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      A divorcé and two male escorts walk into a luxury hotel…

      

      Wes

      My life is falling apart.

      At forty-two, my wife left me, my brother barely tolerates me, and my boss is sleeping with my ex.

      On top of everything else, employees at the hotel I work for seem to be disappearing.

      I don’t know how much longer I can live like this.

      A lifeline comes from the most unexpected place. Two of my brother’s friends. Male escorts. I should stay away, but I don’t.

      To be honest, I thought I was straight. But they make me…feel things. Amazing things. Terrifying things.

      Then disaster strikes. The three of us find ourselves involved in a situation I never imagined.

      After, I’m not the same. And they’re the only ones who understand.

      

      Adam and Troy

      Since our childhood, we have been each other's ride or die.

      We helped each other run away from dangerous homes. Kept each other alive.

      Lately there's something missing. Or maybe that's someone.

      When we first meet Wes, we’re only messing with him for fun.

      Then the three of us need each other.

      Which is when we realize.

      He’s the something we’ve been missing.

      

      Dubious is a dark MMM late bi awakening, kink awakening, age gap romance. It contains a down on his luck divorcé, two chaos gremlins who teach him how to have fun, and a potentially haunted Bed and Breakfast.

      Possible triggers include: on-page abduction, trauma bonding, patricide, death of parents, emotionally immature parents, homophobic slurs, consensual non con play, murder, a hero grappling with liking stuff he "shouldn't"

      

      Tropes: trauma bonding, queer awakening, throuple, age gap, enemies to lovers, dude in distress, forced proximity, power dynamics, repressed desires, strategic seduction, unhinged hero vs "innocent" hero, kink awakening, troubled pasts, found family, consensual non-monogamy

    

  


  
    
      To everyone who’s hung with this series and loved it, especially the ones shouting “Bring on the red flags!” in my DMs. You are my people.

      

      To anyone who’s felt shame for wanting something they shouldn’t.

      

      To AJ Rose and Lee Savino for cheerleading this series idea when I first shared it.

      

      And to my dog who looks at me like I’m the best person on earth no matter what the reviews say. <3
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      If you're like me and enjoy pairing your reading with music, the following songs helped to inspire Dubious:

      

      
        
          	
        “Sleep” (Max Graham Remix) by Conjure One
      

      	
        “Wanna Be Yours” by Arctic Monkeys
      

      	
        “Run to the Water” by Live
      

      	
        “Bite Into Desire” by Raster Dust
      

      	
        “Seven” by Taylor Swift
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        Want to keep in touch? Sign up for my newsletter to stay in the loop about future releases.

        https://sendfox.com/BethChristopher

      

      

      
        
        You can now also get early VIP access to future books by subscribing to my Patreon.

        https://www.patreon.com/cw/BethChristopherRomance
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      Prologue – Adam – 6 years ago

      “It’s bad this time.” Troy’s voice shakes. He’s breathing in heavy pants through the phone. “He’s getting worse.” He sounds like he’s been running.

      From his dad.

      When the anniversary of Troy’s mom’s death rolls around, his father changes from a regular abusive dick into a fucking nightmare.

      “Can you get out of there? I’ll come pick you up.” I drop my backpack on the bed.

      My camping stuff is already in the car. My diabetes kit is in my backpack along with water, snacks, and a change of clothes. I hate how it slows me down. If I hadn’t had to get all this together I’d be out the door already.

      I’m almost ready though. Soon as I grab my toothbrush.

      “He took my car keys.” There’s thumping in the background on Troy’s end. Is that yelling? “But if you can get here, I can try to get past him. Maybe he’ll be passed out by then.”

      I zip my backpack closed. “What’s that noise?”

      “He’s throwing shit again. Don’t worry; I’m locked in my room. As soon as he passes out, I’ll be able to leave.”

      I make a circle around my room. What am I forgetting?

      My gaze lands on the pencil case sitting on my desk. I unzip it, check to make sure the emergency cash I’ve been saving is still inside, and then I shove it in my pack with everything else. Even though I’m the forgotten bastard, every once in a while my father decides to take an interest in my life. I don’t trust him not to come in here and snoop while I’m gone.

      “Hang tight,” I tell Troy. “Soon as my father leaves to check his warehouses, I’ll come and get you. We’ll head to the campground, and we’ll have a whole weekend of not dealing with our dads.”

      “Yeah.” He’s quiet for a minute. “Can’t fucking wait until we can get out of here for good.”

      “One more year,” I say.

      “Two more.”

      “Troy.” I go still. Are those footsteps I’m hearing out in the hall? “One year. When you go, I go.”

      “You leave before you’re eighteen, your dad will report you missing, and you’ll be back home in no time. Mine’s threatened to do the same thing. As it is, we’ll still have to worry about him sending his goons after you. We need to ride it out until it’s safer for you.”

      We’ve already talked this to death. “You’re not staying a day longer than necessary. You can’t.”

      Yep, those are definitely footsteps. Not the quiet and unassuming steps of one of the staff, who are probably gone for the day anyway. Not my brother’s quick thumps. These are a heavy thud, every other one followed by a quick scuffing noise, as if an old injury is affecting the smoothness of the person’s gait.

      My father is coming. “We’ll talk about it this weekend,” I say quietly. “We’ll make a plan.”

      “Yeah. Definitely.” But in spite of his words, Troy sounds so unsure.

      The knob turns. “Gotta go.”

      If Troy replies, I don’t hear him. I end the call and drop the phone into my backpack as the door opens. Last thing I need is my father asking who I’m talking to.

      “Did I hear you talking to someone?” My father narrows his eyes.

      “M-myself.” Dammit. Do not show weakness. “It helps me think. Mr. Reynolds at school says I’m a verbal processor.”

