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Three men, one love—and a
passion he only ever dreamed of.

Karel Novak is
content with his busy job in hotel refurbishment, enjoying the
social scene in Soho, London and the company of new friends he met
through working at With A Kick. All he’s missing is a special man
in his life. Or maybe two.

His first
meeting with the mercurial pole dancer Leroy and his socially
anxious partner Griff isn’t impressive, but none of them can ignore
the sexual spark that flares between the three men.

Their relationship builds in
steps of passion, frustration, and finally love. Both Leroy and
Griff have complex issues in their lives to work through, and at
first Karel brings a new dynamic that both settles and supports
them.

But although he
loves his men, Karel gradually realises the issues are still
present. His partners struggle with living individually as well as
together. His heartfelt wish is for them to create a lasting bond
as a trio—but that means putting others first, all too
often.

And will that
mean sacrificing his own joy and dreams?
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1











It had been a hell of a long
time since he got laid.

Karel sighed to himself. That
was surely the only explanation for his hungry fascination with the
fabulous creature on stage at the Soho “Master Mac” club. A
slender, muscled, smooth-skinned, black man with a ridiculously
flexible body and a cheeky grin for the patrons as he hung from the
pole, more gymnast than dancer. His buttocks were clenched tight,
his biceps straining to hold him in place, his feet pointed in the
way of a ballet master. It didn’t matter that he was wearing a tee
shirt and close-fitting shorts: he may as well have been stark
bollock naked. Every single shadow of rib and muscle was clearly
defined to anyone watching his moves.

Like Karel.

He sighed
again, tore his gaze away from the dancer, and turned back to the
bar. One more beer and then he was going home to his rented
flat. Just one.
There’d be something on the TV at this late hour to distract him,
some old movie, some bizarre sex quiz show, another re-run
of Farscape…

“Shit. Sorry,
man.” The guy who’d knocked into him gasped and grabbed his arm to
stay upright. He had a firm, cool grip, surprising in this sweaty
club room.

“It’s okay.”
Rarely did anyone bump into Karel. Something about his size kept a
respectfully wide berth around him: he was broad, held himself very
straight-backed, and had a direct gaze that some people told him
was intimidating. Well, most people who said that were just begging
to be intimidated. They were rarely the sort of people he wanted to
befriend, or even attract.

And yet
sometimes he wanted to attract… but it didn’t work. Notably with his temporary
employer Patrick at the With A Kick
ice cream shop. To say nothing of Patrick’s
assistant and now partner, Lee. Both gorgeous men, both great
company, and both hot as hell. And both now out of Karel’s reach
since they officially became a couple. Wait, who was he kidding?
He’d never had a
chance with either—or both—of them, since they’d been dancing
around each other from the moment he’d met them.

Well, that was the price of
true love, right? Other people’s, that was.

“You sure
you’re okay?” The clumsy man peered at Karel with bright eyes
behind horn-rimmed glasses. He was cute, in a rather unique way. He
looked younger than Karel, and was also well built, though not as
firm. Slightly plump, with a trim beard, definitely bear-like.
Comfy looking. Cute. Karel was surprised to find his body responding so
instinctively. He wasn’t often attracted to men of his own
type.

“You look like
you wanna be more drunk than you are.” The guy’s voice was deep,
warm, riding on a chuckle. “Or are you high?”

“I’m fine.
You’re the one who bumped into me,” Karel said, mildly
enough.

The man
laughed. It was a loud, uninhibited sound, so maybe
he was drunk, but it
seemed genuine. His gaze ran up and down Karel and his eyes widened
with appreciation. “You’re really fit. You wanna go somewhere and
fuck?”

Karel blinked.
He could be as blunt as the next man, but this was…
totally more so, as Lee
would say. “I like your invitation,” he said, no irony intended.
“But I’ll pass.”

“It wouldn’t
be until later.” The man hiccupped, though he tried to hide it with
a hand over his mouth. “That’s my guy on the pole. Gotta wait for
him to finish his set first.”

Karel blinked again. A kernel
of anger flared into life inside him. “Yes, I think you’d better.
And then ask him what he thinks about you asking a stranger in the
bar for a fuck.”

The man frowned. “Shit. Did I
say that aloud? All of it?”

“Yes.”

“Shit,” he
repeated. His eyes dimmed behind the glasses. “It’s not like that,
you know.”

