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Sometimes willpower isn’t enough.

Cam

Social anxiety’s been my constant companion for twenty-three years, sometimes in the background, sometimes silencing me and yanking my guts out in the nearest trash can. No matter how much I love playing music, I’m never going to get up on a stage and perform in front of a crowd. But since I met Erik, and was asked to join his band Hellsbane, that knowledge hurts worse.

No heart (even Erik’s) or dick (even Erik’s) is big enough to carry me past my limits, but God, I wish there was a way.

Erik

Life’s damned unfair when a guy with the voice of a hard-rock angel and a songwriting talent like Cam’s can only post anonymous videos online. But you can’t cure anxiety with wanting, or willpower. My drummer needs to quit trying to push Cam onstage with us before he breaks.

Rocktoberfest’s still our goal, and touring with Hellsbane was my only ambition, until I met Cam. Now I can’t have everything I love in one place, but dammit, I wish there was a way.

A first-times, life challenges, coming out, rockstar romance.

Hidden Blade is part of the multi-author The Road to Rocktoberfest 2022 series. Each book can be read as a standalone, but why not read them all and see who hits the stage next? Hot rockstars and the men who love them, what more could you ask for? Kick back, load up your kindle and enjoy the men of Rocktoberfest!
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Chapter 1

Erik

It began with a song. Well, a voice and a song. And a look. A combo that practically knocked me off my creaky wooden chair in the cafe, which is hard to do because after fifteen years in the music business, I’ve heard a lot of amazing voices and a lot of good songs. But this kid. Jesus.

He came out on the little stage and sat down sideways on a stool, not making eye contact with the audience. Some guy— a friend or a roadie about his age with a mass of dreadlocks and jeans draped with chains— set up a modest amp and plugged him in while the kid fiddled with his Ibanez, tuning strings that sounded just fine to me. Then his friend set the mic in front of him, gave him a thump on the shoulder, and left the stage.

The kid glanced at the audience once, eyes so blown wide and dark I couldn’t make out their color even though I was sitting close. His long hair lifted around his face, and when he swept the clinging strands back impatiently, they crackled with static. Without an intro, or even his name, he played the first chord, picked his way through an intricate run of notes, opened his mouth, and sang.

And fuck, he had the tone and the range. He could growl like Jeff Becerra and then soar clean and pure, soft like an angel, or sharp as a knife. He never faced the crowd again. Sat sideways, stared offstage at a wall like the flat paint was his hope of salvation, and sang about pain and transcendence. He didn’t even let one song end before segueing into the next, leaving the rest of us confused about whether to applaud or hold fire and wait.

After his third song, before the last note had faded, he unslung his guitar and stood. We were on our feet by then, shouting and stomping, even some devil horns hitting the air in this modest cafe that held maybe fifty people. He waved behind his back as he hurried off the stage, ducked around the little curtain on the side, and disappeared.

To my left, my drummer said, “Who the fuck was that and why the fuck are you letting him get away?”

Both fucking good questions. I leaped to my feet and pushed my way through the crowd to the curtain. I wasn’t the only one shoving in that direction. Half the audience seemed to want a word or an autograph, or a hard fuck, probably, because his lost-boy look would appeal to a lot of folks. But as one of the night’s performers, I had a right to head backstage, so the bouncers let me past.

There wasn’t much to the back of this place— a couple of narrow halls and storage rooms, the bathrooms, a kitchen off to my left that was off-limits. (And the chef was six-three and had a big knife. No one messed with him.) The Black dude who’d played roadie pushed past me as I hesitated, eyeing the empty hallways.

I grabbed his sleeve. “Hey, that singer. Who is he? Where can I find him?”

Dude shook off my grip, thick brows coming together in a hard glare. “You don’t. He’s gone.”

“Look, I have a band.” I dug in my pocket for one of our cards. “Hellsbane. You may have heard of us. We played an hour ago.”

He took the card, glanced at the logo. “Nope.” Didn’t even do me the courtesy of handing it back, just dropped it. “Now if you get your fat ass out of the fucking way, I have an amp to clear off the stage.”

“Hey.” I squatted, picked up the card, and held it out again. If there was any chance of getting that voice for my band, I had no pride. “Look, just give him that. Tell him I’d love to play with him or record with him. Anything he wants to try out. I think our sound and his would work awesome together.”