      “So much bullshit they’re teaching in school these days. It’s past time to see about getting you transferred to St. Mark’s Academy. Should’ve done it a long time ago. The nuns will straighten you out.”

      No. Absolutely not. If he moves me out of public school, I’ll hardly ever see my best friend. My only friend.

      “You said it was a waste of money.”

      What he actually said was that I wasn’t worth the money. Which is fine. There are plenty of times when my father’s lack of interest in me is to my benefit. This is one of them.

      “You’re sixteen, Adam. It’s time to grow up. Time to stop spending time with that pansy-ass Ackerman kid. To prove yourself. Speaking of which, I need you to come with me.”

      “Uhm.” Arguing with my father is a tricky thing. As in, he’s shot people for less. Still, I don’t like how he’s talking about me staying away from Troy.

      “I’m getting ready to leave. I’ve got a study group.” I indicate my backpack on the bed, hoping he doesn’t notice it’s way too stuffed to only contain books.

      If I tell him I’m going camping with Troy, he won’t let me leave. Our dads have some sort of business-related beef, and he never did like us hanging out. His dislike of Troy has only gotten worse lately.

      “On a Friday night?”

      “End-of-semester exams are coming up. They’re worth a high percentage of our grade. It’s important.”

      “This is more important.”

      He leads me down the polished stairs, through the marble entryway, and around to the kitchen. A small Christmas tree perches on the counter, most likely put there by the chef who cooks for us five days a week. My father has a general distaste for holiday decor, but he also doesn’t come in here much.

      “Where are we going?”

      He doesn’t answer, instead pushing open the windowed French doors that lead to the back terrace and heading across the grass through the yard. The crunch and swish of each of his steps echoes loudly in the quiet evening.

      My breath puffs in front of me as I walk.

      It’s rare to see temperatures this cold in Miami. In history class our teacher mentioned we were seeing near-record lows. My khakis and threadbare T-shirt aren’t made for this weather.

      “If I’d known you wanted me to come outside, I would’ve grabbed my jacket.”

      “We’re going to have to do something about all your sensitivity, Adam.”

      “I’m adjusted to the usual climate here. It’s biology.”

      “You won’t freeze walking across the yard, so shut that smart mouth of yours.”

      It’s funny how him calling me smart is never a compliment.

      We’re heading for a large garage at the back of the property. The one where he keeps his boat. And where I’m usually told to stay the hell out of. “What are we doing out here?”

      He steps inside and flips on the light. The smell hits me first; musty and moldy. Something nauseatingly coppery crawls down my throat and into my stomach. The boat is gone. In its place is a man who’s been tied to the large racks where cleaning supplies and equipment are kept.

      He’s bleeding.

      “What’s going on?” I look around before turning to my father. “Where’s Santi?”

      My older brother usually handles situations like this alongside my father. He’s the “real” son, after all.

      “Your brother’s handling something for me out of town.” He gestures to the man. As if a switch has been flipped, the man goes from silent and wide-eyed to babbling.

      “Sir, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. She didn’t do anything wrong, though. You don’t want to make a name for killing innocent people, do you? That’s not—I was protecting your interests.”

      “You were making a mess,” my father replies. “I don’t tolerate messes. I don’t tolerate weakness.”

      I’m not sure what’s going on here. Not entirely. Is this guy one of my father’s employees? Guess he didn’t do whatever he was supposed to.

      “She was innocent. You can’t call me weak because I won’t kill an innocent woman.”

      I’m too busy trying to keep my nerves under control to wonder who “she” is. Smart or not, I can tell where this is going. My stomach lurches.

      “I gave you an order. One you didn’t follow. That means I can no longer trust you.” He pulls out a gun.

      Wait. “You’re going to kill him?”

      Here? Now? He never involves me in this stuff.

      “No.” My father holds the gun out. “You are.”

      Already freezing, my body goes numb. “I—I can’t.” No. No, he won’t accept me saying I can’t. “I’ve never fired a gun.”

      “Point and pull the trigger. It’s close range. You hardly need to aim. Even you can’t mess this up. Just don’t do it point blank. Might get his brain on your hands.”

      Jesus.

      The man begs me with his eyes. We both know I don’t want to kill him. We both know I won’t have a choice.

      I try to raise the gun, but my hand shakes. “Why are you making me do this?”

      “Come on, Adam, you’ve got straight A’s, and you can’t figure this out? Trial by fire. Sink or swim.”

      “Why me? Why now?”

      “You’re old enough now to contribute to the business.”

      Okay. Now I get it. The “and if you don’t, you’re no use to me” is implied.

      “Shoot him. Now.”

      The numbness has spread to my hands. My fingers. I can’t make them tighten.

      “Goddammit. You see? This is what happens when you spend too much time with that fag kid from school.”

      “Troy’s not⁠—”

      My father huffs impatiently and grabs my wrist with a gloved hand. The one holding the gun. He raises it to aim at the man tied to the storage racks, puts his hand over mine, and squeezes the trigger.

      The man slumps forward, unmoving.

      “There,” Father says calmly. “Not so difficult, was it?” He lets go and grabs some painting tarps from a different shelf.

      Dizziness washes over me. My gaze keeps straying back to the man in front of me. A neat hole in the center of his forehead, blood oozing into his face. Sightless eyes looking at the floor.

      There’s a heavy hammering in my ears. It might be my pulse. Or the sound of a trap about to close on me.

      “Yes, it was fucking difficult,” I want to yell. I don’t think I’ll ever get this out of my head. Instead I say nothing, because I don’t want to be the next one my father shoots. I’m not stupid enough to think he cares for me as anything but another person he can control.

      “Clean this up.” He tosses the pile of cloth at me. “At least you can do that much.”

