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Noah
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"Holy crap. With a smoking body like that you aren't going to have any problems getting extra tips."

Noah turned from paying his taxi driver to see who was speaking to him. The speaker was a tall, stunningly handsome guy with short blond hair.

"I'll take all the tips and compliments where I can get 'em," Noah said, and he meant it. Paying the taxi to come all the way out here took almost the last of his cash. And after covering the cost for a few days in a crummy motel room, he'd need a big cash infusion and fast.

"Just calling it like I see it, honey," the blond said as he clopped over in expensive boats. He offered his hand to Noah. "I'm Edward. But you can call me Eddie since I think we're going to be working together."

Noah took his hand and shook. The grip was firm and his palm felt unusually dry. Like leathery burlap left too long in the desert sun.

"You're here for the audition, too?" Noah said, nodding toward the low level building they stood outside of. A huge neon sign read 'Hot Rocks', along with an outline of a shirtless cowboy. Both sign and cowboy appeared to be off for the morning, as the club didn't open until later that day. 

Eddie cackled. "No, not at all. At least, not any more. I just sort of, uh, help around the club."

"Cool," Noah said for lack of anything else. This blond worked here and was friendly toward him. Maybe this was just the angle he needed to secure a job.

Eddie took this as a sign of genuine interest and became more animated. "Yeah, I stripped here for, oh, I dunno, maybe three years before the Club decided I was more important to them doing other things."

"The Club? You mean the manager?"

Eddie laughed. "No! The Club. You know, the real owners of this joint," he said with a thick tone of conspiracy.

Noah looked perplexed. Just then, two other smoking hot guys walked past them and into Hot Rocks through the huge glass front door.

Eddie glanced at them, then took a step closer to speak to Noah in almost a whisper. "The Macabre Jesters MC."

Noah felt suddenly mortified. Oh, no, he thought.

His reaction must have looked like confusion because Eddie added, "You know, MC? Motorcycle Club? They're one of the more respected ones here in the valley." He looked at Noah's expression with concern. "You've heard of them, right?"

Noah knew damn well who they were. He knew of all the Biker Clubs in this part of the country. And he certainly wanted nothing more to do with them.

Damnit, Noah thought. He didn't realize this was an MC business. Although most strip joints would be controlled by a MC Club or gang, he had hoped to find one which was free of that kind of influence. He really needed to do his homework before applying to these kind of places. But his skill set limited his options.

Without realizing it, Noah looked over his shoulder back toward the highway, which ran parallel to the bar's wide parking lot. He half expected to see a dark blue mustang there, crouching in wait. And Gavin glaring at him from behind the wheel.

Maybe he should just leave now. But where else could he possibly go? He choices were almost none existent.

"Are you all right, sweetie?" Eddie asked.

"Yeah," Noah said, composing himself. "I've heard of them. Just not sure if this really is the place for me, that's all."

Eddie laughed. "I think you'll fit in just great." He hooked an arm through Noah's, snuggling up against him like they were old high school buddies. He steered him toward the door. "I think the boys are gonna love you."

The hot air from outside was immediately replaced by the cool air-conditioned environment of the club. Down a short hallway, and past an empty cloak room, they emerged into a vast open bar area. Dozens of tables lined several tiers. Noah guessed that this place could easily seat several hundred patrons. All of the tables were angled around a wide stage that ran along one side. It was larger than others Noah used before, with four different steel poles, strategically placed, for dancers to use.

A long bar took up the entire wall on the opposite end of the room, furthest from the entrance. If a customer decided to leave, they would have to walk the length of the club and past the stage. The long walk was designed to give tipsy customers time to change their minds.

All the interior work was of a very high quality. Nothing cheap here. Noah took this as a good sign, but he wasn't fooled.

"Must get really wild in here, with such a big crowd," Noah said as he paused to look around.