“He doesn’t play with anyone.” But the guy stuck the card in his pocket, which was a step up from the floor.

“I’ll help you clear the stage,” I offered. If singer-guy was gone, this dude was my best shot at making contact. “I can coil cables with the best of ’em.”

“I still won’t give you his name. But hell, yeah, you want to carry a fucking fifty-pound Mesa for me, I won’t say no.”

Anyone who’s played the circuit of clubs and bars has schlepped their share of amps and speakers. I followed him back onto the stage and picked up the amp while he grabbed the mic, stand, pedal and cables. He led me out through the halls to the parking area where our bandmobile sat rusting on her wheels. He had a boxy blue Volvo that, unlike our girl, had no logo on her that I could see.

“This is me.” He unlocked the back and I eased the amplifier inside, then stepped away so he could stow the rest of his gear. When he had everything settled, he turned and gave me a wry look. “Still not saying anything. But thanks, dude.” He walked around to the driver’s side, swung up in the SUV, and tapped the horn. I jumped farther back, and he reversed away from the wall, wriggled through a turn in the tight space, and pulled away down the alley without— as far as I could tell— so much as a backward glance.

The cafe’s back door had locked on closing, so I had to walk all the way around and go in the front. Jase, my drummer, had saved my chair and when I dropped back on the seat, he said, “So? Who is he? You get any traction?”

I shook my head. “Not even a name. He was gone like a vampire when the sun rises, before I even got back there.”

Jase thwapped my shoulder. “Erik, you fuckup, what the fuck? What were you doing, sticking your thumb up your ass? Did you hear him?”

I elbowed him back, equally hard. “Yeah. So did everyone else. Getting back there was like crossing a mosh pit.”

“Well, shit.” Jase slumped in his chair and stuck out his long legs, tripping up some blond in a short skirt and Docs. He immediately jumped up to grab her arm and switched on the charm. “Jesus, sorry, gorgeous. That’s not usually how I get girls to fall for me.”

She pulled free but didn’t flounce away in the face of his thousand-watt smile. “Oh yeah? What usually does work then?”

“His wit and sparkling personality,” I said, because I’d seen this game play out a thousand times before.

“And my drumming.” He tapped a quick roll on the tabletop.

“You’re a drummer?”

He pushed up his T-shirt sleeve. “I didn’t get biceps like these from lifting weights.”

“And I’m out.” I stood and jingled the van keys. “I’m driving Matilda home with our shit. See you tomorrow.”

“Sure. See ya.” His attention was already fixed on the cute barely-legal blond who had to be fifteen years younger than us, but who was returning his smile with interest.

I didn’t bother to fight my way through to the back halls again. The next act was setting up, four guys and a big drum kit, and they wouldn’t appreciate me in the way. As I wove between tables and chairs to the front door, a couple of people called my name and said shit like “Great set!” and “Sounded awesome.” I waved but didn’t go over to shoot the breeze the way I usually would with fans. Not sure why I wanted to hustle around back, like that kid with the Ibanez might magically appear again. But I did. And he didn’t. Because no fucking kidding.

Matilda started up with a cough and a cloud of smoke that reminded me I’d skipped on her repairs longer than I should’ve. Something about fuel injectors. I patted her dashboard and promised her a spa day as soon as my next paycheck cleared. She tended to sway on tight turns, so I went slow rounding the corner. Everything was tied down real good in the back, from my Fender to Jase’s kit to Brandy’s bass and the amps and speakers and all, but no sense taking chances. Then the road was clear and I hit the gas.

Dark had fallen a long time back, and home was still an hour away. Nothing unusual in driving even several hours roundtrip to make twenty bucks apiece playing one short set. Hell, we traveled that far for the free exposure sometimes. Still sucked dead rats, when I had to get up and head to work in the AM. At least Jase might get laid out of it. He often did, which was why he drove his own car instead of riding Matilda with me.

I wondered about that singer as I drove home on autopilot— whether he lived near the venue or also traveled an insane distance to play his three songs to the wall. Where he was from and why I’d never heard of him and whether there was any chance I’d ever get to talk to him. Our band desperately needed a lead singer better than me. That kid was it. Best I’d heard in fifteen years.

