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Chapter 1

Greg jumped out of his buddy’s F-150 before it even fishtailed to a stop. 

Shit. Nothing good happens outside a nudie bar at five in the morning.

He hauled ass across the empty parking lot, boots slipping on loose gravel. In front of the wide-open doors of The Escapade Gentlemen’s Club, two men circled. Ready to throw down, they lunged and dodged like neither quite dared to make the first move. Light from the full moon and the club’s neon sign glanced off a shiny aluminum bat one man held over his head. 

The one with the bat, Greg knew. His ex-boyfriend lumbered like a strung-out, zombified version of the man Greg had once thought he loved. “Sammy, whatever you’re doing, fuckin’ stop. Get away.”

From the sniffles and the haunted look in his ex’s eyes, Sam had been snorting something. Again.

A slight drop of the bat was Greg’s only sign Sam had heard him. “Not doing a thing, babe. Not.” He swung the bat, and the other man jumped back. “A.” Another swing, another jump. “Thing.”

“Yeah, sure. Whole lotta nothin’.” Whatever went down here skated close to getting out of hand. Chances were good Sam was too messed up to have any real idea what he was doing. “Hey, Sammy, your zipper’s down,” Greg called. 

“Fuck,” Sammy muttered. Distracted now, he looked down and fumbled with the bat. It landed and rolled to the club’s entryway, playing the music of metal on rocks.

The large, dark-featured guy Sammy’d been tangling with took a step forward. Greg threw an arm out to hold him back, just in case. A person could bet both kidneys Sam had started the scuffle, but it didn’t pay to assume. The other man looked big enough to hold his own with Sammy, so it was lucky things hadn’t gotten physical. Maybe if Sam hadn’t had the bat....

Warmth and solid muscle pushed against Greg’s arm, his hip. Hot spearmint breath puffed on his neck and jaw. Adrenaline shot through his veins. The sharp rise and fall of another male chest against his hand made him very...aware. He held back a shiver in spite of the warm night, suddenly anxious to pull away.

What had it been, a year since he’d gotten more than just a blow job? Too long.

Sammy scowled at Greg with betrayal on his face while he braced his hands on his thighs, panting. 

Greg’s head filled with rage toward his ex over being called to defuse a tussle in the middle of the damn night. “Jesus, Sam, what the hell are y’all doing out here?” He tried to ignore the other guy’s solid mass against his arm. “Are you lookin’ to get yourself arrested?” 

“He’s on the verge.” Ricky, Sam’s brother, trudged up. Ricky grabbed the aluminum bat from the ground with one hand, pointing at Sammy with an accusing finger. “Like he said, man, keep up the bullshit. Soon you’ll be grabbing your ankles in exchange for smokes.”

Greg turned to focus on the man whose chest he’d been pressing against. Only a hair under Greg’s six-one, this guy was solidly built, with cinnamon-colored skin. A mop of curly black hair hung in his eyes. Light from the neon sign over the club illuminated a trickle of blood welling between a strong, proud nose and the dip above a full pair of lips. Sammy’d committed a sin doing damage to that face.

“You’re bleeding.” Greg pointed to the obvious.

“I’m fine.” The man went to wipe at his mouth. 

Greg caught a thick wrist. Fuzzy hair tickled his palm. “Don’t. You need stitches.” The guy turned toward the light from the club, and Greg’s stomach soured at the sight of more swelling. In the morning, that eye’d be ugly. “You’re also gonna have a shiner.” He pressed close, one hand on the man’s scruffy chin as he checked for other damage. “Looks okay otherwise. Anything else hurt?”

“No. It’s fine. I’m fine. I wasn’t too pretty to start.” The guy let out a breath that rattled his whole body. The vibrations resonated against Greg. 

The temptation to disagree with the man about not being pretty made Greg bite the inside of his cheek.  

Ricky gestured with the bat. “You want to press charges against my brother here?”

“Hey!” Sammy struggled to straighten. “How come you assume it’s my fault?” 

“Because I know you,” Ricky said. The strain between the two half-brothers was obvious. Ricky and Sam had never been close the way brothers oughta be close. Not that Greg would know much about brothers.

