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      Rain. Four days until Christmas and Cincinnati was drowning in day after day of rain while it seemed like most of the country was digging itself out of nonstop snowstorms. That might have been a blessing in its own way, but it meant that any brief trips outside resulted in a damp chill that dug deep into the bone and stubbornly refused to leave.

      Spenser paused a few feet inside of Release, a popular gay bar situated on the edge of the newly trendy Over-the-Rhine neighborhood, to wipe his face of raindrops before slicking back his once-meticulously-styled brown hair so that it was now smoothed against his skull. His appearance became colder, more predatory, and that was just fine with him.

      The fast-approaching holiday had left him feeling twitchy. He needed to find someone to help him burn off a little excess energy for one night.

      “Fuck!” John slid into the bar behind Spenser. He shook his overcoat, spraying his friend and several other patrons with cold water. Spenser glared over his shoulder at him, but John remained oblivious. “Remind me to download plans for an ark when I get home tonight.”

      “Like you’d know what to do with a hammer if someone handed you one,” Spenser countered, shedding his own coat and draping it over his forearm.

      John grinned back at him, not bothered by his companion’s sour mood. But then, John rarely was. “Yeah, but I’m great at hiring people for that shit.”

      Spenser rolled his eyes at the lawyer and walked over to the crowded bar. He ignored the glances and not-so-subtle appraising looks as he pushed to the scarred wooden surface and caught the bartender’s attention. He needed a drink. Maybe two. And then he could turn his mind to finding the stress reliever he’d come for.

      Release was busy but not overly packed for ten o’clock on a Wednesday night. Spenser didn’t typically go trolling the bars throughout the week, but between the stress of work and the looming disaster that was the upcoming family holiday, he didn’t think to turn John down when he’d suggested an evening of drinking and debauchery.

      Of course, John was flying out the next night to spend the holiday in Denver with his family as he did every year. He didn’t have to worry about crawling out of bed in the morning with a hangover so he could suffer through a barrage of departmental budget planning meetings and employee salary reviews.

      “Keep moving,” John ordered, giving Spenser’s shoulder a little shove. “I don’t like the selection in here.”

      Spenser took a healthy swallow of his vodka tonic, hiding his grin, before turning to walk through the doorway that led to the dance floor. Release was arranged something like a narrow row house without the narrow part. The entrance was a bar with an assortment of high-top tables and a few stools. Most men lingered there to get first pick of the meat as it entered the front door.

      The next room was a crowded dance floor with a DJ booth. Bodies writhed and grinded against one another, working up to the finale that would happen either in the bathroom, the alley (assuming it wasn’t still raining) or at someone’s home.

      The final room was another bar, but the atmosphere was more subdued and a series of carefully placed walls and doorways helped to muffle the loud thumping music from the dance floor. There were more tables as well as booths that allowed for drinking and conversation if you were in the mood for such a thing.

      Spenser saw it as a way of filtering through the revelers. If they were smart enough to run the gauntlet of the first two rooms, then those who remained might be worth fucking.

      To Spenser’s surprise, he found exactly what he was looking for within minutes of settling into a seat at an empty table. A server had just taken his order for another vodka tonic while John asked for a second beer.

      With his legs stretched out and crossed at the ankles, he scanned the room, nodding to a couple familiar faces scattered about before his eyes halted on a man seated at the end of the bar. He turned a beer bottle around and around with long, nimble fingers while he talked to another man seated with his back to Spenser. There was dark scruff lining his jaw and lean cheeks while bushy eyebrows drew over dark eyes. The sleeves of his olive-green button-down shirt were pushed up to his elbows, revealing strong forearms. While the broad shoulders and muscular legs were enticing, it was the man’s smile that had hooked him from his first glance.

      “Got mine,” John announced in a near growl.

      Spenser tore his gaze away from the bar to look over at his friend, only to find him staring at the same man that had captured Spenser’s attention. “No.”

      “What?”

      “I spotted him first.”

      “You fucking did not!” John gasped, slamming his now-empty beer bottle on the table. His friend turned in his seat to face Spenser across the small circular table. “He’s wearing a hat. You’ve got a rule against guys with hats. He could be bald under there.”

      Spenser glanced again at the man, his head thrown back as he laughed at something his companion said. He was wearing a black newsboy turned backward. What he could see of his hair was cut short and dark. He could be going bald under there or maybe have a receding hairline. It was true. Spenser had a thing for hair. Not quite a kink…or maybe it was. He liked long hair to wrap around his fingers as he fucked, but this one…he still couldn’t turn aside. He seemed worth the risk.