Which didn’t explain why, as I pushed Matilda at her top speed through the darkness, the thing that stuck in my mind was the long, slim column of his neck and the high cheekbones, the shape of his mouth, and the way his wide eyes had met mine, just once, before he began to sing.

***

Cameron

“You suck.” I glared at Andre as I clutched the puke bucket between my knees.

“Hey, you did it, dude.” He took his eyes off the road for a second to grin at me. “You got through a whole set and walked off that stage with your head held high.”

“And my intestines climbing out my mouth.”

“Ew, gross image.”

“You’re a nurse. You eat gross images for breakfast.”

Andre threw his head back and laughed. “Okay, you got me. But seriously, wasn’t that even a little bit cool?”

“The bit where I puked in the john before I went onstage, or the part where I got as far as the dumpster down the block afterward?”

“Oh, the dumpster. For sure.” He patted my knee. “I won’t push you anymore. But you were a hit. If you wanted a job or a good fuck, they were lining up to offer it to you. Maybe both at the same time.”

“Hah. Bullshit.” I’m skinny and beanpole-tall and I haven’t cut my hair in years because reasons, and I have this nose that I only don’t hate because it’s just like my dad’s was.

“I mean it.” At the stoplight he fished in his pocket and pulled out a card. “Lead singer of this group was drooling all over your set and he came looking for you like a moose hunting its mate when you were done.”

“You make him sound so appealing.” I took the card from his fingers. “Apparently I could’ve fucked a moose. Wow.”

“Or been fucked by.” The light turned and Andre hit the gas. “He wasn’t that bad, for an older dude. I know you like them with some years on ’em.”

“Shut up, Bones.”

“Only the truth, Spock.”

I chuckled, despite the acid still churning around in my stomach. No one on the planet knew me as well as Andre, and in one regrettably truthful moment years back I’d spilled my attraction to silver foxes and solid older men. He liked to tease me, but never in a mean way, and he kept bigger secrets of mine than that one. “I’m not trying to get laid.”

“You should be. Seriously, Cam, you’ve been with what, two guys in your whole life? A man has needs, or so I tell Lyssa every day.”

“That girl is way too good for you.”

“Woman, Cameron. Don’t let the g-word cross your lips. And you’re damn right she’s too good for me. The key is never letting her figure that out, am I right?”

“Sure. Whatever you say.” Andre was the best. His clowning was intended to distract me, keeping my anxious brain from fixating on what-the-shit-did-I-just-do??? Which I shouldn’t have let myself think about, dammit, and I flipped the card over in my fingers to focus on something else. Hellsbane. A familiar band logo and on the next line, Erik Svenson – lead guitar and vocals. With a phone number, an email, Instagram, Bandcamp, and Twitter.

Hellsbane’s business card! I’d known they’d be there, of course, even if we deliberately arrived only just in time for my set, so I hadn’t heard them play. And if they’d been in the audience, I hadn’t recognized a single face in the one panicked look I’d allowed myself. Although… There’d been a big blond, bearded guy up front who might’ve been their lead singer… Our eyes had met, and he hadn’t laughed at the fear in mine.

Was that Erik? Watching me? Fuck, maybe I should’ve played my new song, even if the chorus wasn’t polished yet. Or not skipped that instrumental bridge, except if I’d stopped singing, I might not’ve started again. How bad did I screw up in front of Erik Svenson?

I wasn’t sure if Andre had figured out they were one of the local groups I followed, so I swallowed hard and played it cool. “What did he look like? Besides a moose.”

“Like a Viking. Put a horned helmet on him, and he’d fit right in pillaging and terrorizing the villagers.”

“Mean?” That was a disappointment. Most metal guys had a tough on-stage persona, but I liked to fantasize about them losing the attitude once the stage lights came down. I’d watched more than one video of big, bearded Erik headbanging and striding around like he owned the stage. And imagined him laughing afterward, as he set his guitar aside and bent to the work of cables and switches and tape.

“Nah. Just pushy.” Andre chuckled. “I conned him into carrying the Mesa Boogie to the Volvo for us. When I meet a guy with shoulders and muscles like that, I figure putting him to work is practically a public service.”