It never
is. Karel decided to forego his last beer
and just go home. He’d been propositioned plenty of times at the
club—and did some propositioning himself, because that was the way
of things and no offence was meant to anyone—but there was
something bizarre about this one. “Excuse me,” he said, seeking the
way to the exit through the crowd. Pity. He would have liked to spend
some more time ogling the guy on the pole, whether he was taken or
not.

But the clumsy guy was still up
in his face. “Christ. I mean… I’ve been a complete arsehole,
haven’t I?”

What was he meant to say to
that? Karel just nodded.

“Can I get you
a drink? I mean, to say sorry, not to, like, try and seduce you
away or anything, you know?”

Karel did know, and he didn’t
think a drink would settle it. The stale taste in his mouth wasn’t
from thirst. He gave a barely-there shake of his head and squeezed
firmly past the man.

“Hey!” The
call came from behind him, the apology now mixed with exasperation.
“Arsehole or not, my offer still stands, right?”

A burst of raucous laughter
showed what the patrons nearby thought of that.

Right. Karel didn’t pause on his way
out.

He wasn’t a prudish kind of
man, in that he was open to any and all experiences. But open
relationships had caused him enough trouble in the past that he
wasn’t keen to be drawn into the middle of one again. There were
plenty of single men to play with. He just hadn’t found any he
liked enough, not for a while.

He gave a final glance at the
dancer. The man dipped upside down, low on the pole, his curly hair
hanging down from his smooth brow and his palms open in a plea for
applause. There was no mistaking his grin of pleasure and
satisfaction as the room erupted in appreciation.

Karel watched the man’s face
until the door to the exit swung shut behind him.

Pity.


 Chapter
2


“It’s you!
Hey!”

Karel didn’t turn immediately.
He was walking steadily through the quieting streets of Soho, on
his way to the Tube after a long day’s work at a hotel
refurbishment project. The late afternoon was still bright at this
time of year, the pale sun warm on his back, and he welcomed the
feeling of physical work well done. Like the commuters around him,
all he wanted now was to get home. He’d have a hot shower then some
food, maybe a beer, followed by some TV watching and bed. He wasn’t
pausing from that for anything else. Besides, the voice could have
been pitched at anyone, and he never assumed a call was for him
unless his name was used specifically. But when a hand landed on
his arm, he was startled to recognise the firm, cool grip from the
club the other night.

He turned to face the
glasses-guy, who looked a lot more alert today than he had before.
Still cute, Karel couldn’t help noticing. He was wearing a brightly
coloured polo shirt, snug across his belly, and well-worn jeans
that hugged his hips and arse. He carried himself well for a big
man: there was no inhibition there.

And the sexy dancer boyfriend?
Was standing right next to him.

“Hi,” Karel
said. Well, it wasn’t like he claimed to be a witty
conversationalist, did he? Not after a day of hard, manual work.
Nor was he embarrassed by his work clothes—his comfy but worn
shirt, his paint-spattered jeans—but the dancer looked fabulously
fashionable in a form-fitting, thin T-shirt in some kind of
metallic fabric, and skinny black jeans that showed the fine curve
of his calves. Karel felt disturbingly wrong-footed.

The two men didn’t seem to care
what he said or wore: they both smiled at him encouragingly.

“Griff says
you were at the club last Saturday,” the dancer said. His voice was
relaxed and light, almost musical. “He was a total arsehole to you,
apparently.”

Karel laughed. How could he
not? “It’s fine. He over-shared a little, I admit. But considering
we were in a social club, it was in context.”

“What a
delicious accent you have. Doesn’t he, Griff?”

Griff scrutinised Karel. “So
where are you from?”

Karel frowned back.
“Wandsworth. What about you?” And although it wasn’t usually his
way to make people feel uncomfortable, he watched with some
satisfaction as Griff coloured.

The dancer laughed even more
loudly and thrust his hand out towards Karel. “I love your style!
I’m Leroy, by the way.”

“Karel.” Karel
was surprised by the dancer’s enthusiastic response, but he made
himself shake Leroy’s hand. It was unnerving, how much he liked the
firm, sensual grip: how he didn’t really want to let go. At least,
not for some time.

Griff, the boyfriend, didn’t
offer his hand, but glanced warily between Leroy and Karel. “So,
yes, I’m an arsehole. I thought we already established that.”

