after I’d be done here. Plus, it’s easy to get people to cover shifts. Besides, once classes start and I have to start studying more, I’m probably going to have to drop that job if I want to make my grades.”

      Roman couldn’t tell how that answer landed because Grant didn’t waste any time launching into the next one. So much for being done in five minutes.

      “You’re kind of old to still be in college, yeah?”

      “I’m an untraditional student.”

      “Ex-military?”

      “Ex-getting my life back together.” He couldn’t be more honest than that. After all, if the kind of man he’d turned out to be wasn’t what Grant wanted, then the Center wasn’t the place for him.

      Don’t go where you’re not wanted.

      He’d learned that lesson while trying to get his life straight.

      “I’m not a stranger to that myself,” Grant said with a self-deprecating smile.

      Grant slid the résumé back toward Roman. Fuck. Was this when Roman was supposed to stand and thank Grant for his time? If Grant didn’t want him, Roman would have preferred Grant waited and tossed the résumé in the trash after he’d left.

      “I like what I see,” Grant said.

      Wait? He does?

      “More importantly, I like the way you handled Jonathan.”

      Something loosened in Roman’s belly. He hadn’t even realized how tight his nerves had wound it up. “Thank you. He seems like a cool kid.”

      “If your background check pans out, I’d like to offer you the job. But I can’t do that without you knowing what you’re getting yourself into.”

      His stomach knotted again at Grant’s tone. Grant leaned forward, his elbows on the desk, the corners of his mouth twisted down. Roman didn’t know Grant well enough to read the man’s emotions, but he would have said concerned if he’d had to guess.

      “What’s up?”

      “It’s about the community project that you’d be helping with.”

      “Besides the work with the kids, the project is another one of the reasons I’m interested in this job. It dovetails nicely with my minor in art. I thought the project had been approved. Are there problems?”

      “The deal with the land went through. A donation from a local benefactor’s estate, but...”

      “I know these revitalization projects take a lot of hard work,” Roman said, filling the silence. He didn’t want Grant to think he minded getting his hands dirty. “But I’m up for the challenge. I’ve got the muscles for it.” Roman bent his arm and raised it for Grant to see his bicep. Not that Grant would be able to tell much through his suit. “Ask Jonathan, if you don’t believe me.”

      “I’ll take your word for it.” Grant laughed but sobered quickly. “It’s not the amount of work. It’s the vacant lot’s neighbor. The lot sits between a strip of shops and a church. The pastor at the church is... I guess the best way to say it is he’s not my biggest fan.

      “He tried to block us from receiving the land, and he’s not afraid to let anyone who will listen know how the Center is a haven for depravity and godlessness. Frankly, the way he makes it sound, the project is going to wreak destruction on the whole valley. Plagues. Locusts. The whole biblical nine yards.”

      “Wow. Um... It’s going to be a playground and garden benefiting the whole community. Now that pot is legal in this state, the good man should maybe take a few puffs and chill.”

      “Christ, you’re not kidding. If I thought it would help, I’d be happy to pony up some of the grant money the Center received and buy him a stash.”

      “Maybe it won’t be as bad as you think.”

      “Maybe not. I’m hoping that after the city heard and rejected the pastor’s objections that he’ll back off. But I’m not placing any bets. Bottom line, whoever is working out there could conceivably have a lot of contact with him, and I can’t have someone out there who can’t take a little heat.”

      “Got it,” Roman said. If there was anyone used to taking crap from homophobes, it was him. “Kill ’em with kindness.”
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      “Damn it!” The shout came from Demetri Stavros’s guest bathroom. “I thought you said the water was shut off.”

      Demetri glanced up from the easel in front of him and met Collin’s eyes. His nude model was a twenty-something local kid who, from the looks of his social media account, made it a habit of getting naked in front of people, whether it was from behind the camera, or in this case, real life.

      “Oops.” Collin giggled. “That can’t be good.”

      The perfect light for drawing streamed through the floor-to-ceiling windows in Demetri’s mid-century modern home, but he set his charcoals down and stood. “Why don’t we call it a day. I have a feeling it’s going to take me all afternoon to mop up.”

      Joss Kincaid came rushing out of the bathroom, his T-shirt soaking wet as he hustled by on his way to the front yard to turn off the water main.

      “Mmmm.” Collin stood, his eyes locked on Joss’s retreating form until the man disappeared out the front door. “You, know, I’m not usually into the ultra masc lumberjack type, but holy shit gurl, I might have to rethink that.”

      Demetri laughed and handed Collin his clothes. “Same time next week?”

      Collin balled up his clothes and wrapped one arm around them, not even bothering to cover his half-hard cock. He leaned in, his eyes ablaze with mischief. “Or... you could give me a call before that. For some off the clock time.”

      There had been a time when Demetri wouldn’t have hesitated to take the guy up on the offer. The model had a swimmer’s body, all that long and lean muscle that Demetri had a thing for, but Demetri wasn’t the same man that he was a year ago. Besides, it was past time he started seeing guys his own age. Maybe someone who might better understand the enormous pothole in the middle of his life’s path.

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      Joss returned and must have overheard because he chuckled and shook his head as he passed them by again. Water had soaked the whole front side of Joss from his Cessna T-shirt down to his athletic shorts.

      Then came the splash of water. Joss hadn’t even made it back to the bathroom. Demetri closed his eyes, not even wanting to see how far the mini flood had traveled.

      He bumped his chin toward the bathroom and gave Collin a sorry, but I’ve got to go kind of smile and started backing away, leaving Collin’s invitation open. He wouldn’t take him up on it, but there were more important things at the moment than trying to find a kind way to let the guy down easy. After all, Collin did a great job as a model and, as hard as was to find someone who’d sit for him while he worked, he didn’t want to fracture their working relationship.

      “I’ll see myself out,” Collin said as he stepped into his bright pink jockstrap and pulled on his shorts.

      Demetri headed toward the hall. “Thanks.”

      Splat. Splat.

      Demetri’s bare feet slapped through the half-inch of water flooding his tile. He’d bought the home for a steal—by California standards—the year before. He’d thought he’d fix it up himself. But between teaching at the college and his art projects, the house hadn’t received more than a lick of paint. Confronting the rusted and slowly leaking water valve on the toilet convinced him he wasn’t the handyman he’d imagined himself to be.