I turned the card around between my fingers. Erik Svenson. He had a smooth bass register I couldn’t match, a growl and a rasp that could give his voice weight, but a tendency to write songs that pushed his head-voice too hard. Hellsbane hovered on the edge of excellence, but they didn’t quite have the range to get there.

I’d seen old stuff, back when they were raw and made mistakes, but they had another singer, some guy named Stewart. He and Erik played off each other vocally, like joint leads with some unique harmonies and dissonances, and they seemed to be coming together as a band to watch. But then Stewart vanished three or four years back, and Erik began trying to cover everything. His guitar playing had become totally sick, but he seemed like he hadn’t adapted to his solo comfort zone.

Just my opinion, of course, but the fact that they still played little venues for peanuts meant other folks agreed. He and his band members must really love the music to keep on working, keep playing at that level.

I tapped the edge of the business card against my lips, pretending nonchalance. Should I have worn a different shirt? Did he even care? “I never heard Erik Svenson was gay.”

“You know who he is?”

“No, the opposite,” I prevaricated, meaning I lied through my teeth and hoped my best friend wouldn’t notice. “I know all the local out gay musicians. He’s not on that list.”

“Maybe dude’s not out, but he looked at you like a lollipop he wanted to lick.”

“He probably liked my lyrics. That last song, ‘Consequences,’ would fit their style.”

Andre laughed. “He’d have to give up his balls to hit your high notes.”

“Yeah. I’d have to transpose some parts down an octave to stay in his range. Still, it’d sound good with a strong drummer and a bass to amp up the power.” My song would sound awesome with Erik’s deep tones snarling through—

You thought I’d forgive you,

For teaching me pain,

Is the black side of passion;

Your brilliance can’t blind me,

To heart rip,

And mind fuck,

And bleeding my guts out

—I could imagine him grinding deep into the low end of that lyric, and then belting the chorus. “Maybe I could sell it to him.”

“Hey, that’s your song.”

“Yeah, but if I’m not going to perform live again, why not sell my work to someone who will?”

“You’re seriously hanging up your mic after one try?” Andre sighed. “Was being onstage that awful?”

“It… wasn’t good.” I took another sip from my can of mineral water, but my head was overrun by all the crap I’d been holding back— how I wanted to perform, wanted to be able to get up on a stage and show what I could do, but how this stupid little podunk venue had made me shake and puke and squeak my way through the fucking songs, and— I clenched my teeth and turned to look out the side window. My eyes stung and my breath came tight, battling the iron band squeezing my chest.

“Hey. Hey, Spocko.” Andre rubbed my knee with one hand as he drove. “I’m sorry. My bad. I should’ve listened when you said it’d be too much.”

“I hoped I could do a little venue, y’know?” I shoved the can into the cup holder, hard enough some water sloshed out, and pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes. “I visualized the fucking thing a thousand times. In my head, everything felt okay, every time, seemed like it’d be a piece of cake. But visualization always lies. My brain knows what I need to do to get up and sing in front of a fucking auditorium, but my body hits the stage in front of ten strangers and suddenly my stomach and my knees and my throat and my chest are in this giant conspiracy to turn me into a ball of wordless stupid shaking nothing—” I clenched my teeth hard, but the shakes hit me anyway. I wasn’t crying. I wasn’t. My body had just hit this limit where all control was an illusion, and every bit of me did its own thing, and some of that had shaking and gasping mixed in.

Andre kept driving, kept rubbing my knee, and said nothing.

Eventually my nervous system decided even my neurons couldn’t keep up the reactivity forever and consented to settle down. I unclenched my fingers and tapped Andre’s hand to let him know I was back in the land of the living. He patted my leg twice and then put his grip back on the wheel. “Do you want me to come in when we get to your place?”

I did, because having Andre there would force me to people, but at a level I could handle. Without him, I might melt into a puddle on the floor by the door. But… “Nah. Lyssa’s waiting for you, isn’t she?”

“I told her I might be back late or not at all, depending how your set went.”

“But we’re in good time, and I’ll be fine. Ten minutes to unload the Volvo, and you can head out.” Andre had left his car at my place. “I’ll probably just go to bed and crash anyhow.”