Karel took pity on him. “It’s
okay, I know what you mean. I live in Wandsworth but I’m originally
from the Czech Republic.” He smiled at Griff. “My mother says I
talk like a Londoner and should be ashamed of myself. But my
British friends still find eccentricities in my speech.”

“It’s
charming,” Griff said abruptly, startling Karel. The spark of
interest had returned to his very direct gaze. “And I said you were
fit, didn’t I?”

“You did,”
Karel said. Griff appeared to have filter problems, even when he
was sober but, in Karel’s experience, that wasn’t the worst thing
in the world. He turned back to Leroy, whose gaze darted up quickly
from the area around Karel’s mouth.

“No offence,
then?” Leroy’s smile hadn’t wavered from its original high
wattage.

“No,” Karel
said, and found he meant it. “None taken.”

“Excellent.”
Leroy twisted gracefully, one hand on Griff’s elbow, the other
reaching for Karel’s arm. “Let’s go and have ice cream.”

“Sorry? I’m on
my way home. And I’m not dressed for socialising, I’m afraid.”
Karel met Griff’s gaze over Leroy’s shoulder.

The bespectacled man gave a wry
grin. “You look pretty good to me,” he said.

Leroy’s eyes
darted between them, his smile growing as he tugged them in the
direction of With A
Kick. “It’s fine, Karel.
You’re fine. Indulge me!
Just for a while. You tried this place? It’s great. Alcoholic ice
creams, and I’m not just talking about a dribble of limoncello over
vanilla.”

Karel nodded, but Leroy
continued without noticing.

“They had a
fire or something, and were closed for a while. But they opened
again last month and I’ve been itching to get back.”

“It was a gas
explosion,” Karel said calmly.

Both Griff and Leroy turned to
stare at him.

“A gas
explosion,” Karel repeated. “Not a fire, though there was fire
damage. They are friends of mine, and I helped with the
refurbishment.”

“Well, well.
Aren’t you a dark horse?” Leroy’s eyes glinted with delight.
“Friend of the management! That’s my favourite kind of
man.”

He appeared fascinated with
Karel, and Karel had to admit he liked that a lot. Griff was still
watching him, too, with something that looked rather obviously like
hunger, and not for desserts.

Karel’s heart skipped a
beat.

He laughed aloud, breaking the
momentary tension. “Yes, I’ll join you, just for a while. But I
will buy the first ices, okay?”
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Lee was serving in the shop
with more spirit than usual. He was a mixture of eagerness and
nerves as he showed them to a table near the window, dispensing
menus with pride—Lee and his friend Phiz produced witty, themed
listings of the ices as often as they had time and marketing
funds—and taking their order. But as he dished their ice cream into
brightly-coloured bowls on the counter, he seemed unusually
restless. He kept glancing towards the kitchen, and when he brought
over the tray of dishes, he’d forgotten to include Karel’s Ice
Bergman, made with peppermint schnapps.

“Sorry.
Dammit. Wait a minute, I’ll fetch it.”

“I can do that
myself,” Karel said amiably. He could see the bowl, perched on the
counter behind the freezer cabinet display.

“God, no,
that’s my job. I should have run through the specials as well. What
am I like? The Twist and Two Balls is on sale this week,” he
chattered on, his voice unusually brittle. “And there’s a new
version of Redbeard’s Revenge with rhubarb vodka and ginger ale.
Patrick also has a multi-scoop ice cream on the drawing board
infused with the latest flavoured gins, but that’s not really ready
for release yet—”

“Lee, is
anything wrong?” Karel broke in. When Griff, Leroy, and Lee himself
stared back at him, he reckoned he’d been a little too blunt. He
didn’t always remember—or see the need—to waste time on small
talk.

“I’m fine,”
Lee said quickly. Maybe too quickly. Karel had discovered that one
benefit of being too blunt, and unashamed of it, was that it
allowed you the opportunity to experience people’s instinctive
replies. “I mean, I could do a better job if I was allowed in the
kitchen, but I’ll just stick with being restricted to a front of
house role, even though, God knows, I’m perfectly capable of coping
with the ups and downs of daily work, the same as any business
partner would be.”

Ah. Karel knew that Lee and Patrick’s
business partnership was newly legalised, although they’d worked
together for many years. It appeared there might still be some
teething issues in play.

As if summoned by Lee’s words,
a tall, bearded man appeared at Lee’s shoulder.

“Patrick,”
Karel acknowledged, smiling in welcome. “The shop is looking great
nowadays.”