      Which brought Demetri to the now shirtless man kneeling in a puddle of water in his guest bath, wrenching on the stubborn valve.

      “Sorry about that,” Demetri said as he retrieved the bucket and mop from the hall closet and started sopping up the mess. It could have been worse. Instead of clean water, he could be mopping up sewage. “I turned it on this morning to take a shower and forgot to turn it off again.”

      Joss grunted as the rusty valve finally broke free. “Don’t worry about it. It comes with the territory on remodels.”

      “I appreciate you helping me out. I needed to start the remodel process somewhere. The leaky valve pushed me to stop putting it off.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s you I should be thanking.” A flush of crimson rolled up the back of Joss’s neck, and he glanced over his shoulder at Demetri but couldn’t or wouldn’t make eye contact. “When the Santa Anas kick up, and I’m grounded, I need a distraction, something to keep me from reliving Dan’s accident over and over again. The supplemental income doesn’t hurt either.”

      Demetri didn’t know Joss well, and only knew the basics about how Joss’s partner, Dan, had died some years before in a skydiving accident.

      “I’m sorry.”

      Joss shrugged but didn’t turn around. “I’m pretty much over it now. It was a long time ago.”

      If Joss was so over it, why did he need a distraction every time the wind kicked up? “That’s not what Vin says.”

      “I love the guy, but Vin needs to learn to keep his mouth shut.”

      “Love?” Demetri poked, mostly teasing.

      Joss pivoted, the replacement valve in his hand with some sort of white tape wrapped around the threads. This time, Joss met his eyes, and Demetri stopped mopping. “It’s not like that. Vin had his eyes on your cousin for a long damn time, way before the two of us ever got together. We were never meant to last. I’m glad he finally got the man he wanted. It’s good to see him happy.”

      Demetri couldn’t argue with that, so he started mopping again, trying to get as much water as he could out of the bathroom so Joss would have a dry space to work.

      Joss picked up his wrench and started tightening the valve. “You going to take that guy up on his offer?”

      “Who? Collin?”

      “You have another naked guy out there propositioning you? Because if you do, maybe I need to move closer to town. That never happens to me out there in the foothills.”

      “To answer your question. No. And no.” Demetri wrung out the mop for what seemed like the hundredth time, feeling like he was trying to sop up the overflow of the Hoover Dam with a kitchen sponge. “You on the dating apps?”

      Demetri wanted the question back as soon as he’d asked it because the natural follow up to that was, are you?

      “Occasionally.” Joss shrugged as he stood and wiped his hands on a red shop towel. “The apps fill a need. But I’m not expecting anything more out of those one-and-done encounters.”

      Then came the question Demetri had dreaded.

      “How about you?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “Isn’t it always?”

      Demetri hated being so vague, especially when Joss had opened up a bit to him as they negotiated the corners and boundaries of their budding friendship. Demetri’s diagnosis wasn’t a strict secret, but it also wasn’t something he disclosed to just anybody.

      Hence the it’s complicated answer to Joss’s question.

      And while Demetri applauded the way some men on the apps didn’t shy away from putting their similar diagnoses on their profiles, Demetri had reasons to conduct his life with a little more caution and care.

      Besides, as difficult and heart-pounding as it was, he preferred to deliver that kind of personal information face to face.

      If his truth became general knowledge, he worried it would affect his bid at tenure at Winston College. And he wasn’t at a point in his life where he wanted to find out.

      “Well, maybe someone completely unexpected will drop into your life,” Demetri said, pivoting the attention away from himself. “App or no app. All I’m saying is maybe you should be open to it.”

      “Good advice.” Joss planted his hands on his hips. He was a big guy, and there was hardly enough room in the bathroom for two grown men. “Maybe you should take it.”

      “Fuck that,” Demetri said with a grin.

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought.”

      Demetri’s front door closed, and at first, he thought Collin had left something behind, but then his cousin, Niko Stavros, called out. “You ready?”

      Niko came around the corner of the den. The water had seeped out of the hall. Before Demetri could call out a warning, Niko stepped into the puddle in a pair of Louboutins that probably would have cost Demetri a month’s pay. But then again, when you owned Black Stallion Studios, one of the premier producers of gay porn, you could afford a lot of the finer things in life.

      “Why are you so dressed up?” Demetri took his cousin in from his water-splashed dress shoes to his custom-tailored suit in a light charcoal gray. The thin material probably worked well with the summer heat.

      “Why aren’t you?” Niko stuffed his hands into the front pockets of his suit pants and lifted that dark brow that always seemed to have too much to say.

      Because... “Oh, shit.” The answer hit him. He dug his phone out of his pocket and checked the time. “The art exhibit is tonight.”

      “Bingo.”

      A noise came from the bathroom down the hall. From where Niko stood, he wouldn’t be able to see who was inside.

      “You’re not alone?” It came out more as a statement than a question because unless his house had suddenly become haunted, the answer to that was obvious. And the way Niko said alone, with that upward tilt to one side of his mouth, it had a conspiratory spill the deets kind of tone to it. As if Niko had walked in on Demetri sucking a guy off in his bathroom.

      Wouldn’t have been beyond the realm of possibility.

      Before.

      Joss must have stepped out of the bathroom because Niko’s brows knitted together, and a deep line formed between them. “What the hell is he doing here?”
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      Roman dressed in his black slacks and white dress shirt for his shift with the catering company. His experience as a bartender was one of the things that helped him land the job with the company his roommate, and best friend from high school, worked for.

      Work being the operative word. Moses Padillo did as little work as he could get away with. But then again, he could afford to. Roman wasn’t as lucky to have a parent sliding him money for rent every month. He had to hustle for every dollar. Sometimes that meant making sacrifices, but he was determined to do what it took to graduate and get on with his life.

      He grabbed his keys from the kitchen counter on his way to the front door. In the den, Moses sat on the couch playing video games.

      Over the back of the couch, Roman lifted one of the earpieces of Moses’ headset. “I’m out of here.”