“Okay.” One of the best things about Andre was he didn’t ask “Are you sure?” when I told him I could handle something. He’d probably show up tomorrow, to make sure he didn’t have to pick up the pieces, but he’d give me the benefit of the doubt tonight.

We got to my place on the southern edge of Portland before eleven. Andre parked in my garage alongside his own beater and helped me haul my gear into the house— the amps










Epilogue – 4 months later

Cameron

I was counting the hours. Maybe the minutes. A hundred times, I’d regretted my choice to not go along on the tour bus through the Midwest. But twice as often, I’d also been relieved not to have to be there when Erik sent pictures and videos of the crowds and the snowy roads and Jase with a girl on each arm, and Brandy, her mom, and her kid jammed into the back of the bus. I’d made the right decision.

Still, I’d been waiting four weeks, two days, and… sixteen hours, since I’d last seen Erik. By the time the tour bus came around the corner down the block, I’d worn a groove in the floor by my window.

The driver pulled up in front of my place, and I rushed to meet them. A moment of paranoia had me checking for any paparazzi following the bus. So far, we’d kept Blade’s identity a secret and I liked it that way. A giant vehicle wrapped in “Hellsbane and Blade” insignia wasn’t exactly subtle. I didn’t see anyone with a camera, though.

In my moment of distraction, Erik had jumped out, a bag in one hand and his bundled-up coat clutched in the other arm. He didn’t go for his guitar, just thumped the side of the bus with his bag. The door hissed shut, and the black behemoth rumbled off. I saw a flutter of movement that might be little Lily waving at me from a darkened window, and waved back until they rounded the corner out of sight.

Then it was me and Erik, staring at each other. “Welcome home,” I said tentatively. I’d imagined we’d leap into each other’s arms, but perhaps not out here on the street. “Come on in.”

He bounded up the steps and pushed past me into the hall with a grin. I shut the door and turned with my back to it. Erik leaned close and kissed me, his mouth coffee-flavored and wonderful. He didn’t sweep me up in one of his tight hugs, though. I was about to grab him when his coat wriggled unnaturally between us.

I jumped back. “What the hell?”

“Oh.” Erik gave me the sheepish smile I’d missed. “Um. Meet Iggy.” He unwrapped the coat to reveal the scrawniest, most ungainly puppy I’d ever seen. Its little white face had a big black splotch over one eye and ear; the white ear stood up, the black one flopped at right angles, and its fur looked like someone crossed an angora cat with a bundle of steel wool. Erik held it up beside his face, as if the juxtaposition might help. “Isn’t he cute?”

“That wasn’t the word I was aiming for.” Against my will, I reached out to rub that droopy black ear. The weird fur was softer than I expected and the puppy wiggled with delight. “Where’d he come from?”

“At the last rest stop, we saw him run away from someone’s big dog and scoot under the bus, poor baby. He came to me right away, though, when I went under after him.”

“Of course you did.”

“We asked around and no one claimed him. The attendant at the gas station said no one had mentioned a lost puppy. He was pretty skinny and dirty, so we figured someone dumped him.”

“So you wrapped him in your dry-clean-only fleece jacket.” I was trying to be tough and losing ground fast. The puppy licked at my fingers.

“We gave him an emergency bath on the bus. In the sink.” Erik grinned. “It was an adventure.”

“For you or for him?”

“Oh, both of us, for sure.”

“And you brought him here because—?”

“Look at that little face.” Erik’s hand was big enough to cradle Iggy’s whole head. “We couldn’t dump him at a shelter, especially from the tour bus. Imagine the bad publicity. But after Lily insisted on giving him a name, Brandy begged me to take him away before the kid got too attached, so here we are.”

“How much of that is excuses?”

“Hah. Most of it? He’s so cute and I always wanted a dog.”

“Why don’t you have one?” Erik would be a great pup-daddy.

“Dad always had cats that were not fond of dogs. Sabre’s just the most recent in a long line. After I moved out, I guess I hoped I’d be on tour too much to take care of one.” He gave me a look from under his eyelashes. “Do you like dogs?”

“You know I do, you clumsy manipulator, you.” I’d always wanted a dog too, but the responsibility scared me. What if the dog got sick, and I had a panic attack over taking it to the vet? What if the poor thing ended up a bundle of nerves because I didn’t socialize it properly? What if walking a dog made strangers talk to me? I’d convinced myself not to try.