“Thanks,
Karel. It’s good to see you again, and I’m always glad when you’re
here as a customer rather than having to work. Though, that
said…”

“Yes? Do you
need more help?” Karel had enjoyed working at With A Kick, even though the
circumstances had been distressing. The shop was much loved by the
Soho community, and everyone had mustered together to help out in
its recovery. It had been like one of the building “SOS” TV
programmes, and Karel appreciated having been welcomed into the
group of friends involved. In fact, he treasured the sense of
community, one he’d missed since leaving his home country. It
seemed he’d withdrawn a little too much into his own
company.

“We’re fine,”
Lee said, rather mulishly. “Everything’s fine. There’s no risk
involved anywhere.”

“Risk?” Karel
asked with a frown.

Patrick raised his eyebrows.
“Yes, well. I know you’re busy in the hotel job, Karel, but could
you find some time to take a look at the kitchen cabinets? The
outer wall took the brunt of the blast, and I think some of the
fixings are warped.”

“For God’s
sake, it’s perfectly safe,” Lee muttered gracelessly.

“Yes,
perfectly safe,” Patrick repeated, but with a tone that implied he
had plenty of opinion to offer that wasn’t necessarily in agreement
with Lee’s, and he wasn’t being distracted from that. “At the
moment, anyway. But I’m nervous of Lee working in there with the
cupboards less than secure. Can you help?”

Lee rolled his eyes, but his
expression softened, and he leaned into Patrick’s side in a more
conciliatory fashion.

Karel admitted how attractive
it was, the way Patrick protected Lee. They looked so good together
and acted—usually—in tandem so well. “Let me take a quick look
while I’m here.”

With a glance at Griff and
Leroy to check they didn’t think him rude to leave them, Karel
stood to follow Patrick to the counter. Lee stayed with the others,
his initial skittishness forgotten with the opportunity to describe
some of the new ices to fresh customers. The shop was temporarily
quiet with no new visitors at the counter, and Karel walked through
the kitchen with Patrick, examining the fittings. One of the main
wall cabinets was shaky, its moorings still in place, but knocked
slightly off-kilter from the effects of the explosion. It was full
of cooking pans and would very likely cause damage if it fell
during working hours. Patrick was right to be concerned even if, as
Karel had guessed, Lee thought it unnecessary fussing.

Karel paused in the doorway
back into the shop, cleaning his hands on a tea cloth, running
through a quick estimate for Patrick on re-fixing the cabinet with
additional brackets.

Patrick glanced over to where
Karel had been sitting. “New friends?”

Karel looked over as well.
Leroy and Griff were nestled on seats next to each other on one
side of the table, Lee opposite them on the seat recently vacated
by Karel. Leroy’s head was thrown back in a laugh at something Lee
was saying. Griff leaned into Leroy, nodding, eyes shining with
concentration. He had one hand under the table top, and from the
relaxed angle of his shoulder and elbow, it seemed to be resting on
Leroy’s thigh.

Beside Karel, Patrick cleared
his throat. “Sorry, I don’t mean to pry.”

It looked as if Lee was telling
one of his funny stories about the explosion, his arms sketching a
wide arc in the air, his eyes wide, his throat taut, and his mouth
and cheeks wobbling as if suffering high G-forces.

“He makes a
joke of it,” Patrick said softly. “It’s his way of getting over the
shock and pain of the accident. His way of making the memories
bearable for us both.”

Karel had listened to some of
these stories: he’d laughed, too. Everyone behaved differently in
the face of shock and tragedy, a truth he’d realised from an early
age. It wouldn’t be right if Patrick felt uncomfortable with Lee’s
coping methods. “Lee tells a good tale,” he said. “I think it a
good strategy.”

Patrick looked at him quickly,
surprised, then smiled and nodded. When his gaze returned to
Lee—which, in Karel’s experience, it always did, every free moment
Patrick had—he looked thoughtful, but reassured.

“I met those
two at the club,” Karel said. “Yes, they’re new
friends.”

“I have no
business quizzing you about whatever friends you have, of course. I
just thought those two…” Patrick’s gaze darted between Karel and
the customers in question. “They look very interesting.”