      “Wait. What?” Moses scrambled to pause his game and twisted on the couch to give Roman his full attention. Moses was a small guy with big eyes, black hair, and sweetly dark sense of humor. “I thought we were going to Exeter tonight.”

      “Chris needed me to take his shift. My wallet is running on empty. I need all the shifts I can get before school starts up.”

      “But—”

      “But nothing. You don’t need me to help you pick up guys. You can get laid without my help.”

      Moses rolled his guyliner-enhanced eyes. “I know that. I wanted you there in case I picked up more than one. We haven’t had a foursome in—”

      “That was one time.”

      “One fun time.” Moses pouted. “Besides, I worry about you. You haven’t gotten laid since you’ve been here and—”

      “I get laid plenty.”

      Moses laughed. “Since when did plenty become synonymous with hardly any? Do you think anyone told Merriam-Webster? Or do you think it’s an Urban Dictionary kind of thing?”

      “Remind me again why I thought it was a good idea to room with you?”

      “Because you love me?”

      “Like a diabetic loves chocolate, maybe. Besides, not everyone can be as slutty as you. And I mean slutty in the best, most sex-positive way. Go get you some. Don’t wait on me.”

      “I won’t.” Moses grinned. He had the best grin. All teeth that always added a shine to his eyes. It was one of the first things Roman had noticed about him on his first day of algebra class back in middle school. They’d bonded over the fact that they both couldn’t get enough of Mr. Levitt’s ass as he wrote on the whiteboard.

      “Besides,” Moses continued, “you like that old, dried up dick. You won’t find those guys at Exeter. They’re all up in Palm Springs with—”

      “Just because sometimes I dig guys who are a bit older—”

      “Don’t look now, Roman, but I think your daddy issues are showing.”

      Roman swatted him up the backside of his head, but Moses only laughed. What did Moses know about daddy issues anyway?

      And liking older men, that didn’t mean Roman had daddy issues.

      Probably.
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      What the hell is he doing here?

      Niko’s words echoed in Demetri’s head, and he wondered if he was going to have to break up a fight. “Back off, Niko.”

      Joss pulled his still-damp shirt on over his head, the wet patches clinging to his broad chest. He had a good four or five inches on Niko, but when you were as big as Joss, you towered over most people. Sometimes Demetri wondered how Joss ever fit behind the yoke of his plane. Did they make cockpits in jumbo sizes?

      “You’re not still cross with me, are you?” Joss didn’t seem annoyed with Niko’s open hostility. If anything, Joss seemed amused. “You won. You got Vin. I’m not a threat here. And honestly, hindsight and all, I never really was.”

      Niko took a step back, making a move as if he were about to run his hand through his hair, but he must have thought better of it since he’d gone through the trouble of gelling his dark hair. Instead, he raised his hands in surrender. “You’re right.”

      Those two words... it sounded as if someone had reached deep down into Niko’s throat and pulled them out with a barbed hook. It looked painful.

      “Look,” Joss said to Demetri, “I’m going to get out of here. I replaced the valve and can turn the water back on for now.”

      “Yeah. Thanks.”

      Joss bumped his chin toward the front of the house. “You hiding Vin in the car?”

      “No. He’s working on some film edits. He’s meeting us there.”

      “Be sure to tell him I said hello.”

      “I’ll do that.” Niko sounded sincere enough, but Demetri knew better. Despite the fact Joss wasn’t a threat to Niko and Vin’s new relationship, Demetri figured Niko had zero intention of passing on the greeting.

      Demetri walked Joss to his Jeep and returned to find Niko with his suit coat off, his sleeves rolled up, and the mop in his hand.

      “Go get a shower. We’re running late.”

      Which was Niko’s sly way of changing the subject from his blatant jealousy to Demetri’s inconvenient forgetfulness.

      “Can’t you give Grant, Bass, and Tavi my excuses and—”

      “No. I can’t. You promised you’d be there. It’s not every day Grant and Sebastian’s foster kid has his first art exhibit. You need to be there to support them. And if you don’t want Bass on your ass at every family dinner from now until eternity, you’ll keep that promise.”

      “Look, the kid’s got talent, but today’s not a good day. I don’t see why—”

      Niko took Demetri by the shoulders and turned him down the hall and gave him a light shove. “Grant and Tavi are family now. That’s why.”

      Fuuuck.

      Demetri loved his big extended family, but that didn’t mean he liked it when Niko was right.

      After a quick shower, Demetri stood at his sink, a towel wrapped around his waist as he lathered his face with shaving cream.

      Niko came into his bedroom and leaned a shoulder against the door jamb of the bathroom. “Oh, and by the way, I volunteered you to help Grant with his community project. You know, the one with the vacant lot and—”

      Their eyes locked in the mirror, Demetri’s hand stilling, mid-stroke. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me, right?”

      “Do I look like I’m kidding?”

      This was why Demetri was sometimes glad he didn’t have an older brother. Niko could be overbearing enough.

      “Well, I told them you would, so...”

      Demetri rinsed his razor and continued shaving. At this point, the event would be over before they got there. He stretched his neck out to shave underneath his jaw. “Then I guess you’ll have to un-volunteer me. I’ve got classes starting up next week. I don’t have the time.”

      “They’d only need you on the weekends. Besides, it’s not like you’ve got anything else going on in your life.”

      “You’re such an asshole.”

      “Yeah, but that doesn’t change the situation any. If I could draw something more than a stick figure, I’d have volunteered myself, but you’re the artist of the family, and you know how important it is for this project of Grant’s to make a good impression on the city council. If he can get the council behind him, it will be that much easier for him to bring additional services to his Center.”

      With a final swipe, Demetri rinsed his razor and wiped the remaining shaving cream off with a hand towel. He turned to Niko. “If I’m volunteering my time, then you’re ponying up the money for the supplies.”

      “That’ll run into the thousands.”

      Demetri looked his cousin up and down. “Or the price of one tailored suit.”

      Niko barked out a laugh. “Fuck, you’re grumpy today. But it’s a deal.”

      They didn’t shake on it. Niko was as good as his word.

      Demetri disappeared into his closet to get dressed. Through the open door, he said, “And I’m not grumpy. I would appreciate a heads up before I’m being voluntold to do something.”