He jammed his hands into the pockets of his jeans and tried to focus on the dips and grooves in the gravel parking lot, the neon naked chicks flanking the club sign...anywhere other than Sam. Hitting his ex was far too great a temptation. Greg figured keeping his trap shut was the thing to do, or this whole business was likely to come to blows. “So what’d you do, fuckhead?”

So much for keeping his trap shut.

Sounds of scrabbling and scraping. Sam stumbling to come after Greg. Ricky holding him back. Muffled curses. 

Greg took a hard look at Tall, Dark, and Nervous, who sagged against one of the club’s propped-open doors. “You sure you’re okay?”

Dude eyed the parking lot like he wanted to flee into the night. “Just tired. Kept circling. Didn’t want to hit my new boss, you know?”

Ricky muttered a worn-out sounding “Fuck.” “Shit, man, I’m sorry.” He crossed over to shake hands. “You must be with the new cleaning crew. I’m Ricky, the friendlier half of management.” 

The man extended a hand slowly. “Carlos.” He half-shrugged. “Look, it was really an honest mistake. I apologized to Mr. Slade. What you all do after hours is none of my concern. I was behind schedule so I didn’t stop to ask questions. Should’ve.” 

Greg sneered openly at his ex. Fuck, Sam. The guy was afraid to fight because he didn’t want to get fired. 

Ricky aimed a dark scowl at Sam, who hadn’t entirely managed to stand upright. “Whatever you saw was not part of our business. I apologize for my brother. Really, if you’d like to press charges—”

“No.” The man—Carlos—stood at attention fast. “No. I—” He frowned. “I should probably go.”

Ricky propped the bat inside the doorway of the club. “Sure. But listen, come back tomorrow if you still want the job. Hell, I’ll give you a raise for your trouble. We’ve had issues with turnover.” He shot another glare at Sam, who now leaned heavily against Ricky’s F-150. “Can’t for the life of me guess why.”

Carlos seemed uncertain. “Thanks for the offer, but I should tell you I would be the only member of the cleaning crew. My wife was supposed to be with me, but she hasn’t been feeling well. I’ll still work hard.” His eyes cut to Greg as if to check for a response. Did he think Greg was part of the management too?

Greg thought he caught an up and down sweep which he might’ve taken for interest had the guy not just mentioned his wife. His wife who was sick or something.

Greg looked at Sam and back to Carlos. Perhaps he was over-thinking the entire mess while standing in the after-hours floodlights of a strip club. 

“So long as you keep up with the work.” Ricky held out a wad of cash to Carlos, which Carlos tried to push away. 

“Take it.” Greg slapped a hand on Carlos’s shoulder and then jerked his head toward Sam. “My bet is Sammy here probably forgot to set up your payroll anyway. This way you get paid for tonight.” 

Sam’s guilty look said everything. 

Carlos still seemed hesitant. “But I didn’t finish—” 

Ricky slapped the money against the man’s chest. “Go on now. We’ll start fresh tomorrow.”

Carlos murmured his thanks and nodded to Rick. He shoved the money into his pocket and made his way toward the parking lot with stiff steps. Carlos cast his gaze over his shoulder one last time, and Greg stood fixed by his lingering stare. Dark eyes and wet blood gleamed on the man’s face before he turned to go again, illuminated by the lights overhead.

Greg shook off the tingles in the backs of his arms and turned to Sam. He searched his ex’s face for a trace of the guy he used to live with, used to love. Couldn’t see him anywhere. “So what’d he walk in on, dumbass?”

Sam didn’t answer, and Ricky smacked his brother across the head. “I know what happened.” Ricky ambled over to turn the lights off inside the club, pulling the doors shut and locking them tight. “Either he got caught dealing, or using, or fucking one of the dancers, or all three at the same time because it’s happened plenty before.” 

“Christ.” Though at this point Greg wasn’t surprised. He pinched his eyes shut to stop any associated visual. He didn’t have a problem with guys who swung both ways, but he had a huge problem with cheating. He had an even bigger issue with Sammy fucking the girls who danced for him—abusing his position of power. 

“That clueless rag jockey tried to clean coke off the dressing room counter because he thought it was one of the dancing girls’ baby powder,” Sammy shot back.