"Yeah, it can," said Eddie. "But you never have to worry. Customers can't touch the dancers, and if some drunk gets the wrong idea, the situation gets resolved real quick." Edward grinned and indicated a place at the far back. "The boys run a really tight ship."

Noah looked.

Sitting around a large table against near the back end of the bar, sat a group of men. But not just any men. Each were of an intimidating size, and radiated an almost immutable confidence. The kind of confidence that one doesn't even have to think of, it just was. As a group they were both terrifying and awe inspiring for an outsider to behold. Like benevolent gods who had come down to earth to claim their kingdom, whether anyone liked it or not.

The Macabre Jesters Motorcycle Club.

Noah swallowed, and felt a tingle of apprehension in his chest. Yup, those were bikers.

"They're good guys," Eddie said, then shrugged. "For the most part. Just don't cross them." When one of the bikers appeared to glance in their direction, Eddie gave an excited little wave.

But he, nor any of the other bikers seemed to care. They were immersed in their talk.

"They look pretty serious," Noah said.

"They're probably talking Club business," Eddie said. "Almost always makes them grumpy." He tugged at Noah's arm. "Come on, we'll get you in to see the manager."

As Noah let himself be pulled along, he looked back across the vast gulf that was the bar, toward the seated figures.

One biker happened to be sitting in more light than the others, as if the room itself felt he warranted more attention. He was large, stocky in build, with short cropped brown hair. Noah got just a glance of him, and was struck with how drop dead gorgeous he was.

Then he caught his breath. He was looking back, locking eyes with him.

Then Eddie yanked him further down the bar toward a series of couches outside what looked to be an office. Noah was disappointed he couldn't ogle the handsome biker for a few moments more. But not as disappointed at seeing all the other stripper talent sitting here. Tight jeans, bulging crotches and skin tight shirts assailed his vision.

It seemed each guy was more incredibly handsome than the next.

Eddie sat the two of them at a small table. "I'll get you ahead of the line, don't worry."

"Cool," Noah said. He didn't think it would make any difference when he got in to see the manager. There were so many stunning guys here, how could he even hope to compete?

"Diseased twinks, the lot of them," Eddie whispered, then cackled. Noah was suddenly hit with a feeling about this man. As if there was a tinge of sick desperation to his actions.

God, I'm one to judge, he thought.

Glancing at the closed door of the office Noah asked, "What's his name? The manager."

"Henry," Eddie said, and frowned a little. "A real scum bucket. But then aren't all strip club managers scum buckets?"

"Oh, yeah?" Noah said, trying not to sound to leery.

"Don't worry. I'll get you in there and you just do your thing."

"Thing? I dance for him in his office? Not on the stage?"

Again, that annoying cackle. Eddie said, "No, stupid. You don't dance today. That's on audition night. This is the audition for the audition."

Noah was as confused as he was concerned. "What am I expected to do now?"

Just then, the office door swung open.

Eddie shrugged and said, "Whatever that pervert wants."

Suddenly, a tall gorgeous guy scampered out of the office, his skin tight shirt was torn. He was crying hysterically. As he ran past a bewildered Noah, a voice boomed from within the office. "Thanks, but no thanks, bitch!"

Noah, wide eyed watched the poor guy run to the front door and out into the heat. He turned to look at Eddie, wide eyed.

"Guess he doesn't get an audition," Eddie said without a hint of humor. Then, he stood up and yelled, "Henry, I got a real looker here for you!"

"Then send him in!" snarled the voice from the office.

Eddie sat back down and grinned maniacally at Noah. "You're up."

Noah was dumbfounded. What was he to do? With a setup like that all he wanted now was to follow that other guy out of here. But he couldn't. He needed this job. Desperately.

Composing himself, Noah stood up, smoothing unseen wrinkles on his tight jeans.

Eddie leaned over and whispered too loudly, "Don't worry. Henry is one of those thirty seconds kind of guys. You'll be out of there in no time." Again, that cackle.

"That's great," Noah said. Horrified, yet totally caught up in the moment. He headed toward the door, past the open death stares emanating from the other dancers.