      Niko sat on the bench at the foot of Demetri’s bed. He had a direct line of sight into Demetri’s closet. Being a porn director, Niko didn’t think twice about privacy, and Demetri had gotten so used to Niko’s lack of boundaries that he didn’t even turn around as he dressed.

      “Maybe you just need to get laid.”

      Demetri sifted through the clothes in his closet. He located a summer weight, light gray suit he usually saved for spring graduations. “You know damn well why I haven’t.”

      “You’re more than your diagnosis, Dem.” Niko’s voice dropped, and the compassion in his words made Demetri’s throat tight.

      Niko had been there when Demetri had received the news and had metaphorically held his hand the entire way through the early, uncertain days and the start of treatment. Demetri couldn’t have asked for him to be more supportive.

      He wished Niko would now mind his damn business and stay out of his sex life. Or the shredded remains of it.

      “I know that.” Demetri didn’t know if he said it loud enough for Niko to hear. Didn’t matter. Maybe he was the one who needed to hear it most.

      Demetri slipped into a light pink dress shirt and knotted a dark purple silk tie around his throat and called it good. “Let’s go already.”

      They drove in Niko’s car. Now that Niko had a captive audience, he wouldn’t let Demetri’s sex life drop. “There are plenty of guys out there living full lives with HIV. You’re no different.”

      Easy to say when you weren’t poz.

      “I tried getting back into dating after I became undetectable.”

      Niko took his eyes off the road, and Demetri had to tell him to go when the light changed. “You never told me that.”

      “That’s because my sex life isn’t your business. I keep trying to tell you that, but you don’t listen.”

      “Well?”

      “Well, what?”

      “How did it go?”

      “Let’s just say that people are less forgiving and less willing to educate themselves that undetectable equals untransmittable than I’d given them credit for.”

      “You disclosed?”

      Demetri stared at Niko as if he’d lost every last one of his marbles. “Of course, I disclosed.”

      “On the first date?”

      “Well, yeah, I don’t want—”

      “Maybe you shouldn’t. You take your meds religiously. You’re undetectable. You are a safer guy to have sex with than someone who doesn’t get tested and know their status. Maybe you don’t need to disclose anything.”

      “I know some guys who don’t. And I get it. I’ve been tempted so many damn times. But I can’t. I don’t have a problem kissing or jacking a guy off or giving him a blowjob. He wouldn’t contract it through that kind of contact even if I were detectable, but I’m not going to have penetrative sex or let someone suck me off without disclosing. I think my sex partners have a right to know, so that’s a personal hard line I’ve drawn.”

      “Okay,” Niko said, drawing the word out as he thought. He pulled into the parking lot of the art gallery and shoved the gearshift into park. “Have you thought about maybe waiting to disclose until a guy gets to know you first? Maybe once he’s a little invested in you, he won’t be so quick to run.”

      “I don’t want to be dishonest.”

      “It’s not dishonest. There’s nothing wrong with not hooking up on a first date. It might be boring, but—”

      “Fuck you,” Demetri said with a laugh.

      “Give it a try, will you?”

      Demetri hated to admit that Niko might be right twice in one night. A wide grin spread across Niko’s face. He knew it, too.

      “Fine. I’ll give it a try. But if this blows up in my face—”

      “You can blame me.”

      Damn right, he would.
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      Demetri and Niko stepped into Premier, the most prestigious art gallery in the San Fernando Valley.

      As the prize for winning a local art contest put on by the Cory Center, Tavi—Sebastian and Grant’s foster kid—won a showcase of his artwork at the gallery.

      From what Demetri had heard, the kid was some kind of an art protégé. Now that Demetri was at the gallery, he was glad Niko had made him come. In his world, art always made things better. And he needed to get it through his sometimes-thick skull that life goes on. Even when you’re poz.

      “Hey, you made it,” Vin said as he greeted them at the door.

      Niko leaned in and gave Vin a lingering kiss. Niko’s smile was more genuine than Demetri had seen in a long time. And it had everything to do with Vin.

      Demetri was happy for them. And if he had to force a smile onto his face, he’d do it. He could go home and feel sorry for the sad estate of his own love life later.

      Maybe over a glass of single malt scotch.

      Demetri pulled Vin in for a hug and said, “You look good.”

      Vin chuckled and straightened his turquoise tie. “Niko says I clean up well.”

      “It’s not the suit. It’s the grin. I’m glad you two found each other. I really am.”

      “But?”

      “No buts.”

      “You’re going to find someone.” Fuck if Vin didn’t know exactly what Demetri was thinking. Vin leaned in. “Hey, with the new semester starting up soon, I’m sure you’ll have a whole crop of hot college guys to choose from.”

      Demetri cut him a look that would have left a lesser man abraded and bloody. “I don’t date my students.”

      Vin laughed. “Yeah, Niko had that rule about dating employees, and we all saw what happened there.”

      A waiter wandered by with a tray of champagne flutes. Vin grabbed two and passed one to Niko. He took another and held it out for Demetri. “Want one?”

      When you’re feeling sorry for yourself, a little bubbly is not the classic drink of choice. Only something stronger would do. Demetri bobbed his chin in the direction the waiter had come. “I’m heading to the bar. I’ll catch up with you guys later.”

      But before Demetri could make it to the bar, the crowd shifted and parted, and he had a direct line of sight to Tavi standing next to his art hung on one of the walls. The kid looked stiff in his rented tux and tugged at his too-short cuffs.

      Demetri detoured. The whiskey could wait.

      One of the gallery’s patrons finished up their conversation with Tavi as Demetri stepped up. Tavi tugged at the collar of his shirt, a fresh razor cut on the edge of his jaw. He was a lean fifteen-year-old with a messy mop of hair who would have looked much more comfortable behind the counter of the tattoo shop he apprenticed at than gracing the halls of a gallery.

      “You hanging in there?” Demetri asked.

      “I think.” It came out more like a question as if Tavi weren’t sure how he was doing. “When I won the art contest, I figured when the exhibit came, I’d be pacing an empty gallery counting the minutes until it ended. I never expected people to come and want to talk to me about my art.”

      Tavi raised his hands out to the side. “I mean, I’m a kid and—”

      “And naturally gifted and talented,” Demetri added. “Seriously.”