Oh hell. “Well sure, go after him with a fucking baseball bat for doing his job,” Greg mumbled.

“Listen, asshole, that stuff was worth good money—” 

“You mean dirty money.”

“Both of you stop.” Ricky sounded weary, and who could blame him? 

Hell, Greg didn’t work at the club or dig on naked girls. Yet somehow, between Rick and Sam, he was always here. Along for the ride. Still fighting with Sam, nearly a year after their breakup.

Ricky nodded to Greg. “Thank you for coming to help. Now let’s all get in the truck. We gotta take this asshole to Mom’s.” He turned to Sam. “Any more trouble outta you, I’m pressing charges myself, after I whoop your ass.”

Greg hung back and watched the taillights of Carlos’s car fade down the long access road that led away from the club. Rocket launcher to his head, he’d been tempted to lean into that man’s warmth and wasn’t quite sure why. He couldn’t explain the lack of self-control aside from the late hour and sheer stupidity. Horniness. Either way, best that Greg put the handsome man with dark eyes out of his head and stay away from the club for awhile. 

#

Carlos placed his keys carefully in a wicker bowl on the table inside his front door and tiptoed quietly on worn Reeboks. He’d placed a hand on the hood of Lacey’s battered Civic on the way inside. Still warm. While he’d been out, she’d also been gone. Awfully late.

The lights were out now, all quiet in the house. As he passed the darkened bedroom, he glanced in to find that Lacey lay under the covers with her back turned. Asleep, or some reasonable facsimile. Cutting it close, Lace. 

Jangled nerves and unspent energy made drawing air burn Carlos’s insides. In the dead silence of the small house that he and Lacey still shared, his raspy sucks and blows sounded like something funneled through a megaphone. 

The bathroom light flickered and struggled to stay on while Carlos fished for a butterfly in the first-aid kit under the sink. He grabbed two bandages and then pinched the skin on his upper lip, wincing as he swiped over it with an alcohol pad. “Shit, that burns,” he whispered to himself. He squeezed harder and pasted on the butterflies, stepping back to check out his work. Probably that guy from the club was right and Carlos should have gone for stitches. But stitches would have taken time. Money.

No big. Like he’d told that man, he already wasn’t too pretty. Dark brown hair, dark brown eyes, and light brown skin. “Plain brown wrapper,” he muttered to the surly man in the mirror. Too bulky to be handsome. He was built big and square, like his father had been. His poor mom was only five three.

Not like that guy who’d put his hands on Carlos’s face, grazed his thumb so carefully under the bruise on Carlos’s cheek. That dude had been handsome and sculpted. Tall, but lean and defined for his height, with his artfully disheveled blond hair and green eyes that glowed extra bright in The Escapade’s floodlights. The kind of guy who made it hard for Carlos to speak in complete sentences because just looking made his brain trip a circuit. He pressed his lips tight, and they tingled as he tried to squash down any curiosity about how that appealing mouth might taste.

Forget you even saw him.

He finished cleaning up after himself and stripped his shirt off as he left the bathroom. He got hot easily, especially in these late spring nights. Especially when he was angry. 

Speaking of angry.... He grabbed his pillows from the end of the couch and laid them out, settling a heavy punch in the center of one. “Cheap piece of shit.” He threw one of the thick synthetic things on the floor. He’d asked Lacey to get the kind with down filling. She’d decided they were too expensive. 

Oh, but when the bathroom light started flickering? She’d been all over hiring an electrician, too impatient to wait until Carlos had time to fix it himself. Twenty bucks on a pillow she’d scrimp, but fifty an hour on an electrician was no big thing? Not to mention, the light was back to spazzing out and now she didn’t wanna call in a complaint. Anymore, Carlos couldn’t figure out what she was thinking. 

Guys didn’t get complicated that way. 

In the ancient, paneled kitchen, he grabbed ibuprofen to help his throbbing cheek. He chugged the big tumbler of water fast, hoping the pills wouldn’t mess with his stomach. Not much appetite lately, when he was busy trying to get all their financial shit together. The more he focused on their bank balance, the more his stomach soured. 