"Slut." Someone hissed. Others giggled.

Noah ignored them, but as he got to the doorway Henry bellowed from within, "And close the God damned door while you're at it." His stride faltered.

Keep it together, he thought. His heart was hammering in his chest.

Then he entered the office, and closed the door.
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Asher
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"Now that you're no longer a useless Prospect we can tell you how business is going," said Logan. He leaned forward on the table with huge tattooed arms. The words Macabre Jesters MC was blazoned across one bicep. "Well, business sucks, and it sucks bad."

Asher shifted in his chair and tried to make more of an effort to focus on the Club President's words. Three days ago Asher received his bottom rocker on his Club's patch, making him a full patch member of the Macabre Jesters Motorcycle Club. And for three days, and three nights straight he had done nothing but drink, party, and fight. His ears were still ringing from all the loud music, boisterous laughter, and knocks on the head. 

It made paying attention at his first ever full patch Club meeting a little challenging.

Asher managed a gruff chuckle and said, "I already figured that out from the cheap beer you were feeding me last night."

This brought laughter from the other members sitting at the table, albeit subdued. Usually, being in Hot Rocks was a little more festive. But Logan was known to get real surly when talking about business.

Logan offered a grin, which came as some minor relief to the others. It was like watching a grizzly smile just before it bit you in half. "Yeah," Logan said. "But we thought you were too drunk to notice."

More laughter.

Logan sat up a little, which meant he was about to get serious, and and any more laughing could result in a potential beating. "But the situation is real. Business is down since our distributors got their asses reamed by the Feds. Now anyone of worth is locked up for the duration, or keeping a low profile."

Others grumbled, but Asher only nodded. There was nothing he could say at this point, although something would be expected of him now, from a business stand point. He was new blood. The first new full patch member in almost eight years. And he had the disturbing notion that his patching in was sped up because Jonah, another full patch member, recently got himself locked up.

This chapter of the Macabre Jesters was getting thin on members. Or 'quality' members, as Parker would say.

As if reading his thoughts Parker, who sat next to Asher, said, "Asher's got Jonah's back. Not going to be a problem."

Parker was Asher's best friend, and had spoke up for him when Asher was ready to be moved up from Hang Around status to being a Prospect. Prospect was the final level before being patched in as a Full Club Member. He had guided Asher through the ranks, and helped secure his full Patch status.

Not wanting it to look like he needed Parker to speak for him at his first Club meeting Asher said, "Jonah's filled me in. Things are good." He kept it vague. Everything was vague when talking business in the open, even in their own strip club. It annoyed Asher that they were even there, and not in a more secure location, like the Clubhouse, but he kept his trap shut. Both Parker and Jonah had warned him not to question Logan without serious backup.

Logan arched a brow. "Is that so?" He turned and looked at the large member sitting next to him. "All good with you?"

Milo, a massive gorilla of a man, visibly blanched at having the attention turned on to him. "Yeah," the big man managed. "All good."

"Okay, then," Logan said, and then turned the conversation to other more mundane Club matters.

Asher noticed Milo glowering in his direction and chose to ignore him. Milo hated Asher. He almost spoke out against Asher during the membership vote, which had to be unanimous for a Prospect to get their Full Patch. But, in the end, he didn't. Probably because he didn't have enough juice with the other members.

Now Asher suspected Milo was just biding his time before he did something to screw with Asher.

It really sucked that Jonah had partnered with Milo on a crucial venture, just before he got thrown in jail. With Asher now covering Jonah's business, it meant he had to work with Milo, whether either man liked it or not.

Suddenly, a muscle-head named Ryder, walked up to their table carrying a large tray full of clinking bottles. He had a comical grin on his face.

"You guys up for some more beers?" he said, interrupting Logan who was talking to someone.

Logan exploded out of his chair, a terrifyingly quick movement from someone so large. "Get that outta here while members are talking, you idiot!" Logan spat with rage.