      He glanced at one of the drawings on the wall—an enlargement of Tavi’s winning illustration. The emotion in each line, each stroke, couldn’t be taught. It had to come from within. Demetri would love to get this kid into one of his classes when he was old enough. “You’ve got the stuff.”

      Tavi’s eyes dropped to the floor, and the color rose to his cheeks, looking nothing like the defensive, hard-knock kid Grant and Sebastian had pulled off the streets not so long ago. “Thanks.”

      An older couple approached, and Demetri knew they would have questions for Tavi. He took a step away. “Enjoy your night. You deserve this.”

      Demetri backed up and leaned against a pillar, taking in the drawing from afar. He couldn’t take his eyes off it. The contest prompt had been ‘family,’ and Tavi had nailed it in the scene of him, his boyfriend, Grant, Sebastian, and his Nana in a booth at a local pizza joint.

      The way Tavi had captured the love in Sebastian’s eyes as he glanced over at Grant brought a lump to Demetri’s throat that only whiskey would be able to wash down.

      Demetri turned and started a determined walk toward the cash bar set up at the back of the gallery.  He pointedly avoided Grant and Sebastian as they stood hand-in-hand beside Grant’s grandmother, talking to a couple Demetri didn’t know. He’d swing back through the gallery and speak to them later, but not before he had a drink.

      Demetri waited in the short line, watching the twenty-something bartender work. He watched the play of the man’s biceps as he mixed and poured drinks, appreciating how the white shirt hugged the man’s chest.

      He belonged naked under the lights on the dais in Demetri’s live drawing class, not behind a bar.

      The line shifted, and Demetri found himself at the front of the line, staring into the greenest eyes he’d ever seen.

      “What can I get for you?”

      ‘An EKG,’ Demetri wanted to say because he thought his heart had just stopped. The bartender’s emerald green eyes had the depth and clarity of a triple-A-rated gemstone, and Demetri got lost in their natural beauty. “Um... I...” He couldn’t spit the word ‘whiskey’ out. Instead, he said, “Surprise me.”

      The man grinned, and Demetri’s heart jolted, thumping against his sternum. Guess you haven’t died and gone to heaven after all.

      “Enjoying your night?” the man asked as he pulled out a stainless-steel shaker and poured in different liquors, and a mixer Demetri didn’t immediately recognize. He added a few cubes of ice and gave it all a good shake.

      “It’s improving.” Demetri held in the eye roll at the cheesiness of the line. He’d take his drink and find Sebastian. The bartender was here to work. Not flirt.

      The man poured the colorful drink, put a wedge of lime on the rim of the glass, and set it on the narrow bar top, his smile impossibly wide. “Funny, I was going to say the same thing.”

      Demetri handed over his cash along with a healthy tip and took a sip of his drink. It had a bite and a tang, and the alcohol slid down smoothly. If he weren’t careful, he could quickly get drunk and never see it coming. “What do you call this?”

      “Why don’t we call it The Spice of Life.”

      “Never heard of it.”

      “That’s because it’s a one-off I made only for you.”

      The bartender probably said that to all the guys he served drinks, even if he’d made Demetri feel as if he’d been the only one.

      Demetri held up his glass and started to leave. “Thanks for this.”

      “Come back and see me,” the man said. The flirtatious tone had Demetri thinking he might be interested in more than another generous tip. Or maybe that was dickful thinking on Demetri’s part.

      Demetri returned to the main gallery, nursing his drink as he circulated among his family and his colleagues from the art department, his attention divided between the conversation, the drink in his hand, and the captivating man who’d made it.

      As the evening wore on and the crowd thinned, Demetri found his way back to the bar. The bartender was stacking dirty glassware into bins to return with the caterers.

      Green Eyes glanced up and smiled as Demetri approached. “If it isn’t Mr. Spice of Life. I thought you’d forgotten about me.”

      Forgotten about him? Demetri hadn’t stopped thinking about him all night, and he sported a semi behind the flat front of his suit pants to prove it. “What was in that drink, anyway?”

      “My little secret. Everyone needs a little mystery in their lives, don’t you think?”

      “Maybe.” Was the bartender flirting with him?

      The man leaned his arms on the bar top and gave Demetri a glance up and down. “Want more?”

      They weren’t talking about drinks anymore.

      Definitely flirting.

      “Does anyone tell you no when you ask that?”

      “I’ve never asked anyone that before.” The bartender’s voice dropped low, an intimate growl meant only for Demetri’s ears. “At least not while I’m working.”

      From somewhere behind him, Demetri heard Niko laugh, reminding him he hadn’t come to the gallery tonight looking to hook up. But then again... “What time do you get off?”
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      What time do you get off?

      Looked like Roman might get off sooner than he’d thought. Roman smiled, and Mr. Spice of Life smiled back, the fine lines at the corner of his eyes crinkling. He pegged the man to be in his late thirties, maybe. A ten-ish year age difference wasn’t such a big deal. Especially in Gayland.

      Which was a lot like Disneyland, only more colorful and gayer and a hell of a lot sexier.

      “I should have been off the clock ten minutes ago.” He glanced around the gallery. The crowd had thinned to a few stragglers. Those who were left were hugging and shaking hands and telling their friends goodbye. He bumped his chin at the glass Spicy set on the bar. “I can make you another one if you like.”

      “No. I’m good.”

      “Dude,” Sherry, Roman’s supervisor, swept by on her way to the gallery’s small kitchen in the back. “The van’s waiting on those dirty glasses.”

      “I was just taking them out,” Roman said to her retreating back. To his potential hookup, he said, “Sorry, I’ve got to—”

      “You want some help with those?” Spicy took off his suit coat and laid it across the bar.

      He had a stack of plastic crates full of dirty glasses. He would need multiple trips if he were going to get them all into the waiting van. If he said yes, he could finish the job quicker and spend a little more time with a man he’d like to get to know a little bit better.

      “Sure.” Roman picked up the top crate and handed it to him. “Follow me.”

      On their last trip back to the bar to get the remaining two crates, Roman’s eyes stayed glued to Spicy’s ass. The man had left his suit coat back by the bar, and Roman appreciated the view. What would it take for him to get his hands on that ass?

      Just your hands?

