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“Dammit,” Andrew huffed. The empty abyss of his protein powder tub stared blankly back at him. It was Sunday, his rest day, which he always followed up with an intensive training routine on Monday morning. To him, going to the gym without his protein shake was like having cookies without milk. Especially on Mondays. This was a national emergency.

Andrew fiddled with his phone, it feeling small and puny beneath his strong fingers as he browsed the internet—or, as he liked to call it, the interwebs, which always made Danny, his gym buddy of six years, roll his eyes—for the online store of his favorite brand of powder. He wasn’t the most tech-savvy, but he was bright enough to know where to press the Order again! button. This time, though, his favorite tub didn’t pop up on his screen. In its place was a new product, a white tub decorated with large, bold, black letters and what looked like a glass of liquid.

MILK MAN: Same benefits, new silky feel & creamy flavor! Embrace the changes in your body!

Andrew’s face twisted in confusion. He hated new things, preferring routine and consistency over anything, especially when it came to his protein powder. He’d been buying the same brand, flavor, and even size for years. Not only was it different, but it was twice as pricey, giving Andrew a stab to the gut as he entered his payment information and pressed purchase. At least the so-called creamy flavor might pair well with his go-to banana and peanut butter recipe, he thought. 

The next day, the delivery truck whizzed by as Andrew brushed his teeth and admired his broad shoulders and hair-speckled pecs in the mirror. Health was important to him, but what kept him going to the gym for all these years was Danny. The guy was as sweet as candy and praised every one of Andrew’s achievements, always encouraging him to keep pushing himself to places he never thought he could go. Another mile, another rep, another level. As he grinned at his muscular reflection, he had to give the credit to Danny. Andrew might not be into dudes, unlike his buddy, but he could appreciate his own figure all the same, down to the little dark freckle that hid just below his right pec. Giving it a wink, Andrew raced to grab his new tub of protein powder, already craving his pre-workout nutty shake.

Dressed in a tight green tee and running shorts, Andrew slid into his car and made his way to the gym, eager to ask Danny about his weekend. Apparently, he had a date on Saturday, and Andrew was dying to know how it went. The guy was as handsome as anything, but his luck in terms of lovers was nothing short of depressing. Maybe this was finally the one, he thought, but either way, Andrew was ready to be there for his buddy, rain or shine. 

With one hand on the wheel, he took a sip of his shake, eyeing its buttermilk color. He pulled back sharply as the stuff touched his tongue. He paused. He licked his lips. It wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t great, that’s for sure. As he dipped his tongue in the fluid again, he realized that it tasted like buttermilk just as much as it looked like it. He grimaced a little but decided that he could adjust to it, hoping that his old brand would be in stock by the time he finished this tub. 

Ten minutes later, he pulled into the parking lot and tossed his gym back over his shoulder. His skin tingled beneath the hot summer sun, and the scent of flowers drifted through his nostrils just as Danny appeared in the corner of his eye. 

“Andy!” Danny slapped a hand onto Andrew’s firm, muscular back, pulling him into a half-hug. His brown curls were pulled into a loose bun at the base of his neck, a few strands flying away to stick to his olive cheeks.

“Hey, man!” Andrew replied enthusiastically, squeezing his arm around Danny’s side. Danny’s hair smelled like vanilla and cinnamon, warming his senses. As their bodies pressed together, a sudden jolt of pressure shot through his chest. He cursed through his teeth as he instinctively grabbed his pec, his fingers sending another wave of pressure through his skin.

“Woah, hey, are you okay?” Danny asked, brows furrowed in worry.

“Uh, yeah, I dunno...” Andrew shook his head, lost in confusion. “Maybe I pulled something while I was driving? I’m sure I’ll be fine!” He waved his hand in Danny’s direction, not wanting his buddy to lose gains because of his pain.

“If you say so,” Danny sighed, clearly not believing Andrew but letting it slide. “Stick to cardio and legs today in case you hurt anything. You don’t want to make it worse.”

Andrew laughed, rolling his eyes. “You worry too much about me, bro! It’ll be a leg day, I promise.” 

Danny smirked and gave Andrew a light punch to the arm before making his way through the gym doors. 