      You’d think so, wouldn’t you? I’m still frozen. Still holding the damn gun. I can’t even make my fingers let go.

      “Adam.” His sharp tone echoes around us, bringing me out of my fog. “Give me the damn gun before you shoot yourself with it.”

      Oh. Right. It’s pointed practically at my feet. I lift it a little, still shaking.

      “Jesus, I really am going to have to knock some sense into you. You’re not even holding it right.”

      He pulls a handkerchief from his pocket, reaching out with the cloth spread over his fingers. “Come on. Hand it over.”

      Even though I haven’t been involved much in my father’s business, even though I’m barely able to calculate the gravity of what’s just happened, something clicks when I see the cloth in his hand.

      Somewhere in my head, a siren screams.

      My father is wearing gloves. He’s using the cloth to grip the muzzle of the gun.

      His fingerprints won’t be on this thing. Only mine.

      He’s done this before. I’ve overheard the threats spoken in low tones behind the door of his office. Your prints are on the weapon now. If you want it back, you’ll have to cooperate.

      I’m not my brother. My father didn’t raise me to work alongside him. I was the maid’s kid, and she fled town the second I was born. He sees me as weak—he always has. Even if I cooperate, how long before my father decides I’m too much trouble and I wind up like that man tied to the storage racks?

      He’s already threatening to take Troy away. Which can’t happen. It can’t.

      My murmured “fuck you” sounds as if it’s coming from someone else.

      “I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that. Next time it’s coming out of your fucking hide.”

      Fuck you. Fuck you, you fucking son of a bitch. Fuck you and your power-drunk controlling bullshit. Everything I’ve done to apologize for not being the son he wants, to stay off his radar, it’s never been enough. It never will be.

      The epiphany makes me lightheaded.

      There’s a tug on the gun. “Adam. Let go.”

      But I don’t. I don’t let go. I take a breath.

      Finally, I’m able to squeeze the trigger.

      The crack of the shot echoes, breaking my world open. The jerk of his body, still holding the muzzle, pulls me forward. But I hang on. Even when my ears ring and the recoil makes my arm feel like a noodle.

      There’s shock on his face as I squeeze the trigger again. And again. And I keep squeezing.

      Until there are none left.

      Until my father is nothing but a bloody heap on the floor.

      My shaking hands feel heavy and dull, like they’re not my own. Fuck.

      What the fuck have I done?

      Why didn’t I see this coming? I should have known one day he’d turn me into a monster.

      Get out of here.

      Thanks to my father’s paranoia even with his own staff, the only security we have here at night is the guy manning the front gate. Still, someone could have heard the shots. I use that stupid handkerchief to wipe off the gun. Wipe off my hands. Then I stuff it in my pocket, and I run.

      I’m gasping from exertion by the time I get to my room, trying to catch my breath but trying to do it silently. The house is empty, I think. The staff is usually gone by now. But I don’t know. I don’t know anything right now, except that I have to go.

      Until I’m in my car I don’t take a full breath. With shaking hands, I dial Troy’s number. The air rushing in and out of my lungs is too loud and choppy.

      Troy answers on the first ring. “What’s wrong?”

      “My dad’s dead,” I tell him. “We have to go. Now. Tonight.”

      There’s a long silence before he answers. “We don’t have enough money saved.”

      Not nearly. None of this is what we planned. “We’ll figure something out. Get your stuff. I’m on my way.”

      Then I hang up, and I hit the gas.
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      Wes – A few months ago

      Faculty mixers are boring as hell. But the good part? Free drinks, free food.

      Given the state of my finances right now, I need all the free shit I can get.

      It’s a brunch thing, but there’s an open bar. Usually, I take my health too seriously to drink. When I’ve spent the morning fielding divorce demands from my ex, though? Let’s say I’ve had a few too many vodka and sodas.

      Gina: You make more than I do, Wes. It makes sense for you to keep covering the mortgage for the time being.

      Wes: I make more because I’m working two jobs. You can’t expect me to pay for a house I’m not living in.

      As divorces go, mine has been pretty amicable. But the money stuff? With student loans, attorney fees, and bend-over-and-grab-your-ankles fees, I’m already stretched thin.

      Gina: At least give me some time to figure out how I’m going to pay for it myself. Please?

      We both know I’m going to give it to her. I always do. Dammit.

      My wife and I have spent the better part of our marriage unhappy, and we both know that’s mostly on me. For not being able to give Gina what she needed, for not trying enough. For not being enough.

      What I keep wondering is, when am I going to be done making amends? How will I be able to fix things when my money runs out?

      One thing at a time, though, because through my lightweight vodka haze and the ambient sounds of clinking utensils and old men congratulating themselves, I’m pretty sure my brother just told me he’s about to flush his career down the toilet.

      “Why the fuck would you go and do that? You said this job fucking saved you after Marina died.”

      Fallon lost his wife in a tragic accident a little over year ago. Never really got along with her, but I’ve had a ringside view of his grief. I wouldn’t wish it on anyone. Now, he’s in a relationship again with a damn college student. Wanting to quit his job.

      He’s talking about how his new boyfriend, PJ, has brought the spark back to his life. That in the contest between the job and PJ, he’s choosing PJ. It’s romantic. Sweet, even.

      The trouble? I’m convinced PJ is scamming my brother. From what I can tell, the kid’s flat broke. Also, he’s a sex worker. I know, because I’m the one who hired PJ to go on a date with Fallon. I wanted to get my brother out of his funk. Get him to have a little fun.

      Not…all of this.

      “You know that kid is broke as fuck, right? He probably saw that sweet-ass beach house you live in and got dollar signs in his eyes. Probably thought he won the sugar daddy sweepstakes.”