Ryder's eyes widened in fear, beer bottles tumbling about the tray. He turned and fled as fast as could, clinking glass with every step and quickly disappeared into the back kitchen.

Logan sat back down, and shook his head. He looked toward Milo  and said, "I don't care if he is your cousin. What makes you want to patch that moron into the Club?" Logan's incredulous expression caused some of the other members to chuckle.

Milo could only avoid the Club President's gaze. He shrugged and looked down at the table.

Once it became clear that business talk was more or less over, members started talking amongst themselves. Parker leaned over to Asher and said in a low voice, "And you thought your new buddy had in in for you before." He indicated Milo who silently fumed alone. No one was going to talk to him now, not without risking getting some of his stink on them.

"Yeah," Asher said, keeping his voice down, too. "Sucks that I gotta work with him. At least it's just this one thing. After that is done, he best steer clear of me."

Parker nodded, "He had high hopes his retarded cousin Ryder would now be prancing about with a full patch on his back. A full member that he could manipulate and control. Too bad Ryder keeps screwing himself over time and again."

Asher knew Milo was both jealous of Asher's quick rise in the Club, and pissed that Asher's patching in had effectively negated any hope for Ryder to do the same for a good long while.

Asher sighed. This kind of drama just made the Macabre Jesters existence all the more difficult.

Just then Asher caught movement out of the corner of his eye. He turned and saw Eddie across the far side of the bar. Eddie waved, but Asher didn't bother to wave back. Asher was over him. What they had was history, and it would stay that way.

But what really snagged his attention was the stunning hot guy standing next to Eddie.

"Whoa," Asher managed. To say he was a looker was an understatement.

"Now that there is some fine piece of tail," Parker said. Asher could only nod in agreement.

Asher and the looker's eyes met, and Asher was struck with a sensation he had never experienced before in his life. Like a ray of sunshine boring through his eyes and chasing away the shadows dirtying his soul.

Then Eddie pulled the looker away, ruining the moment. Both guys moved in the direction of Henry's office.

Parker gave Asher a shove, nudging him out of his trance. "You can breath now," Parker said, laughing.

Asher was still trying to come to his senses. "Who the hell was that?"

Parker shrugged. "Dunno, probably a peeler. Here for Henry's job audition. Hope he brought a penicillin shot."

Asher blinked at this. Henry was the manager of the strip club, but was nothing less than a proxy for the Macabre Jesters. Everything was in Henry's name, so if something went down with the bar, the MC was protected. To anyone sniffing around, it looked like the bar was owned by Henry. But Henry was owned by the Macabre Jesters.

Of course, that didn't stop Henry from being a brash loudmouth with an abusive perverted side that was almost legendary. Of course, that description could be applied to practically every member of the Club, too. But just as long as Henry didn't get out of hand and bring unnecessary attention to the bar, the bar manager could do as he pleased.

Now that gorgeous looker of a man was heading toward Henry's office. And, to Asher's complete surprise, that bothered him.

Just then a tall man bolted out of Henry's office and hurried toward the front door, crying.

"Guess he forget his penicillin shot," said Parker.

Asher then noticed the looker head into Henry's office and shut the door behind him.

Dammit, Asher thought, shaking his head. He couldn't get involved. Let another member deal with Henry's antics. He had other more important business to deal with. And none of it meant getting involved with a peeler.

Then he remembered that feeling he got from the looker. All from just from making eye contact with him.

Maybe...

Parker hissed in his ear, "Incoming."

Asher looked up and saw Milo's massive figure striding toward him. As casually as he could Asher stood. He didn't think Milo would try anything here. Why would he? Still, you couldn't be to careful with a blatant enemy in your midst.

Milo said to him, "We got that thing later."

"Yup, Jonah gave me the details," Asher said. Jonah had told him all right. And none of it put Milo in a good light.

Milo is a disease, Jonah had said. Don't let him infect you.