      Well, he’d start there and see where things went.

      They loaded the last of the crates into the catering van. Roman slid the door closed and thumped his hand on the side, telling the driver it was safe to leave.

      As the van pulled out, Roman turned to Spicy and said, “Thank you.”

      “You bet.”

      “Hold up.” Roman caught his arm before the man could disappear back inside the gallery. Just because they were done loading the van didn’t mean he was finished with him.

      The man stopped. “What is it?”

      “I didn’t get to thank you properly.”

      The man’s brows went up, and he smiled, stepping into Roman’s personal space. “Oh, yeah?”

      “Yeah.” Roman kicked the doorstop out from beneath the door and let it close. He didn’t know if he’d locked them out, but right then, he didn’t care.

      He put his hands in the middle of Spicy’s chest and stepped him back until the brick wall brought him to a halt.

      “You mean here?” The man looked equally cautious and tantalized.

      Roman glanced both ways down the alley. For an alley, it could have been worse. No dumpsters were overflowing with stinky garbage and cats screeching and clawing over the contents. There was a weak security light above a door a couple of units down, but now that the gallery door was closed, they were in relative darkness.

      “Here’s good for me.” He leaned in and pressed his lips to Spicy’s. Spicy’s hands immediately fisted in Roman’s shirt and pulled him closer. Fucking hell.

      Roman broke the kiss. “What’s your name? In my head, I keep calling you Spicy.”

      The man laughed, and it made Roman’s heart stutter and trip. “Spicy will do. After all, it was you who said we all need a little mystery in our lives.”

      Roman couldn’t help the grin from spreading across his face. “All right, if that’s the way you want to play it. No names then.”

      He angled his head as he stepped closer, straddling one of Spicy’s thighs and pressing his semi against the man’s hip.

      “Mmm,” Spicy groaned, his hands going to Roman’s hips and hitching him up against him. “Fuck, you’re hard.”

      Roman took advantage of the open mouth and slipped his tongue inside. He liked a man who gave as good as he got, and the man he had plastered against the wall in a back alley proved no exception. He deepened the kiss, goosebumps skittering down his arms despite the warmth of Southern California in August.

      Reaching down, Roman cupped and stroked Spicy’s hard dick through the soft, thin wool of his pants. Spicy’s head lulled back, his eyes rolling closed as Roman kissed his way across the freshly shaven jaw and down over the Adam’s apple that bobbed up and down.

      Earlier, the man’s intoxicating cologne almost had Roman pulling him over the top of the bar for a kiss and something more, but beneath that scent, Roman thought he caught a hint of paint thinner in his hair.

      As a part-time artist, the scent was some kind of a crazy turn-on.

      Spicy ground against Roman’s hand, looking for that friction, chasing that slow burn. But fuck slow. He promised Spicy a thank you, and he damn well wanted to give him one.

      With steady hands, he unfastened Spicy’s belt and had the pants undone and the zipper down in one fluid motion. Spicy’s thick cock stuck up through the waistband of his underwear, and Roman ran his thumb through the slick precum gathering there.

      Spicy groaned, but his hand came down over Roman’s, stopping him before Roman could slide his hand inside the man’s underwear.

      “Is there a problem?”

      Spicy huffed out a breath, his glazed eyes coming back into focus. “I want to suck you off.”

      Roman’s dick flexed in his slacks. His dick didn’t seem to have an issue with the proposition. “I’m the one who’s supposed to be thanking you.”

      “Is that a ‘no,’ then?”

      Bracing his hands on the brick on either side of Spicy’s head, he ducked his head and kissed him again. Roman tasted the lime on Spicy’s tongue from the custom drink he’d made. Roman couldn’t keep his lips off him, and he was having a damn hard time keeping his hands off too. But if the man preferred to blow Roman instead of the other way around, he wasn’t stupid enough to argue.

      “No.” Leaning in, he whispered in Spicy’s ear. “I’d love to have those lips wrapped around my cock.”

      In seemingly one motion, Spicy spun Roman around. His back hit hard against the bricks, the rough edges digging into his back, but that only made it hotter. Spicy wasted no time stripping Roman’s pants down low on his hips, his rock-hard cock springing free.

      “Jesus Christ,” he thought he heard Spicy mutter, but a motorcycle zipped by on the side street, and Roman couldn’t be certain.

      A warm hand slid beneath Roman’s shirt and up his abs as Roman fisted a hand in Spicy’s hair. It was soft and thick as it slipped through his fingers. Then that hot, sexy mouth came down on him. And oh, sweet baby jeezus...

      Spicy’s tongue grazed the underside of Roman’s shaft, tracing a warm, wet line up to his sensitive tip. His balls drew up, as a couple walked by the alley, shoulder to shoulder, holding hands and glancing their way as they passed.

      Had they been seen?

      Roman didn’t panic. The chance of getting caught only made the blowjob more thrilling. It wasn’t often that he’d had sex in an alley, but the times he had were fucking hot.

      And the guy on his knees in front of him knew what the hell he was doing.

      Score one for the older guys.

      Roman pressed harder on the back of Spicy’s head, encouraging him to take him deep. Spicy didn’t disappoint. In one long, languid slide, he took Roman to the back of his throat.

      “Umph.” Roman’s brain went offline for a flash, the words in his head disappearing before flickering back. “Fuck, don’t stop.”

      Spicy chuckled as he stroked Roman’s cock, using his hands and his mouth, his tongue working the tip, the suction enough to shift Roman’s soul. He’d never had head this good, and he knew it had nothing to do with the heightened sense of danger and everything to do with the man himself.

      Things shifted. Now he wanted, needed, a name. The base of his spine tingled as the first inklings of his orgasm built. With his oxygen-depleted, coherent thought became a precious commodity. The building held him up as his knees grew weak and indecipherable groans clawed their way up the back of his throat.

      “I’m coming,” Roman warned as the first pulses of his orgasm hit. Somewhere in his mind-melting pleasure, he became vaguely aware that his phone vibrated against his thigh. He ignored it.

      Instead of pulling off, Spicy took him deep one last time. His climax slammed into him, and he shot his load. Spicy’s throat worked as he swallowed and swallowed again. The man didn’t pull off until Roman sank against the wall, aware of little besides Spicy’s satisfied hum and the lazy stroke of his hand down Roman’s quickly softening cock.