He slammed the glass on the counter but winced at the dull thud. Last thing he needed was for Lacey to come out of the bedroom and start an argument with him over waking her up. No good would come from an o-dark-thirty shouting match. 

A small picture perched on the glass shelf above the end of the counter. Him and Lacey, back when they were still friends. Before that awful night he’d knocked her up and married her to try and do the right thing. Before their lives had twisted and warped beyond recognition. A layer of dust covered the glass and frame from lack of care. That neglected picture summed up their relationship now, in a nutshell. 

Wound up from the almost-fight, Carlos turned abruptly and propelled himself out the back door, down the steps, to the dark corner of the backyard where he’d hung his punching bag. Knowing he’d been able to take that bastard, that he held back on purpose, had filled him with unholy frustration. He whaled on the bag and grunted out his fury, picturing that cokehead asshole boss of his while he reveled in the dull smacks under his fists. Picturing the man’s pale face turning to pulp, the eyes swelling and the nose spilling blood. “Fuck you, you piece-of-shit motherfucker.” 

He could fight, for fuck’s sake. Carlos hated that Sam Slade guy for tying his hands. Hated Lacey even though he didn’t want to. He wouldn’t have been at that job in the first place, mopping up after college kids and drunken rednecks who kept asking him if he “Habla Inglés” if they didn’t both need the money so much. And then there was his father, who Carlos had never had the cojones to take his anger out on while the old man was still alive. For that most of all, Carlos hated himself. 

So he swung, and swung, and swung again until the bag wobbled and whirled unexpectedly, catching his outside knuckles on a bad hit. He lost his balance and his momentum. Wrapping his arms around the bag in the early morning dark, he rested there, his ears full of the buzz of crickets and far-off barking dogs. 

At least those other guys had believed Carlos’s side of the story. That mattered.

He breathed heavy and deep. He tipped his head back, staring up at a sky so cloudy there were no stars. That quiet night and cheerless sky looked as dismal to him as the layer of dust on the picture of him and Lacey. Why in the hell couldn’t they get back to the friendship they’d once had? 

But it was so far away now. The damage had been done, the die cast the night they’d split that bottle of tequila when her roommate was out of town and Carlos was desperate to prove he could be someone his old man might love.

“Just need a straitjacket to fall out of the sky. Razor blades, maybe.” Not that he was suicidal...exactly. But they were stuck, him and Lacey, and he couldn’t see a way for either of them to find peace. No way forward, no way back. When she’d lost the baby, they had leaned on each other. Hell of a thing to say, but he almost wished they could go back to where they’d been then. 

Life had turned into a dead end.

The breeze calmed. Taking a deep lungful of air, Carlos swore the scent of that man from the club—the one who’d touched his face and asked if he was okay—still clung to his skin. Sort of a mix of sweat and one of those spicy colognes that had a trendy name like “Jackhammer” or “Pickaxe.” Standing close to a handsome guy with that kind of gentle touch, Carlos almost forgot for a moment that he’d been in a rut forever. Almost. It was better, safer, not to want. 

Not under the circumstances. Not in a town the size of a pinhead.

He blew out a sharp breath, looked around his muddy backyard, and then at his watch. “Hell, the sun’s gonna be up soon. Go to bed, moron.” 

His hand had already started to swell. With a wince, he slipped off the thin silver wedding band he’d almost forgotten about, and tucked it into his pocket. Then he made his way back up the stairs, not to sleep on his lumpy sofa, but instead to toss and turn in the land of limbo.

Chapter 2

“Come on, Greg, I’m begging you.”

Greg pointed a sharp glare and a toothy pair of barbecue tongs in Ricky’s direction. “Don’t. Fucking don’t. You’ll embarrass us both.” He turned back to the T-bones on the grill and poked at them gently. Deciding they were done, he put each on a plate with an ear of foil-wrapped corn and made his way to the sitting area on the other side of his mother’s back patio. “I should have known something like this was up when you came by with massive steaks and imported goddamn beers, you prick.” 

He tossed the plates down none too gently and then landed on his mother’s floral-cushioned loveseat. The plates clattered on the glass-topped table, and one ear of corn went rolling.