“See you inside!” Andrew called out to him with a grin, which he dropped as soon as Danny was inside. He looked down at his chest as the sensation of pressure only spread further, making his pecs feel heavy and warm. He’d had his fair share of injuries, but this didn’t feel like one. He had no idea what else it could be. Clueless, he shrugged and chalked it up to a combination of overdoing his weights last week and the summer heat as he took another chug of his odd-tasting protein shake and followed Danny into the gym.

When he found him again, Danny was warming up on the treadmill, his small blue bike shorts cupping his ass in a way that made his cheeks bounce in a hypnotizing pattern. Andrew didn’t like Danny like that, of course. It was human nature to appreciate a fine figure, he thought to himself as he tripped over a weight and nearly dropped his bag and shaker bottle. The ruckus caught Danny’s attention and drew him near in a hurry as he turned off his treadmill, wiping the sweat of his forehead onto his loose tank top.

“Dude, are you sure you’re okay?” Danny asked, concerned, which was a little less believable through his laughter. 

“I’m fine, I swear, bro!” Andrew chuckled nervously as he made sure nothing spilled anywhere. He looked down to see a wet spot on his shirt, right in the center of his left pec. He must have splashed some of his shake onto his shirt. “Jeez, I’m clumsy today...”

“Ah, don’t let it get to you, Andy! Just don’t get yourself killed on the treadmill, okay?” Danny sighed out the last of his laughter and patted Andy on the chest before turning away. Andrew squeezed his eyes shut—a dull pain radiated inside his chest where Danny’s fingers touched him, muffling his senses. Maybe he had gotten a bruise from something, he thought, but as he recalled observing his reflection that morning, none were visible. The pain faded a little, but it took a sharp bite to his own lip to ground himself back into reality. Whatever this injury was, it was an unappreciated inconvenience.

Andrew hopped onto the treadmill beside Danny’s, finishing off the rest of his creamy shake, cringing at the aftertaste. 

“New stuff?” Danny asked through sharp, controlled exhales, his curls bouncing in rhythm with his pace.

“Yeah, it’s kinda nasty, honestly,” Andrew commented, earning another laugh from Danny. Sometimes Andrew felt like he should feel condescended by how much he seemed to entertain Danny, but he liked it. The sound of Danny’s laughter was like the beautiful sound of a wind chime on a breezy day, adding a bit of fun and joy to their training days. Entertaining Danny wasn’t a bad thing to him, and it made his earnest, serious praise at the end of a tough session feel even more genuine.

“Sounds gross. What is it?” Danny asked.

“I ran out of my good stuff, so I had to get a new kind. It had the word milk in it and said it was silky, or smooth, or something, but it just tastes kinda weird.”

Danny chuckled again, cocking his eyebrow to his focus point straight ahead. “Huh. Haven’t heard of that one!” 

“Yeah, me neither...” Andrew trailed off. He held his empty shaker bottle in his hand with a weird pang in his gut. The more he thought about it, the more he couldn’t remember if the tub had anything to do with protein at all. It was shaped the same and had a little scoop, and, frankly, he didn’t think to look any closer. He brushed it off and bent down to place his empty cup in his bag. When he rose, he was met with a wide-eyed gaze.

“...What? Is there something on my face?” Andrew questioned, wiping his palms on his cheeks and mouth. Danny’s expression didn’t change. “What? Bro, just tell me?”

“Uh... I...” Danny blubbered, blinking his eyes rapidly. Andrew noticed that Danny’s dark pupils were now pointed downwards, smack-dab in the middle of his pecs. He followed his eyes to his green tee that wore two huge—and still growing—circles of wetness. 

“What the... huh?” Andrew scowled down at himself. His brain churned its gears, desperately trying to solve the problem at hand with no success. He raised a large palm to his chest and touched the stuff staining it. It was warm, too warm to have been his chilly shake. He pressed a little harder and felt a singe of pressure beneath his skin as one of the circles suddenly grew, soaking the fabric around his nipple.

Andrew yelped, backing away as if he could escape his own shirt. He gulped as his eyes refused to leave the round spots on his tee. It couldn’t be sweat, and he was out of his drink. Was he bleeding? What the hell was coming out of him?

“Hey, Andy, come with me, okay?” Danny spoke to him in a firm whisper, trying not to draw the attention of the other gym-goers. 

“What is this stuff?!” Andrew
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