      Spicy stood and pulled Roman’s pants up over his hips. Roman had never seen a man with such a smug, pleased look on his face. Now it was Spicy’s turn to box Roman in with his hands on the wall, going in for a kiss. Roman opened immediately, tasting the saltiness of himself on another man’s tongue. As soon as he could stand without support, Roman planned on returning the favor because as hard as he’d come, he wasn’t done with this man yet. And by the erection pressed up against him, Spicy was far from done either.

      Roman thought about inviting him back to his place. Moses would be gone most of the night, and even if he came back at some point, it wouldn’t be a big deal. They had rooms on opposite ends of the apartment. Not that he cared who heard. Not when he had a man like Spicy in his bed.

      Roman’s phone buzzed, then buzzed again with an incoming text. Fuck. Spicy broke the kiss, a softer, sweeter smile on his face. “Maybe you should get that.”

      “If it’s important, they’ll call.” Roman cupped the back of Spicy’s neck, bringing him in for another kiss. His phone rang in his pocket.

      Spicy reached into Roman’s pocket and handed him the phone. This better be good. Roman answered and held the phone to his ear. “What?”

      “It’s me.” Moses sounded breathless.

      “Wha—”

      “I have an emergency. Where are you?”

      Roman stilled, and Spicy must have either overheard or sensed something was wrong because he stopped nibbling and kissing his way down the length of Roman’s throat. “I’m at Premier, it’s—”

      “I know where it is. I’m close.”

      “Meet me by the alley.”

      “Why?”

      “Just... just meet me there.”

      Moses hung up before Roman could ask anything else. He leaned his forehead against Spicy’s. He smelled the fresh sweat on their skin and the faintest hint of musk. If it were anyone else who had called, Roman might have told them to call someone else, but this was Moses.

      “I’m sorry. I have to go,” Roman said.

      “It’s okay.” For a guy about to be denied a back-alley blowjob, Spicy took the news exceptionally well. “Maybe it’s better that it ended this way.”

      A sadness had crept into Spicy’s voice that didn’t quite jibe with what had transpired. But before he could ask about it, Moses pulled up at the head of the alley and honked his horn.

      “I guess that’s your ride,” Spicy said.

      Roman stuffed himself back into his underwear and fastened his pants. “What’s your na—”

      Moses honked again and, through his open window, called out for Roman to hurry. Then the Premier’s back door opened, and a man in a light charcoal gray suit stepped out.

      “There you are,” the man said to Spicy. “I’ve been looking all over for you.”

      Was this a boyfriend?

      A husband?

      That would be Roman’s luck, the one guy who’d turned his crank in a while might be taken.

      Moses honked again, and Roman didn’t have time to stick around to find out.
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      Demetri turned toward Niko as he adjusted himself. “Don’t look at me like that.”

      Niko chuckled. “Like what?”

      “Like you’re a proud papa after finding out his son has gotten laid for the first time.”

      “I’m just standing here.” He handed Demetri his suit coat. “You ready? Everyone else has gone. They’ve even locked the front door on us.”

      “I’m ready.”

      Niko fell into step beside Demetri as they walked down the alley and made their way back to Niko’s Jaguar.

      “That was...” Niko started, but it didn’t seem like he knew how to finish the sentence.

      “Unexpected?” Demetri filled in for him.

      The mild night made it ideal for walking, even with the winds. Demetri hooked his suit coat on his finger and hitched it over his shoulder, his balls and semi-hard cock heavy between his legs. He’d have to jack himself off later if he wanted to get any sleep.

      But what he wanted most was the bartender’s sexy lips on his dick, but the relief of not having to come up with an excuse as to why that wasn’t going to happen almost made up for the fact that he’d probably missed out on some fantastic head.

      That late at night, even for the valley, traffic came in spits and spurts, especially on the side streets. He glanced up at the sky, but the light pollution blotted out all but the brightest stars.

      “You going to see him again?” Niko asked, bringing Demetri back to himself.

      “I didn’t get his number.”

      He should have. But in Demetri’s experience, alley sex had never amounted to anything more than scratching an itch.

      “I’m sure you could look him up on social media. He’s bound to be—”

      “I didn’t get his name, either,” Demetri muttered.

      Probably a good thing. In a very short time, Green Eyes had made Demetri question all of his morals and values and almost had him consenting to things he damn well promised himself he wouldn’t.

      A man who could move Demetri’s moral line that easily was far too dangerous.

      They drove back to Demetri’s place in near silence, guilt starting to nibble at his edges. What if they hadn’t been interrupted? Would Demetri have let the man go down on him?

      Would he have been tempted to do more?

      In Demetri’s driveway, Niko parked. “You didn’t tell him, did you?”

      “Why do you say that? Because he didn’t run?”

      “No, because the self-recrimination is wafting off of you like something foul a dog rolled in.”

      “I didn’t do anything unsafe.” Demetri brushed the dirt off the knees of his pants, where the threads had been scuffed and scraped. He’d probably ruined the pants. Then he glanced up at Niko, his cousin’s features in harsh relief in the blue glow of the dash lights. “But I fucking wanted to.”

      “He scared you.”

      “I scared me.”

      Niko stared out the windshield. Demetri had left the lights on when he’d left, and through the front plate-glass windows, you could see through to the backyard.

      Niko looked at Demetri, not speaking until Demetri held his gaze. “You didn’t put him at any kind of risk. You know that. Go easy on yourself.”

      Easier said than done.

      Especially when Demetri knew exactly what else he’d wanted to do in that alley.

      “You are one of the most compassionate people I know,” Niko said. “Try saving a little of that for yourself, yeah?”

      Demetri gave him a curt nod, more because it was expected than because he agreed.

      Back in his house, he stripped off his tie and unbuttoned the top buttons on his shirt. He poured himself cheap box wine. It had been sitting in the fridge since God knew when.

      He dropped onto the couch in the darkness and stared out the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking his pool.

      Demetri couldn’t get the bartender out of his head.

      And being half hard didn’t help.