Ricky stopped the corn from taking a dive onto the deck. “Case you haven’t noticed, you’ve been in a mood since you and Sammy broke up. Maybe it seemed like steak and beer might cheer up my best friend, asshole.”

Greg cracked open a Guinness. “Maybe it would. If you weren’t here asking me to plunk down a big wad of cash to fix a problem that ain’t mine. Not to mention the time commitment. And then there’s Sammy’s involvement in the whole mess. Shit.” He took a long, foamy drink, holding Ricky’s narrowed gaze. “Asshole.”

Ricky slammed his boot up on the table, shaking the glass, the plates, and the silverware. After a few beats of staring that’d do his mother’s late tabby proud, Ricky’s shoulders lost some of their cocky edge. “All right. You know I wouldn’t be asking if this wasn’t important. You were there, man. The kind of shit that happened with the new janitor can’t continue. What might’ve gone down if we hadn’t gotten that phone call from the guy over at the motel, huh? I need someone I trust on board, and it’s not Sammy. Not anymore.” 

Greg stood, itchy all over. He wasn’t sure he could stomach the steak he’d just cooked. “I get that you’re in a bind, but your brother—”

“My brother is the reason The Escapade is going to shit. I need to buy him out before he runs it into the ground. I can put up most of the money myself, I think. I have savings. My credit’s still good.” Ricky scrubbed a hand over his dark face and what looked like several days of stubble. “I know it ain’t much as legacies go, but my daddy built that club. Decent people work there, and it used to be the premiere gentlemen’s club in Hollow Forge. I’d like to bring it back to good standing.”

Greg licked his lips and paced slowly to the far end of the deck and back to where Ricky sat with his arms crossed protectively over his chest. He shook his head. He loved Ricky like a brother, and he hated to let him down. “You know I’d like to help but—” 

“Then help.”

Greg stopped pacing and sat back down on the chaise lounge, beer still in hand, feet bouncing uncontrollably. “Hell of a time commitment. And by the way, what’s a gay guy want with managing a titty bar?” 

“C’mon. You managed that wing place up in Bradford for awhile. How’s this any different?” Ricky shrugged vaguely. “So the employees have less to their uniforms.” 

Greg almost spit his beer. Grasping at straws, Ricky? “They’re naked, dude. And the wing place went out of business.” 

“Because the owner decided to move down to Florida.” Ricky glared at him. “Come on, it’s hella fucking easy. Instead of ordering wings and burgers, the customers order lap dances, and you don’t have fifty varieties of sauce on the menu. And I won’t have to worry about you fucking the dancers, like I do Sam.”

Greg made a fist. “Yeah, and what about Sammy? He won’t go easy.”

Ricky rubbed his eyes. “If I have to, I’ll get a fucking restraining order. I admit I was dumb enough not to keep a close eye on how he was running the place. He’s taken out a lotta credit against the bar. His fucked-up behavior has caused us to lose dancers and support staff. I’m pissed. Real pissed.” Ricky’s face, usually confident and hard, showed regret and guilt.

Greg nodded, remembering the cleaning guy Sam’d gone after the night before. That man had been in nice shape, too. Muscular, with the kind of rugged face and knowing brown eyes that made Greg think that little scuffle hadn’t been his first rodeo. Probably could’ve easily held his own with Sammy, but he’d held back for worry of losing his job. The idea made Greg’s stomach turn. Made his fury toward Sammy boil hotter. “Sam was supposed to be the manager. He was supposed to be responsible. You can’t take it all on yourself.” 

Ricky crossed and uncrossed his legs. “Dad left the place to both of us.”

“Well maybe there’s still hope,” Greg said. “You got that cleaning guy to stay, right?”

“Thank fuck, too.” Ricky muttered. “Tired of mopping up myself at the end of the night. Been goin’ home at fricking seven most mornings. Barely seen Trinity in weeks ‘cept when she’s on stage. Don’t hardly have the energy to jerk off anymore, let alone make love to my fiancée.” 

Greg laughed.

Ricky laughed more. Then it all petered out awkwardly and they both exchanged guarded stares while Ricky waited expectantly for a response. “It’d piss your dad off something awful.” Ricky raised his eyebrows.