Maybe the changes in my life would make that dream possible now, too.

Erik said, “I thought he might live with you, but I could have co-parenting rights and take him to the vet and all that stuff.”

“What if I say no?” I yanked back the hand I’d been using to scratch that furry little white chest.

“I guess I’ll have to turn him over to the big, cold shelter where they’ll put him in a concrete cage all by his lonesome and he might get taken for dog-fighting bai-mmmph—”

I kissed him to shut him up, the puppy wriggling happily between us and licking both our chins. “You’re the definition of pathetic, you know?”

“Not pathetic. Persuasive. Protective. Passionate.”

“If you wanted passionate, you shouldn’t have come home with that mutt. I was going to drag you upstairs the moment you came in the door and remind you how far my oral skills have improved. Sadly, the puppy has to come first now.”

“Ouch.” Erik managed a hangdog look. “You will blow me later? You won’t leave me all hard and aching and needy?”

I tugged at my jeans. Stupid to have worn my tightest pair for this reunion, but I’d imagined I’d be out of them in no time. “Shut up. Would serve you right. What does Iggy need?”

“A bed, I guess, and a bowl, and food and water. Two bowls. Maybe some toys.” Erik shrugged. “We didn’t want to stop the bus at a pet store either.”

I fished my keys out of the dish on the counter and held them out. “You can go to the store and shop, while the puppy and I hang out and relax, maybe eat a snack, get comfy.”

“You drive a hard bargain.” Erik passed the pup carefully to me. Its little body felt thin, though not emaciated, under my hands. The puppy turned its face to my chest and snuggled, light and fragile, in my arms.

“Canned puppy food,” I told Erik. “Sensitive stomach kinds. And treats. And puppy pads. Maybe a playpen for him to be in when I’m at work.”

“Yes, boss.” He found my mouth with his and I kissed him back, every muscle in my body relaxing into his presence. I might’ve been safe in my own house for the last four weeks, two days, and sixteen hours, but this was a homecoming. When we pulled apart reluctantly, he laid a big, warm palm on my cheek. “I missed you so damned much. It felt weird, singing with your videos every show, knowing the real you was so far away.”

“Bad weird?” We’d elected to do videos of me, instead of the holograms. All the big indoor venues Chaser Lost played at had giant LED screen backdrops. I’d been able to record different performances for different shows, making the whole thing feel more live and less scripted. The hologram booth was in my garage, and maybe one day we’d use it again, but audiences hadn’t seemed to mind. Kyle had given us a week of his time to do a bunch of awesome recordings.

“Just a disconnect. Almost like you really were a prisoner.”

“That hidden blade,” I said. “You know what that is in my song, right?”

“Sure. It’s you, your anxiety, your biochemistry, that traps you and cuts you. Hidden inside your mind. Folks feel that resonance, connect with it. That’s why that song hit so big.”

“In a way, I am a prisoner. Those videos? They were an escape. You out there, singing my songs with me to freaking thousands of people? Those were my freedom.”

“I’m glad. I loved it, every minute on stage, but I missed the real you.”

“Well, yeah. I’d be showing you the real me, if you hadn’t cock-blocked us with a puppy.” I gave him a push. “Go on now, get the stuff this intruding mutt needs and get your ass back here.”

“My ass? Things are looking up.” Erik grinned.

“There once was a hot Portland man,

“Who sounded like he had a plan,

“His boyfriend ran fast,

“Since the mood might not last,

“He’ll get naked as soon as he can.”

I kicked his foot. “I didn’t miss your limericks. You know where to find me. And for what it’s worth, this mood has been going on for about four weeks, so any not-lasting will be you, not me.”

When he’d hurried out, I took the pup into the main bathroom and set him down. He sniffed around, interested in everything, but when I called, he came to me with a wagging tail. Whatever traumas he’d suffered, they hadn’t destroyed his faith in humanity. Lucky puppy.

“Iggy.” I scratched under his chest. “You have no idea how much you lucked out. That big Viking man? He looks tough, but he’s the ultimate softie underneath. He’s going to come back with more puppy stuff than an entire litter of Rottweilers would need. You will never want for anything.”