Milo appeared to be getting some of his composure back after being embarrassed over Ryder. He sneered at Asher, "Well, that was sweet of him. You know, I think you need to handle this on your own. Show me what you got. It's a simple run. You can take care of it." As Milo turned away he shot over his shoulder, "Just don't screw it up."

Asher seethed, but felt Parker's hand on his shoulder to restrain him. "Not worth it," Parker said. "He's gonna dig his own grave some day. Just don't get any dirt on you when he does."

Asher cooled off a little. He could handle the task given to him by Jonah. And, actually, it would go better without Milo messing about. He could handle business as was expected of him.

Despite himself, Asher looked over at the closed door of the manager's office. He was thinking of that gorgeous looker and what he would be forced to be doing right now.

Asher suddenly found himself walking.

"Whatcha doin?" Parker called after him.

"I'm gonna take care of some business," Asher said, and headed right for the manager's door.
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Noah

––––––––
[image: ]


Noah felt numb as he shut the office door and turned to take in the new surroundings.

After being in the wide open space of the bar, the office felt incredibly small and constrained. A simple desk with a couple of chairs in front of it were the only furniture present. The walls were lined with garish posters declaring Hot Rocks stripping assets along with photos of men in different states of undress. The only window faced out toward the bar, no doubt so the dancing on the stage could be observed, but was covered with blinds which were now closed.

Sitting on the opposite side of the desk was a thin, gawky man. His face was beat red, mostly from horrific acne, but also from what Noah could only assume was some type of allergy. The thin moustache across his lip only accentuated his long, hooked nose. What little hair he had was bright blond, no doubt dyed, and was spiked at a near comical angle to one side. He probably thought he looked good. But he was the only one in the room who felt that way.

This was obviously Henry.

Henry was angrily clicking on a mouse while fixated on a computer monitor. From his angle, Noah could see it was some type of online poker game, which he appeared to be losing.

Without even looking up Henry waved dismissively at one of the chairs. "Sit your ass down," he said.

Noah sat, crossing his legs and keeping his hand bag in his lap. He really did not want to be there, right now. He just wanted to go back to his crappy motel room and cry. Yet, here he sat. Poverty makes you do stupid things.

Henry suddenly cursed and batted the mouse off the desk, making it clatter to the floor. A card game lost. No doubt, one of many. Angrily, Henry turned away from his monitor to finally look at Noah for the first time. His angry expression froze for a moment, then transformed into a wide smile that could be best described as oily.

Noah hid his revulsion. Henry was even less appealing when smiling then when he was angry.

"My, my, my," Henry said. "What do we have here?" His beady eyes moved slowly down Noah's body, taking in every detail with a hungry purpose. He gazed at Noah's crotch, then back up his body again to finally settle on his chest. Henry licked his lips.

Noah tolerated it. This wasn't the first time he was visually devoured by a man. And wouldn't be the last.

After a few moments, Henry's gaze snapped up to look Noah in the eyes. "Eddie really delivered, this time," he said. His lips peeled back to show incredibly white teeth. Probably as fake as his hair color.

Henry leaned back in his chair, which squeaked loudly. His eyebrows shot up, and he extended his hands out in what looked like expectation. "Well?" he asked.

"Well, what?" Noah asked, tension building in his gut.

"Well, let's see your dick, honey," Henry said like it was the most obvious thing in the world.

Noah's heart shot up into his throat. No, no, no, he thought. He couldn't do this. Not again. I can't.

When he didn't move, Henry looked confused. "You're a stripper, right? Strippers strip. It's your stock and trade. So, strip. Not all the way. We'll get to that later. I just want to get a chance at that cock you have hidden in there."

"I don't..." he started to say.

"You don't strip? What kind of striper are you?" Henry's grin was turning into a frown. His voice was starting to tinge with anger. "Is the audience expected to use their imagination as you dance around on the stage in layers of winter clothing?"

Noah suddenly stood.

Surprised, Henry stood, too.