      Speaking as someone who is also broke as fuck, I know desperation when I see it.

      “We’ve been over this, Wes. You’re insulting literally all of us right now—me the most. You’re the one who wanted me to get out and start dating again. Now that I have, you want me to be alone again? You’re the one who set us up. I don’t care that you didn’t know him that well. I like him, and I’m happy.”

      My empty drink cup crumples in my fist. The cracked plastic pinches my fingers. I’m so stunned by my brother’s words I hardly notice.

      “Look,” Fallon continues, “I can’t thank you enough for your support after Marina died. I needed it. I’m grateful. It’s also time to get the hell out of my personal life. I’ve been staying at PJ’s place recently, and we’ve gotten a lot closer. I’m not lonely and angry anymore. I’ve got a puppy to take care of. I appreciate that you helped me get this job, but I don’t need it like I used to. If someone finds out about our relationship, I’ll be fired. PJ could get expelled. There’s too damn much at stake.”

      He runs a hand through his hair. “It’s better to come clean now. Between PJ and the job, I’m choosing him.”

      “Fallon.”

      My brother’s face gets red. “It’s my decision. I know you don’t trust him; I know you think he’s too young. You didn’t like Marina because you thought she was too controlling. Except I told you over and over that the control was something I consented to. So I don’t expect you to understand my relationship with PJ, either. Lucky for you, you’re not the one dating him.”

      He’s right, I don’t understand. Fallon and I both married women who weren’t happy if they didn’t get their way. Every passing year of my marriage, I felt myself disappear.

      I heard how his late wife spoke to him. How his too-young boyfriend speaks to him. How could anyone be happy being treated that way?

      “Fallon, wait.” As he tries to leave, I catch him by the arm. “Don’t do it, okay? Don’t.”

      Even though I practically raised him, Fallon and I rarely fight. What I’m about to say might make him hate me, but I have to stop him before he makes a huge mistake.

      My little brother deserves better.

      “Wes. Stop. Were you not listening to everything I just said, or were you still distracted by that dead fly in your drink?”

      What? Oh. Right. The dead fly that made me flinch and toss my drink all over Fallon. Given the sloshy way my stomach feels, it’s for the best.

      “I know, I know. But…” God, I really don’t want to have to do this. I’m not proud of what I did, okay? I was trying to help.

      “Okay, you know what? Tell me later.” Fallon turns to walk away.

      “He’s a whore,” I blurt out, way too loudly. “Did you know that? He bones other guys for money.”

      There. There. I said it.

      Fallon doesn’t seem as shocked as I expected. “Don’t call him that. I know he’s an escort. He told me. He takes lonely people to weddings and charity events and sometimes, in the case of a guy who says he has trouble dating because of his busy career, out for coffee and bagels one morning a week. He doesn’t have sex with any of them.”

      “Y-you actually believe that?” There’s no way it’s true.

      “Yes, Wes. I believe him. What’s the alternative, spending the rest of my life not trusting anybody? If I think he’s cheating on me, then I’ll talk to him about that. Him, who I’m in a relationship with, not my interfering older brother who’s manufacturing reasons to break us up.”

      “I’m not manufacturing shit, Fallon. He’s lying.” I suck in a breath, unable to hold back the final blow. “I know he’s lying because he got paid to have sex with you.”

      Fallon freezes. The guy who was hell-bent on storming over to the dean to hand in his resignation a few minutes ago is now eerily silent. Shit, he’s going to hate me.

      I already hate myself, so I guess it’s fine.

      “What the hell do you mean he got paid to have sex with me?”

      A waiter drops a bin of beer and ice with a loud crash, causing me to flinch. My chest is tight, and I’m already wishing I could take back what I said.

      No, what I did.

      “What the fuck are you talking about?” Fallon asks again.

      “I didn’t set you up on a blind date,” I finally say. Quietly, because we’re in a room full of people and I need to get my shit under control. “I called a guy. A pimp. Thought it would do you some good to get laid. It was only supposed to be one night.”

      Someone drops a fork. For a moment I’m focused on the metal clattering to the polished hardwood. Anything to avoid the way my baby brother is looking at me now.

      “What do you mean you called a pimp?”

      My collar’s too tight. “Elliott, the events coordinator at the hotel, gave me a name and number. He had trouble getting back into the game after his wife died, and he said this nice young woman named Alexis helped him out. I thought…” Fuck me. “I thought it would be good for you. I didn’t expect you to bring a damn moving van to your first date with the guy.”

      Shut up, Wes. The more I try to justify my actions, the worse it sounds. Alcohol has made my lips numb, yet I can’t seem to stop running my mouth.

      “I didn’t—” With a hard swallow, Fallon looks away. “You know what? Fuck you, Wes. I have to go.”

      My stomach twists. Desperation has me reaching out again, silently begging my brother to stay and let me explain. Except I’ve already tried and every word from my mouth sounds stupider than the last.

      Still, I have to try.

      He shakes me off. “Don’t. Don’t you dare grab my arm again. Don’t say another word. You’ve done enough.”

      My heart sinks as he storms out of the room. Once again, I’ve tried to fix a thing and made it worse. I’ll be lucky if Fallon doesn’t hate me now.

      I suppose he can’t hate me any more than I hate myself.
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      Troy – A few weeks ago

      It’s a spur-of-the-moment decision, like so many of mine are.

      Adam and I are on the way back from the gym smoothie bar when this guy comes blowing into the locker room, looking frantic.

      Wes.

      He looks like the kind of man every boy who secretly jerked it to shirtless pictures of Tom Hardy in high school longs to wrap his legs around. Taller, though. Sharper cheekbones. Sad, tortured-looking blue eyes.