      “Don’t care.” Spenser looked back over at John and slowly smiled. “We could both go after him?”

      John hesitated, glaring for several seconds before flopping back in his seat. “Fuck. No,” he grumbled. He turned his glare on his empty beer bottle, descending into a good pout while Spenser returned to watching the man at the bar.

      It wasn’t that Spenser was more attractive than John. In truth, most men were drawn to John’s strong, square jaw—full lips, thick blond hair, and bright, baby-blue eyes rather than Spenser’s darker and more intimidating features. It was just that when Spenser went after the same prey as his friend, John was faced with the task of having to work to get laid. And John preferred to have them falling over him. It was different when John was in the rare mood to date. Then the fawning was a turn off, but it was convenient for a quick fuck.

      Spenser, on the other hand, loved the hunt. He liked sorting through the prey, finding the one who would put up the most interesting fight, the one who would push back or maybe just need a little coercing.

      John seized the beer the server placed in front of him, muttering to himself about Spenser’s selfishness, while Spenser grabbed the server’s arm. “Send the man at the end of the bar another beer on me,” Spenser said.

      The server looked over at the bar, locating who Spenser had indicated before he looked back at Spenser with a grin. “Who? Evan?”

      “Evan? The one at the end in the black hat?” The server nodded, his eyes now wandering down Spenser’s long form encased in a charcoal gray suit. His black tie with the thin red striping was loose at the neck, but he was otherwise still immaculately dressed from work despite having braved the rainy weather. “You know him?”

      “Sure, everyone knows Evan.” Spenser’s gaze narrowed and his lips flattened into a hard line. That wasn’t encouraging news. He had no interest in picking up someone who had been well traveled by most of the guests of Release. The server huffed and stepped back. “I don’t mean like that. Evan is the one who did the murals.”

      Spenser’s eyes followed where the server motioned to look over the wall to his left that was covered from ceiling to floor in a detailed mural of what appeared to be the downtown skyline. Sadly, he’d never noticed it before because the lighting in the backbar was low. It was a waste of good art.

      “Send him a beer from me.”

      The server didn’t seem pleased as he gave a little grunt before heading back to the bar. Apparently, he didn’t approve of Spenser’s notice of Evan for whatever reason. Was Evan dating the man he was talking to at the bar? They didn’t appear to be dating. There had been zero physical contact between the two men, and his companion’s head acted as if it was on a swivel as he constantly took in the people moving about the room.

      He watched as the bartender placed a fresh beer in front of Evan and the man took a drink. At the same time, he leaned over and pointed toward Spenser, indicating the beer had been purchased for him. Evan coughed, lurching forward, as if he were choking on the beer that he quickly set back down on the bar. It was everything Spenser could do to keep from smiling, let alone tamping down the laughter that was bubbling up. Obviously, Evan had thought the beer was one he’d ordered and was surprised someone had sent it to him.

      That seemed…odd. He was an attractive man and sending drinks was common enough, a subtle way of showing interest short of just walking up and hanging over a person like others preferred.

      Both Evan and his companion turned to look over at Spenser. His friend’s eyes widened while an awkward smile tugged at the corners of Evan’s beautiful mouth. The friend quickly spun back around and started talking with his hands flying about in an agitated fashion. Yeah, that was real encouraging.

      “Well, your reputation has preceded you in this one,” John mocked. “I think you should have left him to me.”

      “Shut up. I don’t have a reputation.”

      “Fine. No reputation, but you’re sitting over there looking like all four of the horsemen of the apocalypse.”

      Spenser’s gaze jerked over to John who was leaning forward on the table, grinning at him like an idiot, loving every second of his confusion. “What?”

      “You snarl and glare and order people about. You’re a masochistic sub’s wet dream and I’m telling you that man at the bar is no masochist.”

      “Fuck you.” Grabbing his drink, Spenser swallowed half of it, trying to drown out his friend’s words. “Why the hell do I keep you around?”

      “Because I let you kick my ass at racquetball and basketball.”

      Spenser snorted, a smile tugging at one corner of his mouth as he relaxed again in his chair. John was right. He was cold and distant and hard to be around. He was worse than the dark storm clouds that seemed to have settled permanently over the city, but for some strange reason John liked his company.

      They’d met their freshman year at Harvard, both trying to find their way around a new city, new school, and newly accepted sexuality. After a late night of drinking, they’d screwed around a bit, jerking each other off, but the entire affair felt so strangely awkward the next day that they instantly agreed they were far better off just being friends. Luckily, that bad night had bonded them rather than driving them apart.

