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      Drake Knowles squared off at the free throw line as he palmed the ball, the echo of his last bounce still ringing in the stands. The crowd was quiet, no one moved, not even the opposing team made a noise. He bounced the ball once more then lifted it in his right hand, steadying with his left as he bent his knees.

      With lightning speed, he pushed the ball, letting it fly to the net. Chaos erupted as guys jockeyed for the rebound, but the rebound never came as the ball whooshed through the net, scoring them one point. All they needed were three more points to win the game.

      Firemen versus Cops. It was the annual charity game, and by the way they played, you’d think they were in it for blood. Everybody won. Well, everybody who counted, which was the local food bank the teams supported. But the losing team’s captain had to suffer some shame by doing something stupid like karaoke or another equally humiliating activity. This year, Drake was the captain for the police, and he sure as hell didn’t want to lose.

      The firemen scored again then the police had possession of the ball. Drake’s teammates scored then somehow got possession of the ball and scored again. They were down by one. The firemen were yelling all kinds of crazy stuff then they passed and Drake intercepted the ball. He dribbled down the court and scored.

      The crowd went wild. Everyone was on their feet. Drake checked the time, seeing that they had ten seconds left. That might seem like nothing, but in a game, it was forever when the clock was ticking down and you had to keep ahead. The firemen dribbled down the court and passed. Their tallest man went in for a layup and scored. Drake’s team was down by one again. He felt a sudden desperation to win as he raced up the court, holding his hands high for a pass.

      Two seconds were on the clock and his guys were having trouble at the other end of the court. The pass came and Drake caught the ball with less than a second to go. He jumped, trying for a hell of a shot. The ball was in the air, arching toward the net as the buzzer blew. The crowd quieted, and the players stalled. Silence. The ball hit the rim and circled once, then again. Drake thought it was going to go in, but he wasn’t sure. His heart seemed to stop and air held in his lungs. Time stood still as the ball hung on the rim. Silence filled the gym and only the sound of the ball rimming the hoop could be heard. His heart stopped beating. Then the ball fell. His heart sank as it rolled away from the basket to the floor. The firemen had won.

      Drake closed his eyes and tried not to think about the punishment. He focused on the money they raised for the food bank. The director had explained how their money would carry the organization through summer. People always dropped off staples like bread and cereal, but they rarely contributed meat. The annual basketball game would cover the lack, allowing families who’d fallen on hard times to eat real meals.

      Grady, the captain of the fire team, came over to gloat. The smile on his face was wide.

      “Drake, good game.”

      “Thanks.”

      They hugged, Grady whispering in his ear. “This year, the punishment is epic.”

      Drake sighed and let his shoulders sag. “Just tell me.”

      “Oh no, this is a surprise. Meet me at Coffee and Cognacs if you’re brave enough.”

      “You little shit, of course I’m brave enough.”

      Grady let go and laughed. “Cops are never as brave as firemen.”

      “You’ve got crazy and brave confused,” Drake shot back.

      They both laughed and started ribbing each other, throwing down insults as they headed to the locker room. The cops and firemen got along fairly well. There was a few times they butted heads, but usually everything worked together to keep the city safe.

      “So what are you having me do?” Drake hoped to catch Grady off guard and get him to spill what the punishment entailed.

      “Oh, it’s going to be epic. I’ve been working on this for months.”

      “A bit overly confident. How were you sure you were going to win?”

      Grady laughed and slapped him on the back. “Just be at the coffee house and I’ll give you the instructions. The guys are going to love this.”

      Though Coffee and Cognacs had been open for almost a year, Drake hadn’t stopped by. He loved his coffee and his drink, but the shop was at the other end of town from his house. It was near the station, at least close enough to work to stop in, he just hadn’t. After a quick shower, he checked the address Grady had given him to make sure he had the correct place. He had a few laughs with the guys before getting in his truck and driving over. The parking lot was full so he drove around, finally finding a spot a few blocks away.

      When he entered the place, Grady was bursting with energy. He raced over, bouncing on the balls of his feet. His smile was so huge it looked like his face would crack.

      “Spill it, Grady.”

      “Oh hell no. I’m going to play this out for all it’s worth. I want you to sweat and be freaked out by the time your number comes up.”

      “My number. So that means I’m singing?”

      “No way. Just wait and see what we’ve got in store for you. The guys are going to love it. By the way, your number is nineteen.”

      “Okay, I guess I have some time then.” Drake glanced around, noticing that the tables were full of people laughing and drinking.

      “Nope. They’re on number fifteen.”

      “Great, that’s not enough time to get a buzz.”