“Yes it would.” Greg nodded. Asshole that it made him, they both knew the prospect of raising Reverend Moorehouse’s hackles sweetened the deal. Greg’s dad was conservative in the extreme. He and his father butted heads over nearly everything. Hard to believe they were even related.

Greg took another sip of Guinness. He was going to agree. Ricky knew. Greg knew that Ricky knew. There was a safety, a kind of insulation in living here at his mama’s house and doing part-time tax consulting from home, same as he had since he moved out of Sammy’s place. But while accounting was something at which he was decent, it bored him to tears. Any sane person knew that was no way to live. 

“Be good money once we get the bar back in the black. Twenty-eight’s too old to still be living with your mama,” Ricky murmured.

Greg shot an angry look at his friend, even as he let out a breath of resignation. “I wouldn’t have to see Sam?”

Rick held up a hand. “Scout’s honor.” 

Greg snorted. “Yeah, you are a real Boy Scout.”

Ricky snickered. Reservations aside, Greg’s chest swelled some at the relief in his friend’s eyes. Ricky took another swig of beer, grinning wide. “So you’re in?”

Greg screwed his eyes shut. Maybe it would be good. Surrounding himself with naked women wasn’t likely to improve his sex life, but at least his nights would be less lonely. “Fuck. Yes. I’m in,” he said.

Ricky shot around the glass table and crushed Greg in a tight hug. “Thank you. You won’t regret this.”

Greg squeezed back. “We’ll see.” Somehow he already did.

#

It was a little confusing at first how that nice blond guy started showing up more after Carlos’s first few nights at the gentlemen’s club. One day that Ricky guy was running things, the next Greg Moorehouse was marching up and down the long mirror-and-wood-panel club in his tight jeans and Timberland boots like he owned the place. 

Whatever the deal was, Carlos had learned that sometimes in life the grunt didn’t ask questions. Anyway, he respected the way the man dealt out orders to the bouncers, the bartenders, and even the dancers with the same dose of friendly, respectful, but don’t-give-me-any-shit attitude. Still, when Mr. Moorehouse had shown up with Ricky on Carlos’s first night, he hadn’t seemed like one of the guys in charge. Had he? Hadn’t introduced himself as the boss. Hadn’t introduced himself at all. 

Still, Sammy “Cokehead” Slade hadn’t been seen since, and that was good enough for Carlos. Some of the dancers seemed to think Sam Slade was sexy—gross—and speculated about the fact that he was single. There was also a persistent rumor that the guy liked dick. Then again, Sammy the Cokehead must be pretty equal opportunity, because the dancers had said plenty of things about his prowess for giving good face. Also gross. In his one drunken experience of making love to a woman, Carlos hadn’t found it to be entirely distasteful, but he didn’t so much want to get his nose up close to any lady parts, either. 

Working in a club where he saw ladies naked night after night only solidified his resolve that women were definitely beautiful, but he didn’t want to sleep with one again. 

Being the cleaning staff though, Carlos was pretty invisible. All sorts of information flowed freely in his presence. Hell, stuff flowed freely, period. His second night on the job Carlos had been hit in the head by a flying thong while sweeping up the dressing room. A clean one, thank the great and merciful Lord. But still. 

One night Carlos was wiping down tables after closing to the background noise of his new boss muttering things like “Come on, you little fucker” or “Process faster, you piece of shit.” The whole time the handsome blond gave narrow-eyed dirty looks to a laptop that was in dire need of repurposing as a paperweight. Periodically Greg would poke at the dinosaur computer and then go back to wiping the bar or rounding up plastic cups for the trash. He’d seemed unaware of Carlos’s presence. 

Not surprising.

Carlos tried not to smile, but amusement tugged at his lips. Mr. Moorehouse looked cute when he was mad. “You need some help over there?”

Mr. Moorehouse came around the bar with a bag full of beer bottles clutched in his hand. He shook his head. “I’m waiting for that boat anchor to load an accounting spreadsheet Rick sent over. Probably need to buy a new laptop. God knows when Sammy bought that piece of garbage. Back when he was still sober for all I know, and that’s further back than my memory goes.”