      A shift in the light brought Spenser’s eyes up to find that Evan had left the bar and was now standing in front of him with his left hand shoved in his pocket, looking a little unsure. Spenser stared up at him, surprised to see that he looked even younger up close, maybe in his mid-twenties.

      “Hey…umm…I hear you’re the one I have to thank for the beer,” he started, trying to smile but still looking uneasy.

      Now that he was standing in front of Spenser, he took a moment to admire Evan’s tall, lean form. Dark jeans hugged narrow hips while his button-down shirt was open at the throat, revealing a leather thong necklace with three colored beads. His sleeves were rolled to the elbow, showing off his strong forearms and a leather bracelet on his left wrist.

      There was strength hidden beneath his clothes and Spenser wanted to feel it, wanted to have this man push back against him, pinning him against a wall before Spenser finally shoved him down onto a bed.

      “I am.” Spenser stood and Evan immediately took a step back. Spenser had at least two inches on him, maybe more, and was more solidly built. “Spenser Roland.” He extended his hand and Evan took it.

      “Evan Scott,” he said and then winced as if he hadn’t meant to do that. “Look, I just want to pay you back for the beer. I didn’t mean to accept it. I thought I’d ordered it and the bartender didn’t tell me you sent it until after I already drank it.”

      “No.” Spenser returned to his seat, fighting a smile when Evan blinked at him. “It was a gift.”

      “Yes, but gifts like that come with strings and expectations,” Evan quickly replied, his smile starting to show again.

      “What kind of strings? I thought I just sent you a drink.”

      Evan chuckled. It was a low, rich sound that sent an unexpected curling of desire through Spenser’s blood. Oh, this was even better than he’d anticipated.

      “Strings that could tie me up or tie me down.”

      Before Spenser could reply, John fell back in his chair laughing loudly, drawing Evan’s attention to his friend. “Told you you’ve got that look.”

      “Shut up,” Spenser snarled at his friend before looking over at Evan who now appeared to be fighting his own laugh. “Consider this beer string-free.”

      “Thanks,” Evan said, his brow furrowed. “I’m just…not here to pick up anyone.”

      Spenser arched one dark eyebrow at him, his body stiffening slightly. “You’re straight?” It wasn’t unheard of for the occasional straight man to wander into what was a known gay bar. They were usually there as moral support for someone who was trying to come to terms with their sexuality. But how could he have been wrong about Evan? Was it wishful thinking on his part?

      “Oh no!” Evan shook his head, laughing. When he stopped, the smile that had captured Spenser’s attention was firmly in place again. “No, I’m gay. I’m on duty tonight.”

      “On duty?” That didn’t make any sense. Any job that would have him “on duty” certainly wouldn’t allow him to drink.

      “Playing wingman tonight to keep Sean out of trouble,” he said, jerking his thumb back toward his friend at the bar.

      John leaned away from the table, gazing around Evan toward the bar. “Well, it looks like you’re about to be off duty.”

      Evan turned halfway around to his friend who was now chatting with a large, muscular man covered in tattoos that simply screamed whips, chains, and daddy issues. He was standing within inches of Evan’s friend Sean, his hand sliding slowly up and down his arm. Evan’s shoulders slumped and he closed his eyes as he whispered, “Fuck me.”

      Before Spenser could offer up a smart-ass reply, Evan was heading to the bar. Pressing against Sean’s back, he draped his arm across his chest and looked the interloper dead in the eyes. The other man wasn’t pleased and Spenser found himself tensing, waiting for the tattooed man to get physical with Evan. He was ready to move if it happened, but there was only a quick exchange of words before the other man walked away.

      Evan leaned down and said something to his friend. Sean nodded and Evan patted him on the chest, laughing. As he returned to his seat at the bar, his eyes slid over to Spenser and he gave a small nod.

      “Well, is that the end of that?” John asked.

      “No.”

      “Really?”

      Spenser looked over at his friend and smiled. “If he’d said yes already, he wouldn’t be worth it then, would he?”

      “You know, I don’t think you understand the concept of the random hook-up.” John turned in his seat to fully face Spenser, holding his beer in his right hand as he gestured with both. “It’s where two parties come together quickly and easily without any set expectations beyond fucking each other’s brains out for an agreed upon time period that ends before the sun rises on the following day. There’s no exchange of contact information or expectation to communicate should the two parties ever encounter each other again.”

      “Keep going,” Spenser said in a low voice. “You know it always gets me hot when you slip into legal jargon.”

      John lifted his beer to his lips and flipped Spenser off with his free hand. “All this chasing and work you do,” he started again when he lowered his beer, “it’s what you do when you want to date someone.”

      “I don’t date.”