      A tall, lanky girl stepped to the mic. She was dressed in black, her hair hanging in her face as she whipped out her guitar and started to play. Drake smiled to himself. If he had a guitar, his night would be perfect. He could rip off a song, leave everyone happy and he wouldn’t be too embarrassed. The night was looking better by the minute.

      Grady led him over to a table on the left side of the stage. Drake ordered a beer and sat back, relaxing as the firemen joked about the police. He loved the easy banter between the two groups. It never got nasty, but they didn’t mince words either. Some of the guys were nicer than others, but all in all they got along well.

      When number seventeen was up, Drake began to get nervous. He searched out Grady, not liking the evil smile that came his way. Grady reached into his back pocket and pulled out a piece of paper. The guy on stage finished and Grady waved the paper around.

      “Drake’s up after the next guy. You all have to hear the piece I wrote for him. You’re going to love it.”

      Laughter bubbled up and everyone who could reach him patted him on the back. His stomach twisted, leaving him feeling sick. All he wanted to do was run out the door and hide. He wouldn’t do that. This was part of the game. They had fun and if the guys got a laugh out of it, easing some of the stress, then he was all for it.

      The door opened, and he noticed the firemen on duty file in. The place was packed with a standing room only crowd. Fellow police officers sat amongst the firemen, all of them having a good time. He wished he could join them, but he was on edge, worried about what Grady was going to have him do.

      Number eighteen finished her song and Drake stood, his legs wobbly. He made his way over to the bar to grab a glass of water before following Grady up on stage. Grady’s paper was in his hand and he fumbled with it, finally turning the sheet so he could read it. The words were like alphabet soup, unrecognizable and scrambled at first.

      “Hey everyone,” Grady spoke into the mic. “This is Corporal Drake Knowles from the Everett Police Department. I’m happy to say that the police lost in today’s game.”

      Equal groans and shouts of glee rang out, filling the room. Drake rolled his eyes and shook his head. “We only lost by one point.”

      “Yes, but a loss is a loss and you get the punishment. Drake is going to read a poem. I hope you all enjoy it.”

      Drake stared at the piece of paper again then back at the crowd. He read the words and his face flushed. At work, he was firmly in the closet. No one knew he went into Seattle every few weeks to scratch an itch, and he was certain Grady had no clue, but after looking at this paper, he wondered. Drake cleared his throat and began reading.

      
      “My Fuck Monkey of Love

      
      When the sun kisses the sky,

      Waking you from your blissful sleep

      I hold your face in my hands,

      And draw you near, my lover

      
      Every moment is like a dream with you in my arms

      Though we can’t be together during the day

      I long for your face and your lips.

      My fingers ache to touch you and feel your strong arms.

      
      My loving arms weave their way around you, leaving me filled with happiness

      We are one in beautiful body, mind, spirit, and soul.

      Though you are so masculine, your kisses are like pink butterflies landing on the lilies,

      Your touch like scorching fire igniting my love wand.”

      
      The room erupted with laughter as people shifted in their seat. The poem wasn’t too overtly homoerotic, but he could read between the lines. Based on the crowd’s reaction, they saw it too.

      Drake looked at the words again as sweat popped out on his brow. How the hell had he been talked into doing this? Love wand? What the fuck?

      He had to read the poem, it was the deal he’d made with Grady. Of course, Grady had said cops weren’t brave enough since they didn’t run into burning buildings. He couldn’t chicken out and risk the reputation of the department. But this poem might just risk his reputation in the department. Thank God this was adults only night and most of the people here were drunk. He swallowed down his fear and continued reading.

      
      “Diving under the sheets spins through my mind

      Thoughts of your amazing meat stick bringing me pleasure excites me

      The only thing I care about, the only thing I want

      When you suck me raw, my cum-rod explodes with gratefulness”

      
      Who the fuck says shit like that? Cum-rod. Good Lord. Drake took a sip of water, wishing he’d opted for whiskey.

      
      “Lakes of sweet cum bathe my belly as you arch over me”

      
      Drake took another sip of water as sweat ran down his face. “Sorry everyone. I didn’t choose the poem.”

      The laughter was a little less gregarious. More people shifted in their seat and a few of the women looked very uncomfortable. He was going to call it all off when Grady shot him a look and lifted his eyebrows. The challenge was there. If he quit, Grady would take him to task for the next ten years. He swallowed hard then continued reading.

      
      “Spraying your sparkling seed across my body, claiming me

      Then you lick my sweat slicked body, getting me hard again

      Together we meet on the field of battle
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