Carlos grabbed the trash out of Mr. Moorehouse’s hand and tried to ignore that he’d brushed his boss’s knuckles as he set the bag down by the bar. “That’s my job. I’ll take it out in a minute. Lemme look at the computer.” He clapped the guy on the shoulder and made his way behind the bar. 

Mr. Moorehouse’s stress showed in the way his neck muscles stood out in stark relief, and Carlos knew his way around basic troubleshooting stuff. He’d heard the suspicious whispers about the club being in trouble financially. If he could help them put off spending a grand on a new machine, why not?

Immediately the problem was clear. “Okay, you’re trying to do too much.” He turned to his boss, who’d come up behind him to look at what he was doing. 

“What do you mean?”

Carlos was six foot, and Mr. Moorehouse stood only a little taller. His very attractive boss pressed close, peering over Carlos’s shoulder. 

“See?” He pointed to a little green indicator box in the bottom corner of the screen. “Your processor’s maxed. You’ve got all these windows open. Browser with multiple tabs. Excel. Word. Too many. The little guy’s gonna explode from all the effort.” 

Carlos grinned, but Mr. Moorehouse held on to his scowl, so he tapped his fingers on the bar and continued. “I’m just gonna close some of these for now.” He clicked on some of the obvious places to free space on the hard drive. Temp folders. Downloads. Recycle bin. “These can all be cleared out too. Helps. I have an old machine at home that uses the same kind of memory as this one. I can bring it in. More memory would help it run faster. Also, you want me to go ahead and defrag the hard drive on this thing?” His breath came faster. Shallow. His boss’s hard chest against his back made him uneasy about breathing too deep. Carlos glanced over his shoulder, but those dark green eyes stared really hard at the screen, so he kept clicking around, checking in different places and hoping Mr. Moorehouse didn’t know he was so nervous.

“Defrag.... Sure. That’ll help?” 

“Probably.” God, he smells really good. Not spicy this time. A little smoky, a little sweaty, a little like liquor. Manly. Hot. “I’m betting it hasn’t been done for awhile. But while it’s running, you won’t really be able to work.”

After a thoughtful rap of knuckles on the bar, Mr. Moorehouse said, “Well, I wasn’t getting much done anyway.” 

Carlos laughed. “No.” He took a step back without thinking, and bumped into Greg’s unyielding body. “Um. Sorry.” He cleared his throat and stepped forward again while Mr. Moorehouse shifted sideways. “I can bring in that other machine tomorrow night. Gut it, see what I have inside that’ll work. Get you back up and running soon.”

The corners of Mr. Moorehouse’s eyes crinkled when he smiled. Maybe the first genuine grin Carlos had gotten from the guy. “That’s awfully nice. We can reimburse you for the parts.”

“Oh, no way.” Carlos licked his lips. “I worked in a computer store for awhile after....” After I left the Army and Lacey lost the baby. “After I left college. They let me keep the old equipment they didn’t want anymore. I hung on to a lot of old laptops and whatnot in case I needed anything. Wife thinks it’s junk, but you never know, right?” 

That’s right, Carlos. Keep mentioning that you’re married, and maybe he won’t notice that you get twitchy when he stands so close.

“I suppose so.” Mr. Moorehouse took another step toward the end of the bar, and gathered the forgotten bags of trash. “So how come you’re cleaning bars when you’ve got all those computer smarts?”

Carlos’s insides chilled. “Uh. You know. Never did finish college. ‘Sides, back then my dad thought nerdy stuff was for sissies.” He chuckled again to cover the pang that always hit him when he thought of how he’d let his father’s small-minded bullshit direct the course of his life in ways he couldn’t undo. “Anyway, this is steady money. Here, sir. Let me get those bags.” 

“Nah.” Mr. Moorehouse shook the shaggy hair out of his eyes, no product in it tonight like it sometimes had. Looked better this way. Like something you could run fingers through. “Take that one over there, we’ll walk out together and I’ll lock up. No sense in you making two trips.”

“Thanks.” Carlos grabbed his backpack, a bin of cleaning supplies, and one last bag of bottles and cups, and headed out through the door ahead of his boss. They circled around back to the gated dumpster. Mr. Moorehouse held the gate for Carlos until he was through. 

“Thank you, sir,” Carlos said. 