      Zero tattoos, but I’d give him a pass for that if I didn’t know the guy’s actually a massive dick. Why are the hot ones always dicks?

      Right now, though, Wes is frazzled and unsure, and damned if I’m not curious about what misfortune might have befallen him. Who wouldn’t be?

      Before I can wonder too much, my phone buzzes in my hand.

      PJ: At the gym. Knocked off work early to meet you guys. Where is everyone? Did something happen with Adam’s blood sugar or something? Also, have you seen Wes? Fallon’s looking for him.

      PJ is a friend and a male escort, like my best friend and me. Or he used to be one, before he fell in love with his client. Said client happens to be the brother of the frantic-looking dick in front of me.

      Troy: Just had to handle a little something. We are allllll good. If I see Wes, I’ll let you know.

      Telling PJ I’m looking right at the guy can wait until Adam and I have had a chance to say hello. Or punch him in the mouth. TBD.

      Sliding my phone into my pocket, I’m grinning as Wes strides toward us, clearly lost in thought and not looking where he’s going. Oh, yeah. We’re handling something, all right.

      Among our small but mighty group of male escorts in the seaside town of Belle Argo, Florida, one thing we know how to do is look out for our friends.

      Wes here is the reason PJ and Fallon got together. He’s also the person who tried hardest to break them up. Some might argue it’s not my job to get my friend payback, but I disagree.

      Besides, I’m way beyond tired of people thinking we’re all expendable and unfeeling because we’re paid companions. I’m worn out in general, to be honest. Some days I manage to pull myself out of bed and feel okay in spite of the daily grind, but every day gets harder.

      Unfortunately for Wes? Today I’m in the mood to let him walk right into me and see what happens.

      Next to me, Adam slides to the side to avoid the collision. I don’t.

      “Sorry, I—” Wes stumbles back, mouth moving but nothing coming out.

      “Hey, it’s Brunch Daddy.” I’m looking at Wes, but I’m talking to Adam. We’ve been calling him that since he busted into one of our weekly escort gatherings at a downtown breakfast spot to hassle PJ about dating his brother.

      Super original, I know. “How’s it going, Westy?”

      “It’s Wes.” He’s leaning away. Guarded. Figures. “Just Wes. My mom calls me Westlake. Nobody calls me Westy.”

      “Oh, yeah, Westham.” Adam winks at me, taking a big drink of the smoothie in his hand.

      Westy clearly doesn’t appreciate that at all.

      “I like Westy better,” I say to poke the bear.

      “It’s Wes.” The tall drink of water spits each word, jaw clenched so hard he’s got a muscle twitching.

      Easy as hell to rile, this guy. Fun.

      He grips the gym bag in his hands tighter and tries to squeeze past us. Not today, bitch. Today I register the split second when he scans me up and down. The flare of curiosity in his eyes, followed by confusion. The red flush that crawls up his throat.

      Today, I’m not in the mood to suffer hypocrites. I’m in the mood to create a little chaos.

      “Look, never mind.” Wes moves to push past us again. “I’m late meeting Fallon. We’re supposed to be working out while his boyfriend is fixing up his little ice cream stand.”

      Ooh. Judgmental much? Wait until he finds out PJ’s here at the gym after all.

      “Oh, right,” I say. “Is that why you’re in a hurry? Don’t wanna have to deal with PJ? We’ve noticed you seem to have a real beef with our friend.”

      He looks down at where I’ve got my hand wrapped around his wrist. I didn’t realize I had even grabbed him until now. He doesn’t pull away though, so I hang on.

      “There’s no beef.”

      What a filthy liar.

      Every time Wes is around us, he’s looking down his nose with some flavor of contempt or judgment. Like simply standing too close to a sex worker might give him an itchy rash.

      Fuck this guy.

      With a tug of his arm, he pulls out of my grip and heads for the bank of lockers in the back corner of the locker room. It’s the farthest from the showers, and the cubbies here look older and more beaten up, so not many people use them.

      Wes doesn’t seem to notice we’ve followed him until Adam asks, “You homophobic or something?”

      Which makes Wes jump. Heh. Nice.

      “Hom—what? No. Of course not. I’m the one who set up PJ and Fallon on their first date. Would I do that if I were homophobic? What I am is control phobic.”

      His face reddens, every word spilling out faster than the last.

      Ah. It’s coming together now. Fallon is submissive. Apparently, Wes isn’t comfortable with someone bossing his little brother around.

      Which I guess is…nice-ish? Sort of. Also fucking ignorant.

      “It’s just that we remember the day you came storming into our weekly brunch spot looking ready to throw down with PJ.” I wave my hand, gesturing between me and Adam.

      Our weekly escort brunch is a little bit of connection and normalcy in an ocean of getting paid insane amounts of money so long as we’re willing to overlook getting used and tossed out like red cups at a party. Plus, there are mimosas and French toast. It’s a good time.

      None of us like having our good time fucked with.

      The one single time things got ugly? Wes’s fault.

      “Right,” Adam agrees between sips of the green smoothie I bought him. Gotta keep that blood sugar happy. “And then there was the way you lost your shit at Fallon’s birthday party last month.”

      Pretty sure I can smell Wes’s brain catching fire. He’s actually kind of sexy when he’s frustrated. Full lips parted, eyebrows crouched low, clenched fists making those forearm veins pop out…

      Bet the guy’s got a great O face too.

      “I walked in on them fucking when I went to ask if we had more ice,” he whisper-yells. “Nobody wants to see their little brother getting choked by his twenty-year-old boyfriend.”

      Hmm. “Pretty sure PJ’s, like, twenty-three. Twenty-four?” Adam’s better with that stuff, so I give him a nudge.

      “Twenty-four, I think,” Adam agrees. “Or twenty-five? No, I think he’s about a year older than you, so that would be twenty-four.”