The puppy sneezed, then tried out a needle-sharp canine on my fingers.

“Ouch. No biteys.” I pulled out my phone and texted ~Chew toys to Erik.

After a couple more rounds of sniffing, the pup pawed at my leg. I sat on the tile floor, and he climbed into my lap. I pretended to be searching for fleas, while petting his oddly soft coat. I didn’t see any, but better safe than sorry. I texted, ~Puppy-safe flea shampoo

Leaning back, I slowed my petting to a gentle stroke. There was something hypnotic about the little warm body relaxing on my knees. The pup put his head down and whuffled a few breaths. I tipped my head against the cabinet and closed my eyes.

***

Erik

I was only a little worried when Cameron didn’t appear as I opened the door from the garage. Slightly more when my three trips inside didn’t produce him. I set all the dog stuff in the kitchen and went to look. The bedroom was empty, so was the spare room, but the main bathroom door was shut. When I eased it open, there they were.

Cam sat leaning against the cabinets, the little dog in his lap. Cam’s eyes were shut, his lashes shadows over porcelain skin. The bruise-blue circles underneath were darker than I liked, and I wondered if he hadn’t slept well without me. I’d fix that. A good fuck and a cuddle always knocked him out for hours.

His hand lay on the puppy’s head, artist’s fingers relaxed on the black fur. I felt a rush of love and need and protectiveness. Jesus, I missed him.

I must’ve made a sound, because the pup woke and wiggled, and Cam opened his eyes. He smiled wryly. “Didn’t want to leave him alone. Where are the mounds of presents I promised Iggy that Santa was bringing?”

“In the kitchen. I’ll fetch them.”

“Start with the shampoo. I have phantom itching, just thinking about fleas.” But I noticed Cam snuggled the pup tighter as he stood.

By the time we’d bathed Iggy with the real stuff, carefully dried him with Cam’s own hairdryer set super low, fed him half a can of pricey, stinky dog food, and petted him down to nap in one of the three dog beds— Hey, it was a good-sized house and I didn’t know what he’d like— Cam and I were both damp and tired and covered in hair.

“Shower,” I suggested, closing the door on our puppy with a soft click.

“Good plan.” Cam held his wet shirt away from his chest. “Don’t know why I dressed up for this reunion.”

“You did?” I took a closer look, and yeah, those were my favorites of his jeans, the ones that hugged his ass perfectly, and the shirt that shrank in the wash, which now revealed a hint of smooth abdomen when he lifted his arms. “You did. I love it. You love me.” I hugged him and whirled him around.

“That was before you brought home a stray.”

“You love Iggy too.” I’d seen the tender way he handled the little dog.

“Come on.” He grabbed my hand. “Shower.”

“See, you can’t deny it.” I let him tow me into his bathroom, because I wanted to get naked with him ASAP.

I’d had all these plans for how I’d make love to Cam the first time after I got home. They ranged from reverently undressing him while kissing every inch to destroying whatever outfit he had on. But now we were here, I felt oddly hesitant, and it seemed like he did too. We undressed ourselves, stealing looks at each other but not touching.

Cam folded his clothes on the counter. I dropped mine in a pile on the floor. He huffed. I grinned. That was better, easier, but I still didn’t lay a hand on all that luscious bare skin as he bent to turn on the water.

My birthday gift to him last month had been to work with a plumber I knew and install a double showerhead system. Well, a gift to me too, because we were almost the same height, and one head meant someone was damp and shivering. Either way, showering together was now a luxurious pleasure.

Cam stepped in first. I watched the water turn his long hair dark and bead on his skin. He arched an eyebrow. “Are you coming in or am I watering the floor?”

“Sorry.” I stepped in and closed the door. Warm steam enveloped us, scented with a hint of Cam’s skin and the coconut conditioner he liked. “You’re just… beautiful and sometimes I have to take a breath and count my blessings.”

“C’mere.” He opened his arms and I stepped into them.

The hot water beat on my shoulders, and Cam pressed against me, slippery and warm and real. I pulled him so close I couldn’t kiss him, and mouthed at his earlobe instead, tugging lightly on those triple rings. “Love you,” I murmured. “Missed you so damned much.”

He nodded, his cheek rasping against my beard. “I hope you get to stay home for a while. I’m not ready to do that again soon.”