By now, Griff sat back with his
arms crossed over his broad chest. His eyebrows were drawn in a
frown, but a broad smile creased his face. Leroy wriggled in his
chair, his head nudging Griff’s, his dark eyes glittering with
mischief. Maybe he was telling a joke in return. Maybe he was
teasing him. As Karel watched, Leroy ran a finger along Griff’s
jaw, tugging gently at his beard. Griff lazily swatted Leroy’s hand
away, still smiling. His eyelids drooped, as if he were sleepy. Or
horny, maybe.

“They like
you,” Patrick said softly.

“Huh? We only
just met.”

“They’re
watching you. In between laughing at Lee’s storytelling, sharing
their own conversation, they keep looking over at you. They’ve been
doing it since you all came in.”

“Showing off.”
Karel laughed. He could see how Leroy and Griff bounced words and
actions off each other’s reactions, with an easy
familiarity.

“No. Well,
maybe. But they’re also interested in you.”

Karel shook his head. “They’re
watching each other. They’re a couple.”

“So? That
doesn’t mean they can’t like you, too.”

Karel caught Patrick’s gaze.
“That’s not weird to you?”

Patrick laughed. “Not a lot is,
Karel. I may be conservative nowadays—and sincerely monogamous—but
that’s not to say I didn’t live a little wildly in years gone
by.”

“Oh yeah?”
came a bright voice behind Karel. When had Lee slipped away from
the table and sprung up beside them at the kitchen door?

“That’s a
story for another time.” Patrick looked flushed, though not a
little mischievous, whereas Lee looked suspiciously hungry for
details.

Amused, Karel left them to it.
He picked up his bowl of ice cream—overladen by an enthusiastic Lee
with extra schnapps and plenty of mint leaves—and wove his way
carefully back to the table. He was surprisingly relieved to escape
the conversation with Patrick, afraid perhaps that it was leading
him into dangerous territory.

Griff and Leroy were quiet as
he sat back down and handed out the bowls. For a while, they
enjoyed their desserts. When Karel reached for a napkin, Leroy was
reaching at the same time and their fingers brushed together.
Neither of them moved away immediately—Leroy just chuckled
softly—and Karel found himself reluctant to lose the contact.

When he glanced across the
table, it was Griff who was smiling at him, not Leroy.

“Karel?” A
small drop of ice cream lingered on Leroy’s chin, until he swiped
it away with a napkin, the white paper darkening with moisture
between his elegant fingers. “Tell us about yourself.”

Usually, Karel
was more restrained with people he’d just met, but the combination
of Leroy’s gaze and Griff’s smile felt for him alone.
Poor fool, me. Was he so
hungry for attention? “I have a small flat in Wandsworth, and I
work in construction.”

“You’re a
builder?”

“I can work
most jobs on a building project, but I can supervise
sub-contractors as well, where I’m needed.” Now he was offering his
CV like it was an interview. How ridiculous was that? “There’s not
much else to tell.”

“I doubt
that.” This time, the touch was deliberate, as Leroy’s palm brushed
over the back of Karel’s hand and settled there. “And what do you
do for fun, when you’re not working? You like clubbing?”

“Occasionally.”

Leroy nodded. “It was the first
time I’d seen you at Master Mac’s.”

“You noticed
me? I know Griff did, but…” Karel was sceptical, also amused at the
memory. “You were upside down on a pole, playing to your audience
at the time.”

Leroy’s eyes widened. “And you
don’t believe I can notice one individual man under those
circumstances? Believe me, it’s a skill I’ve had years to develop.
Of course I noticed you.”

“I suppose I
thought you’d be more interested in the guys dropping money onto
the stage.” Karel was suddenly embarrassed. “I didn’t leave you any
money. For the dancing? I left early.”

Leroy snorted. “You left early
because my arse of a boyfriend was harassing you. And it’s not
obligatory to tip the dancers, you know. That’s more usual for the
strippers.”

“The tips are
an important part of it.” Karel knew all the club staff relied on
extra money from the punters. The basic pay, such as it was, was
very low. Even lower than some of the jobs Karel had done until he
built his own client base. Besides… Leroy had been as good as
stripped in Karel’s opinion, and gorgeous with it.

“Well, yeah.
That’s true.” Leroy grimaced. “The club pays next to nothing
otherwise. But I like it.”

“The
dancing?”

Leroy nodded, his eyes wide
with excitement now. “It’s a good little stage. The boss lets you
bring your own music, have rehearsal time during the day. I can
develop a fine routine there.”

“He’s
spectacular,” Griff said quietly. Both he and Leroy continued to
watch Karel, but Leroy
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