      After two glasses of wine, the stupid thought that he might be able to find Green Eyes on one of the hookup apps popped into his brain. It took another glass while arguing back and forth with himself before he called himself an idiot and pulled his phone out of his pocket anyway.

      You would have thought that the minutes it took for him to re-download several of the more popular hookup apps would have given him enough time to come to his senses.

      You’d be wrong.

      On the first app, he set the location radius to two miles, having no idea where the man lived. He scrolled through grids of faces and bare chests, one after the other. He recognized a few. Some were friends, and some were people he’d hooked up with in the past. But none of them were the man he’d sucked off in the alley.

      For all Demetri knew, the man could have driven up from Los Angeles or somewhere else.

      Demetri tossed his phone onto the cushion beside him. He got up for another glass of wine and drained the dregs from the bottom of the box. Probably a good thing the box hadn’t been full.

      Flopping back down on the couch, he picked up his phone. Finding the bartender would be like finding a needle in a gay haystack.

      But the man’s friend called and was there within minutes.

      Demetri widened the search area to five miles but still came up blank.

      Maybe this was the universe’s way of saving him from himself.

      He rinsed his empty glass in the sink and shuffled his way into his bedroom, kicking off his shoes and stripping to his briefs on the way, leaving a trail of alley-scuffed clothes on the floor behind him.

      Dropping onto his back on the bed, he closed his eyes. All he saw were those mesmerizing eyes, that heart-stopping smile, and a hard cock that went on for a mile.

      Okay, maybe not a mile, but it had been impressive. Demetri still felt the tightness in his jaw from the strain. And thinking about the feel of that thick dick in his mouth turned the semi he’d had since he’d left the gallery into a full-blown hard-on.

      He shoved his underwear down his legs and kicked them out of the way, having zero shame as he took hold of himself. He’d never see the guy again, and there was nothing wrong with some harmless jacking off.

      Precum quickly slicked his tip. Even after all the wine, Demetri imagined he could still taste the man on his tongue. Could still feel the pulse of the bartender’s orgasm slamming into him, and the cum shooting into the back of his throat.

      His balls grew heavy and tight as Demetri continued stroking himself, his shaft now slick with his precum. He teased the ridge and the head, wishing it were a tongue or the bartender’s hand.

      He came quickly, and with little of his usual warning, his load landing on his chest and abdomen. As he lay there, with his spilled cum drying on his skin, he knew the universe had been looking out for him.

      His kryptonite wasn’t an alien mineral from another world...

      It was a sinfully sexy bartender.
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      Roman jumped into Moses’ car, trying to buckle in as Moses sped away from the curb. He looked his friend up and down, searching for blood or something, he didn’t know what. But besides looking a little frazzled even for Moses, nothing seemed out of the ordinary.

      “What’s wrong? What’s happening? Where are we going?” Roman couldn’t get the questions out fast enough. His heart still raced from the mind-altering blowjob and the fresh dump of adrenaline.

      Moses glanced over at Roman, his eyes sweeping down Roman’s body until they landed on his unfastened belt. “Did I interrupt something?”

      “Are you fucking kidding me? What’s the emergency? Why did you call me?”

      Moses grinned, his usual mischievous grin, but this time a little oops, my bad lurked around the edges. “Did you just get sucked off?”

      “Would you forget about my dick for a minute and answer the fucking question?”

      Moses stared straight ahead as he accelerated to avoid the red light, in a rush to get wherever they were going. Roman’s first thought when Moses had called was that Moses or one of his friends had gotten jumped and beat up leaving one of the clubs. It didn’t happen often, but it still happened.

      “Look, if I’d known—”

      Something in the way Moses glanced back at him, his smile wider and devilment powering the spark in his eyes, Roman clicked onto the reality that the reason Moses had called hadn’t been life or death.

      Roman should have been relieved, but he was too pissed to feel anything but lied to.

      Moses should have known better.

      At the corner, Moses slowed and pulled into Exeter’s back parking lot. The heavy beat of the bass escaping the club vibrated throughout Moses’ piece of shit car.

      “There they are.” Moses pointed.

      Two guys were lip locked and leaning against one of the cars, completely oblivious to anything going on around them.

      “Who are they?”

      “Our tricks for the night.”

      Roman already had perfectly satisfying anonymous sex that night. He didn’t need these guys.

      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.” Roman shoved the door open with his foot and headed down the sidewalk in the opposite direction.

      “Wait!” Leaving his car running, Moses scrambled around the trunk and caught Roman’s arm at the street corner. A metallic purple lowrider drove by, the windows down, the bass from the music at a bone-vibrating, ear-numbing volume that put Exeter to shame.

      Roman shook Moses off and stepped into him. Roman’s vision narrowed, and the bass from the music vanished as he stared down at his friend, his fists shaking at his sides.

      “What’s your problem?” Moses said. “How the hell was I to know you were getting yourself some? I thought I was doing you a favor.”

      “I thought someone was dying, I thought—”

      Moses laughed. “Yeah, dying to get into their pants.”

      Roman spun away from his friend, stalking to the curb before turning around again. “You said it was an emergency.”

      “I didn’t think you’d come otherwise.” Moses raised his hands, having the decency to look the tiniest bit chagrined.

      “Is this your friend?” The two guys walked over. They scanned Roman up and down like a side of prime beef. “You weren’t kidding.”

      The taller one, the one with his shirt unbuttoned and his hair all sweaty from dancing in the club, grabbed the end of Roman’s unfastened belt and tugged Roman against him. “I call dibs.”

      Roman shoved him away. “Not tonight, guys.”

      “Hey, man.” The shorter one had a harness holding up his unfastened pants, his fly open, his jockstrap exposed. “We’re just looking for some fun.”

      The two guys in front of him were young and muscled and easy on the eyes.

      But they aren’t Spicy.

      Roman poked Moses in the chest with his finger. “Don’t ever pull crap like that again. You got me?

      He didn’t wait for an answer. He turned on his heel and started walking the few miles back to his car. Even if he’d had the money to spare for an Uber, he needed every step of that walk to soften the edges of his rage.

      Are you mad because Moses lied about an emergency? Or are you mad because you had to leave before getting the guy’s number?

      The emergency. You don’t lie about—

      Bullshit. Any other day you would have laughed
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