“No. Thank you. And please.” His hand landed warm and heavy on Carlos’s shoulder. “Call me Greg.”

Greg. Carlos found himself tempted to lean into the press of that hand. Don’t. Don’t want things you can’t have. 

“All right.” Carlos and the bright moonlight both followed Greg back to the parking lot. “Good night, Greg.”

Chapter 3

Greg ambled down the stairs from the VIP level. He found Carlos behind the bar for the second morning in a row, hard at work on the club’s shitty old payroll computer. Guilt hit him when he checked the time. Going on seven. Carlos had been bent over that reject laptop for hours. Sometime while Greg had been up in their costume department sorting disorganized boxes of Lucite stilettos and sparkly garters, Carlos had also finished cleaning the floors and tables. 

“Hey, smart guy. Still working?” 

Carlos rubbed hard at his eyes, but what looked to be an expression of frustration turned into a handsome smile as he raised his head. “Almost done. Gonna download and install virus protection. Going without antivirus software is dangerous what with all the porn sites in your browser history.” He rocked side to side like he was nervous. “Also, if you don’t need them, it’d be a good idea to get rid of the videos saved to the hard drive. They’re taking up a lot of space.”

Jerking it while you’re doing payroll, Sammy? Really? Greg snorted and waved a hand. “Please. Yes. For the love of all that’s righteous, get rid of the spank material. No reason I need to be watching porn at work when I have perfectly good porn at home.”

The corner of Carlos’s mouth barely lifted, but amusement showed clearly in his dark eyes. “Sure thing.”

Greg let his gaze wander over the hard bulges of pectoral and the cut of Carlos’s waist where it disappeared behind the computer screen. However, a fierce stomach growl reminded him that he hadn’t eaten since a hastily wolfed-down sandwich at the start of his shift. “Hey, after you’re finished, you wanna grab something over at Betty’s? My treat. Fucking starving.” Offering the man breakfast seemed the least Greg could do since Carlos’d stayed late to help with the computer stuff and all.

“Yeah, sur— Woooah.” Carlos’s eyes bugged out like he’d just had the shock of his life.

Greg straightened. “Shit. What?” He rounded the bar. “Don’t tell me he’s got animal porn or something on there.” With Sam, you never fucking knew. At least, Greg wished he didn’t know. 

Carlos shook his head, backing away from the computer uncomfortably. “I, uh, don’t know if you want me to delete these or—” 

Holy. Fucking. Shit. Pictures of him with Sammy. Carlos had clicked on one, and there, large and in charge, was Greg on his knees with his back arched while Sam gave it to him good from behind.

“Jesus, Sammy.” Hand of God, his arm almost shot out to punch the screen of its own accord. He stormed away before he gave in to the urge, only out of respect for all of Carlos’s hard work. “H. Mother Fucking Roosevelt Christ that’s....” Fucking horrifying. “Goddamn him.” He kicked his boot against the bar, satisfied by the sounds of rattling glass. “Delete them.” He aimed a finger at Carlos. “Delete them right goddamned now. What were you even doing looking at those?” Greg opened and closed his fist, his heart pounding. The pictures weren’t Carlos’s fault, and Greg immediately wanted to retract the accusation, but humiliation rushed through his system and clogged his throat like gas flooding a choked engine.

Carlos clicked the mouse a few times, punched some buttons, and then pushed the laptop aside. The guy’s normally tan face flushed deep red, and he leaned forward against the bar, suddenly looking tense. 

Greg couldn’t blame him.

“I didn’t mean to pry,” Carlos said. “I saw a folder marked with your name. I wanted to make sure it wasn’t important before I wiped it out, you know? I was trying to be careful ‘s’all.” 

Greg paced along the front of the bar, arms crossed over his chest. “Stupid, stupid motherfucker.” He remembered the night he’d let Sammy take those pictures. Back before the drugs had taken over, Sam’d been into photography. He’d wanted to try out his new tripod. Greg jammed a hand into his hair. “Not you. Me. Shoulda known those shots would bite me in the ass someday.”

Carlos cleared his throat and swallowed. His Adam’s apple bobbed slowly. “For what it’s worth, you said this machine is used for payroll, right? So I’m assuming it
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