“We’re going to cut that new album first, for sure.” We’d talked about that plan often as I traveled across the Midwest and he sat here at home, playing riffs and lines for me over Skype. Our first, quickly-produced joint album, cobbled together with the help of a small label Pete hooked us into, was selling pretty well, and a couple of songs had charted. But we both thought we could do better. The label was willing to give us some freedom and the respect Streetcorner hadn’t offered, and we were determined to show them what a good investment they’d made.

“I have another new song roughed out.” Cam licked a trail of water off my neck.

“Nancy said we have a couple of tour offers.” She’d turned out to be a good find, an agent Pete knew who’d been willing to take on a band that, in her words, was “mature enough not to give me gray hairs on a daily basis.”

“More tours?” Cam stiffened in my arms. “When?”

“Not for months yet. And nothing’s set in stone.” Brandy in particular was weighing her options. Lily and Brandy’s mother had done well on the bus for this four-week tour, but by the end, I think all three of them wanted to get that little girl back to her own bed and her daily routine. Brandy wasn’t sure if she’d do a longer tour. “You get to chime in too. You know that.”

He relaxed and set his chin more heavily on my shoulder. “I’ve fallen in love with a travelin’ man.”

“Only sometimes. And I will always, always come home to you.”

“You’d better.” He hummed something absently in my ear, catchy and unfamiliar, then chuckled. “You were gone a long time. How are you going to make it up to me? A nice slow rimming? A good hard fuck?”

“The mouth on you.” I kissed him. “I remember this sweet, polite guy I first met.”

“You remember this inexperienced, lonely guy.”

“Him too.” Our kiss turned deeper, a soft exploration of mouths and tongues, relearning each other’s taste. My dick was hard and I could feel his was too, but I was in no hurry. I reached for the body wash and soaped him, cleaning all his curves and angles and hidden places. He did the same for me, playing around, swirling the soap in my chest hair, making it stand up in little foamy peaks like weird whipped cream. I ducked my shoulder back to wash the suds away.

Cam ran a hand down my wet chest. “Will you stay the night?”

“For sure.” I still had my rental down in Eugene, but I spent as many nights as I could here, commuting back and forth. My dad had moved me off the cleaning trucks into the office, which meant I had more flexible hours. In theory, he was cutting back, Miguel was stepping up, and I was filling in for Miguel. In practice, I think Dad was glad when we went on tour, because he had an excuse to dive back in full-steam. “I told Dad I’d be gone till Friday.”

Cam chuckled, the filthiest noise I’d ever heard him make. “I might be done with you by then.”

I looked at him in the low bathroom light. My gorgeous man, the trapped prince I’d sung with for a month, with the glass wall of distance between us. My brave lover with the hidden blade, who challenged himself every day. My partner in song, and I urgently hoped, in life— and puppy parenthood— now and always.

This reunion moment wasn’t the time to talk about the future, though. This was for reminding ourselves just how sweet the present could be. I sank to my knees on the tile, ignoring the creak in the left one, although… I peered up at my beloved and murmured, “Padded bathmat. Just sayin’.”

Cam laughed and snorted water up his nose. I set my hands on his thighs and waited for him to stop choking. He took a light grip on my hair. “You sweet talker, you.”

I bent my head and licked the clean water off his stomach, beside where his cock stood proud and hard. “I’ll give you sweet talk.

“There once was a man in a shower,

“Who wasn’t let come for an hour—”

My words cut off as Cam pulled my head back and pushed his cock against my lips. Ah well, poetry was overrated anyway.

Our story began with a song, and a look, and a voice. It ended with a laughter and hands in my hair and the taste of Cam on my tongue.

Except that wasn’t the end. Just a new beginning. Cam and me and Iggy and music and a whole wide world, where if the two of us couldn’t open a door, we’d bust down the freaking window and dive on through.

#######

The Road to Rocktoberfest 2022 continues with Blinding Light by BL Maxwell on Oct 11th, then Feel the Noise by Aria Grace on Oct 14th, and more great books to follow. Each book can be read as a standalone, but why not read them all? Hot rock stars and the men who love them; what more could you ask for? Kick back, load up your Kindle, and enjoy the men of Rocktoberfest 2022.
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