      Wes rubs a hand across his forehead. “Look, guys. This is pointless. I told you I don’t have a problem with⁠—”

      I don’t give him a chance to finish. Little does Wes realize, this entire time he’s been arguing with us, he’s also been stepping backward. Adam and I have matched him inch for inch until he’s practically cornered in this way-back section of the locker room that hardly ever gets used.

      There’s a bench seat running between the lockers for people to sit on, put their shoes on, or whatever. He stumbles back and sort of awkwardly lands sideways.

      “What the fuck are you…?” He doesn’t finish. Instead, he glances around with wide eyes like he’s only now realizing he’s alone with us.

      “Look, whatever this is⁠—”

      Adam, who almost always knows how to read me, puts a hand on Wes’s shoulder. He’s got a pretty strong grip for someone on the leaner side, and I sort of envy the way his fingers dig into the place where Wes’s neck meets his shoulder.

      Wes winces a little, but he doesn’t protest. If anything, I could swear his shoulders relax under Adam’s grip.

      Iiiinteresting.

      Encouraged, I straddle the bench in front of him, grabbing one of his legs to pull it over to the other side so we’re mirroring each other. Then I scoot forward, hooking each of my legs over each of his, effectively putting us crotch to crotch.

      Wes’s eyes widen. I swear I can hear his breath catch.

      It takes a lot to surprise me, but I’m surprised right now. I expected protesting on Wes’s part, like an enhanced game of gay chicken where at some point he’d tell us to back the fuck off, maybe even threaten to throw hands. I most certainly figured that would happen before I got close enough to grind my dick against his.

      But Wes isn’t saying no. He’s staring, lips parted and breathing shallow. I’d bet my classic convertible that the heat in his wide blue eyes is genuine.

      There’s no way I can resist kicking the tires on this situation a little. See how far he’ll let things go before he asks us to knock it off. So I grab hold of his upper thigh. He coughs in surprise, but there’s a groan underneath. It’s not clear to me whether Wes knows what he wants, but I know. Adam and I get paid a lot of money to give men what they crave. We’re damn good at it.

      “Adam, keep a lookout.”

      “Got it,” my best friend murmurs. With one hand he adjusts his grip on Wes, and with the other he takes a slurp of his smoothie.

      We’ve basically broadcast to the man between us loud and clear that we’re about to fuck with him, and yet? Every bit of him eases back against Adam. So, he hates that his brother is a sub but doesn’t seem to realize he’s basically got the same bent?

      When I reach for his fly, he seems to wake up a little.

      “What the hell are you⁠—”

      He cuts himself off. I’m already pulling him out, stroking him rough and dirty. My hands are callused from side jobs working construction, and I don’t have any lube on me. Still, Wes is no wilting violet.

      Imagine my excitement when a strained “Oh, God” comes out of his mouth. I do love being right.

      For a second, he goes somewhere in his head. There’s a visible shift from a man in the moment feeling good to one who’s caught up in something else. It happens right before he goes to cover his dick as if he’s ashamed.

      Nah. We’re not doing that today. Besides, I’ve seen all kinds of bodies, and the dick is never the problem. If anything, it’s the person the dick is attached to that’s a problem.

      “Chill, Westy. Sit back. Let me make you feel good.”

      “It’s Wes,” he groans. Does he press his head back against Adam, though? Do his eyes flutter closed for a second? Sweet hell, yes he does, and yes they do.

      He bites his lips together as I touch him, only here and there making a quiet moan or a hiss. Whether he wants to admit it out loud or not, he likes this.

      I keep half an ear out for the sounds of people elsewhere in the locker room, but everyone sounds far away right now.

      Adam meets my eyes over the top of Wes’s head. He raises an eyebrow, wondering what my plan is, but he’s not exactly put out by it.

      Giving him a grin, I say, “Got a live one here, Adam.”

      Behind Wes, Adam’s leaning down to get a better look. He slides one hand across Wes’s chest, stroking those hard nipples through the guy’s shirt. My friend has the side of his face pressed against Wes’s, and I could swear they’re breathing in unison. Quiet moans. Short, heavy, heated pants.

      Adam’s long hair is pulled back, which lets him rub his perpetual stubble against Wes’s face. I could swear Wes is rubbing back, like a needy kitten.

      Our needy kitten. For now, at least.

      “That’s a pretty looking cock you’ve got there, Westy,” Adam breathes.

      “It’s not—oh God.” Wes cuts off his own protest.

      Maybe because I’m spitting right on his cock.

      Hey, man. Chafing is real, and we might want this guy to come back for seconds. This is already turning out to be far more interesting than expected.

      “Somebody likes this,” I sing-song softly. “Don’t worry. We won’t tell. You sit there and fuck my fist like a good boy, and we’ll let you come.”

      The sound that comes out of his mouth is so filthy and sweet that I want to roll around in it. Maybe it hurts, maybe part of him doesn’t think he should want what I’m giving him. Doesn’t stop him from thrusting into the tunnel of my fingers like it’s life or death.

      By the time he comes, he’s shaking all over. He forgets himself, letting a loud moan slip out before Adam clamps a hand over his mouth from behind.

      Pretty sure Wes is biting Adam’s fingers, because Adam gasps like he might get off himself. Hell. Fallon’s brother is wound tighter than we thought.

      Keeping one hand pressed on Wes’s leg, I stare right into his hooded blue eyes while I lick him off of me. It’s not something I usually do, but I’m making a point here. I want this guy to sit here and watch me and know exactly who made him come.

      He tastes good, too. Probably eats lots of fresh fruit.

      Then the post-nut clarity sets in. His fuck-drunk eyes go from sleepy to wide. Something worse than regret comes over him. Shame.