      “Yeah, and you don’t pay me enough to tackle that topic yet again with you,” John muttered and they dropped the subject, falling into a comfortable silence. Spenser didn’t date. He didn’t intend to ever date and he was fine with that. John didn’t date frequently, but he’d tried on a few occasions. His attempts at relationships hadn’t lasted long, but he contended that they weren’t all bad.

      Spenser settled in, content to watch Evan and chat with John about nothing important. Other bar goers strolled by, making passes at him—which he quickly brushed off—or John—who basked in the attention. A few times Evan’s gaze slid over to lock with Spenser’s. A smile would pull at the corners of his mouth, but he did nothing else to acknowledge Spenser’s presence.

      After an hour, John found what he was looking for…or rather, the type of man that John was looking for finally came by to hit on him, and Spenser was left to his own devices. He sat at the table alone, nursing his drink while watching Evan. Sean had struck up a conversation with someone and was now drifting back and forth from the dance floor to the bar where Evan remained seated.

      It was after midnight when Sean returned with his new friend to give Evan a hug—the international sign of “I’ve found someone to fuck and I’m now ditching my faithful wingman.”

      As Sean left with this new fuck buddy, Spenser pushed to his feet and strolled to the bar with his drink in hand and his coat draped over his other arm. Sliding between the bar stools, he stood with his forearms against the bar, his nearly empty glass lightly clutched between both hands. He glanced over at Evan to find the man smiling at him with a look of expectation.

      “It looks like you’re off duty,” Spenser stated before he finished the last of his drink.

      “That I am.”

      “Would you accept a beer from me now?”

      “Would this one come with strings?”

      “It may.”

      “What kind?”

      Spenser smiled slowly and he thought he saw a flush tinge Evan’s honey-colored cheeks. “One that might include a bed, sweat, and a hell of a lot of pleasure.”

      Evan chuckled. Bending his head forward, he rubbed the back of his neck. “I won’t lie and say it’s not tempting, but no thank you.” He picked up his smartphone from where he’d laid it face down on the bar and showed Spenser the front to reveal the Uber app pulled up. It looked like he was in the middle of requesting a pickup. “It’s late. I was just getting out of here.”

      “Cancel it. I’ll give you a lift.”

      Evan’s brow furrowed. “I don’t think you’re in any better shape than me for driving.”

      Spenser snorted as he waved for the bartender and asked for his tab. “I’m not driving.”

      Evan did the same and then looked back at Spenser, confusion cutting lines through his forehead and around his mouth. “And the strings?”

      “No strings.” Spenser pulled out his own smartphone from the breast pocket of his suit jacket and tapped out a quick text to his driver that he was ready to leave. Paul replied immediately, indicating that he would meet Spenser at the front of the club within five minutes.

      “I doubt that we’re going the same direction,” Evan warned.

      Signing the check, Spenser smiled. “Just gives me more time to figure out why you said no even though you’re tempted.”

      Evan laughed as he rose and gathered his coat from where it was draped over a stool beside him. “Also gives you more time to wear me down,” he said as he walked past Spenser, heading for the front door.

      “I knew you wouldn’t disappoint,” Spenser said darkly as he leaned close to Evan’s ear. “You’re smart.” Evan laughed, but the sound was a little more forced this time and there was no missing the shiver that swept over his body. Evan was saying no, but he was definitely tempted. That could work in Spenser’s favor.
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      Evan pulled on his wool pea coat as soon as he stepped outside, questioning his sanity for the third time in as many minutes. He’d told Spenser “No” twice and yet he was still accepting a ride home from the man. Way to stand by that rejection, Ev!

      He swallowed back a huff of frustration as Spenser stepped outside behind him. The wind picked up and a whiff of Spenser’s cologne drifted past him, teasing him with a hint of spiciness and warmth and something he was willing to bet was completely Spenser.

      He was a temptation. No, that was an understatement. Spenser Roland was pure, unadulterated sex and lust. Dark hair that was turning a lighter mahogany brown as it dried, sharp angular features as if he’d been carved with a chisel and hammer.

      And to top it all off, he had a set of hypnotic pale blue eyes. Cold as ice and yet you couldn’t turn away once he captured your gaze.

      When Evan looked at Spenser, he saw his vow—no more random hook-ups—being laid to waste. Spenser would undoubtedly deliver on his promise of a hell of a lot of pleasure, but then Evan would hate himself the next day. He was done with that kind of torture.

      “At least the rain stopped,” he murmured as he glanced up at the gray clouds tinged orange from the city lights. Of course, the tradeoff was that the temperature had dropped several degrees
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