      “What the fuck was that?” he whispers. His parted lips are wet and puffy from being bitten.

      A locker slams in the next row, which must remind him of where we are, because he stiffens and jumps. It’s the first time he flinches away from Adam’s touch, causing my best friend to let go.

      “That?” I tuck his cock away and zip his slacks. Never say I can’t be a fucking gentleman. “Just showing you how letting someone control you can be sexy, babe. Fun even. It was fun, right?” I lean forward, letting my lips brush against his ear. “Imagine what we could do to you if you weren’t so embarrassed by your own dick.”

      “It was—” We never get to hear the end of that sentence, though. In the end Wes only shakes his head, and Adam and I are disengaging before we wear out our welcome.

      Gonna go ahead and assume his fried brain is a sign that we have a satisfied customer.

      “Thought so. Kaybye, Westy.”

      I grab my best friend’s hand and hustle for the door, though I kind of hope we’ll be having fun with him again.
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      Wes

      There must be something more infuriating and emasculating than your boss publicly shoving his tongue down your wife’s throat. I’d rather not find out.

      Whatever it is, I’d probably deserve it.

      It’s six in the evening, and I haven’t even started my shift as the night manager of the Belle Argo Premiere hotel. Already, though, I’m at the end of my rope.

      “Wes. Hold up.”

      As I’m nearing the employee entrance, my boss’s voice stops me. My neck cracks as I turn around. “Something you need, Max?”

      Something other than checking my wife’s tonsils?

      Over his shoulder, my ex, Gina, gives me a look of apology and then ducks into her car.

      The car I paid for.

      Max approaches me with long strides. It’s not exactly that I hate him. More like I daydream about holding his head underwater in the hotel pool until he stops kicking.

      “You need to get your shit out of Gina’s house.”

      Remember, Wes, he’s your boss. You can’t afford to lose a paycheck. You’d look like shit in prison orange.

      “She may be riding your dick, Max, but it’s my name on the title. It’s still my house.”

      Max, who seems to enjoy looming over me with all two inches of his height advantage, finds this funny. “Still sounds like a you problem, Monroe. I don’t give a shit who’s paying the mortgage. I give a shit that my lease is up next month, and I’m planning to move in. You’ve got boxes clogging up the closets.”

      Awesome. My temples throb. I resist the urge to rub at them, then do it anyway.

      “Yeah, well, I’m working on it, Max. I’m still looking for a place.”

      You can’t punch him. You can’t run him over with your car. You cannot⁠—

      But God, I want to.

      “Work on it harder, will you? The hotel’s new owner’s got a bug up his ass about us giving you a reduced-rate room, so I’ve gone about as far as I can go with my generosity.”

      “Real fucking generous when the reason I’m staying here is you fucking my wife behind my back. You deserve a medal.”

      Max’s grin is all teeth, and I do my best to hide the fact that I’m picturing taking them out one at a time with my knuckles.

      “Christmas and New Year’s are coming, Wes. It’s one of our busiest times. You’ve got until the end of next week to vacate your room.” He leans in. “And if you don’t get your nasty old running shoes and shitty workout equipment out of that garage, I’ll happily hire someone to haul it all away. Because that’s what buddies do.”

      With another oily grin, he turns on his heel and gets into his douchey sports car. The engine is loud enough to wake the dead, and the exhaust trail slaps me in the face as he pulls out of the lot.

      Asshole.

      I’m fuming as he drives away. Where does this fucker get off telling me what to do? He has the power to make my living hell even shittier, though, and we both know it.

      My trek toward the employee entrance is spent pulling myself together. Or trying to. I also text my brother, desperate for a lifeline even though he rarely answers these days.

      Wes: Hey, man. Lunch soon?

      No reply. Still. Again. As I approach the sprawling, mirrored, luxury beachfront hotel, I hear a familiar laugh.

      Standing side by side when I turn around are two young men. In their early twenties, they have the bearing and ego of guys who make money from their looks. Because they do. Troy, with his short sandy hair, sculpted arms, and dimpled chin; Adam with his olive skin and his round-the-clock, too-sexy-to-shave stubble, and a man bun that should look stupid but infuriatingly does not.

      Troy, on the left, looks especially amused. “Hey, Brunch Daddy. Rough night? ”

      Asshole. He’s fucking with me. The last thing I want is to reward him with my reaction.

      A reaction is hard to avoid, though, seeing as how the last time I saw these guys, one of them had a hand on my dick. After cornering me in a locker room, Troy jerked me off so aggressively he might as well have punched the orgasm out of me.

      I want to land my fist between his eyes almost as much as I want him to do it again. Which really makes me want to punch him in the fucking face.

      “Don’t call me that. You get off on playing with your food or are you just bored?”

      Where the hell do these guys get off making me question myself at the age of forty-two? I don’t have enough fucks left for this. I left the last one back at the house Gina and I bought together, and it’s stuck in the garbage disposal, which she had the nerve to ask me to fix before I moved out.

      So, I give Adam and Troy an unprofessional middle finger as I push past them both, focused on getting inside.

      “Is that finger an invitation?” That comes from Adam. He’s closer to my height and leaner than Troy, with deep brown eyes. It makes my chest hurt to acknowledge, but I can see his lashes even from where I’m standing.

      For a moment, I get lost staring at them.

      What would happen? If I walked over there and inserted myself between them right now, and I told them they could manhandle me into the nearest corner or closet? If I let them throw me against a wall and do whatever they wanted to me like before?

      Or, hell, if I took them upstairs to my temporary accommodations and told them that the day they shoved me into a corner of a gym locker room and held me down had me closer to losing it than my wife cheating on me. That I wanted to lose it again.

      What would happen then?

      When I turn to fully face them, Troy is right fucking there. Close enough to punch him. Or spit in his face. Or…other things.

      I’m not noticing how full his lips are. Or following the column of his throat as he swallows. The quirk at one corner of his mouth. I’m not remembering him spitting on my dick while stroking it.

      I’m also not not doing those things.

      “Someone looks like he needs a hug,” he says in what must be the least sympathetic way possible.

      Okay, I really can’t handle this. I’m not letting some twenty-three-year-old menace screw with my head. I’ve got much bigger problems.

      After glancing around, I lean in and lower my voice to counter with, “It’s interesting to me that two known sex workers can get away with spending so much time loitering around this very expensive hotel without someone calling the authorities. Perhaps someone should.”

      “Ooh. That sounds like a threat.” Troy fakes a shiver and steps into me. At six feet, two inches tall, I have a height advantage, but he has longer legs, while I have a longer torso. This means that I would only need to move forward a few measly molecules of space for our crotches to touch. Like they did before.

      “It’s an observation. The Belle Argo Premiere isn’t a place for whores.”

      Far from seeming offended, he chuckles and presses forward. The dimple that pops on his cheek makes my eyelid twitch. He’s one of those guys literally anyone would call good-looking. Razor-sharp nose and cheekbones. That jaw could break rocks. Lips any plastic surgeon would be proud to hang a photo of on their wall.

      He smells like a thunderstorm. I want to roll around in that smell.

      Not that I’m trying to smell him. It’s oxygen and proximity, that’s all.

      He grabs onto my upper arm. My nostrils flare with the force of my exhale, but do I back away? I do not.

      As a representative of the hotel, I tell myself it behooves me not to cause a scene. Outside an entrance used primarily by employees, where there are no security cameras and no guests aside from Troy’s partner in hand job, Adam.

      Right.

      “This classy establishment you work for is exactly the sort of place we do business.” Troy bats his blond lashes. He presses up on his toes, leaning so we’re chest to chest as he murmurs into my ear. “Most of our customers stay on the VIP floor of this place, Kitten. Report us, and you’ll be pissing off a whole lot of important people. That’s before it even gets back to our pimp. And long before any of that happens, I’ll have fucked you from here to Tallahassee.”

      He probably doesn’t mean that the way it sounds. Not like… Right?

      My cock twitches even as my jaw clenches. I hate this. I hate his threats. I hate that they’re making me hard. “Why are you doing this?”

      Troy laughs.

      “So fucking glad I can amuse you,” I growl.

      “Eh.” He pats my chest with his free hand.

      My nipples tingle at his touch. Why the hell are my nipples tingling? “Why?”

      “Who knows, Kitten? Maybe we like holding a mirror up to other people’s hypocrisy. Maybe we just like fucking with you.”

      Hypocrite. The word smacks me across the face.

      “I’m not…” But fuck, aren’t I? Hating all the times my brother let his late wife boss him around, all the times I heard him refer to his boyfriend, PJ, as his “keeper” with affection rather than disdain. These things have elicited such an immediate and negative reaction from me, but what did I feel that day I accidentally walked in on my brother being dominated by his boyfriend?

      Envy. In all my years of marriage I’d never felt the passion and abandon on my brother’s face. And what did I do when Adam and Troy shoved me onto a bench and jerked me off? I let them. Without a single word of protest.

      Because I didn’t want them to stop.

      “I’m not a hypocrite,” I say with no conviction whatsoever. All these new thoughts have my stomach churning.

      Troy shrugs. “I mean, I remember you giving your own brother all sorts of shit for being submissive and fucking around with a male escort. But, Kitten, look how easy you are every time I put my hands on you. Isn’t that right, Adam?”

      From his spot a few feet away, Adam grins and gives a thumbs-up.

      Jesus. I tighten my right hand into a fist with no good outlet for my frustration.

      Now’s the time to back away. Instead I ask, “Kitten?”

      Troy licks his lips. “You didn’t like it when we called you Brunch Daddy. So I tried a bunch of nicknames out in my head and chose the one I thought would piss you off the most.”

      “Classy.” Also, he’s not wrong. The implied comparison makes me want to claw his eyes out.

      Again, I tell myself to back away. To straighten my spine and go inside. In my head, though, there’s a whirling tornado of questions and emotions. I still don’t understand why I responded to him the way I did. To both of them.

      Fuck’s sake. I’m broke, and my life is in the toilet. I can’t think—what the hell am I supposed to do with two sex workers giving me an identity crisis?

      Someone up above must have my back for a change, because as soon as I wonder, two things happen: a young woman with gorgeous curves, golden-tan skin, and pouty lips to rival Adam’s lashes comes out of the building. Adam’s gaze stays on me even as she takes hold of his hand, and I don’t like the way I keep noticing their interlaced fingers.

      Troy spares her the briefest glance before returning his predatory gaze to me. He’s still got one hand on my arm. With the other, he’s making jerk-off motions.

      “Jesus.” Turns out there is something more infuriating than seeing my wife kiss her boss. I run my hand over the front of my shirt, smoothing the tie and the buttons in a desperate attempt to beat back how goddamn messy I am inside.

      My phone rings. I pull it from my pocket and see Belle Argo Oncology on the screen. Troy looks down at the display, frowning.

      Fuck. Fuck. Dread squeezes everything inside me into a tiny, painful ball.

      “Fuck off. I have to take this,” I mumble, yanking out of his grip. I hustle past the two young men to get inside while trying to pretend that I don’t know what it feels like to have one of them hold me down while the other one makes me come.

      Once inside, I’m immediately bombarded.

      “Wes. Good. I need to talk to you.” Nancy, one of the desk clerks, comes out of a nearby storage room. From the far hall, our maintenance guy
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