"This isn't what I expected," Noah managed to say. "I'm sorry." He headed for the door.

"Wait!" Henry said.

Noah stopped, his hand on the door handle and looked back at him.

Henry smiled. "Look, I'm sorry. I was just kidding around." He looked apologetic. "I tease all the guys. I gotta know if they can handle the customers. You realize that customers will give it to you a lot worse than that, right?"

Noah nodded. "I guess." In fact, they have, but he said nothing.

"See!" Henry said. "Now please, sit down. We'll just talk." He extended a hand toward the chair.

Noah sighed, then returned to his seat.

"All, better," he said. "We're friends now, right? And friends look out for each other. I want to know you'll be okay if you're working for me. I mean, those guys out there can get really rowdy with a hot babe like yourself waving his fanny in their faces. Right?"

Noah really didn't know what to say to that. Part of him wanted to leave, right then and there. Another part forced him to stay. This was a world he knew, and was used to. He was starting to doubt if he really could he make another go of it, doing something else.

Henry was grinning, happy that he wasn't running away. "Look, I understand your situation. You need money, am I correct?"

Noah nodded. Who didn't?

"And being a peeler pays well, right?"

Noah nodded, again. May as well play along.

"And Hot Rocks pays really well, too. Or, should I say, I pay really well." He was leering at him now.

Unsure of what was expected of him, Noah offered a tight smile. He clutched his hand bag closer to himself.

Henry was enjoying himself. "See, I'm tight with the Macabre Jesters. Real tight. We're business partners on this little venture here. They even come to me for advice from time to time."

Noah found the mention of the Club's name caused his stomach to flutter in excitement, despite himself.

"And those guys really pay well. Now if you want to get in good with those guys, you gotta get in good with me."

Oh, damn, Noah thought. Here it comes.

"So," Henry continued. "If you are really expecting do work here, then you're expected to do a little extra to earn that right."

And with that, he casually unbuttoned his pants, unzipped his fly and pulled out his member from its sweaty hiding place. He had done this so quick and easily it was no doubt he'd done this before with many other guys.

Noah gasped. He wasn't as shocked as he should have been. After all, wasn't this sort of what he expected when he closed the door and sat down? A price to be paid by him?

He looked at Henry's member, which happened to be at eye level. Like Big Henry, Little Henry was small and pathetic. But his confidence was growing by the second.

"I know you want this," Henry said, shaking it at him. "Now, show me how badly you want this job."

Noah was frozen in place, uncertain of what to do. Yes, Henry was right. He needed this job more than anything. It angered him that he was even in this situation, but for that he could blame that asshole Gavin for screwing up his life.

And here he was: sitting in the back room of a peeler bar with some scumbag waving is tiny dick in his face.

Something had to change. But he needed time first to kick that change into gear. And, more than anything, he needed money.

He looked at Little Henry, now standing at attention. Was he willing to do what it took to get his life together? Was this a part of that? He didn't really know, but his empty wallet was certainly telling him that it was.

He found himself moving.

Suddenly the office door flew open. Both Noah and Henry looked to see who it was. Someone who wanted to be an audience to his mistake?

A man stood in the doorway, a look of anger on his handsome face. He was large, muscular and had the presence of someone who was not to be messed with under any circumstance.

And he was magnificent.

Noah felt his heart quicken. Not with fear, but with something else entirely. This was the Club member he made eye contact with when he first came in.

Oh, my, he thought.

The large man took in the scene, first glancing at Noah, which caused him to catch his breath, then at Henry.

"The hell is going on here?" said the living Man-God. His voice was deep, and his tone was that of great annoyance.

Big Henry had stood up when the other man had entered, and was still holding Little Henry in his hand. Both Big and Little Henry were wilting under the intense gaze of the man in the doorway.

"I... uh, was just..." Henry looked to Noah, as if he would offer some sort of support.

"Don't look at me," Noah managed to say. Damned if he would give this sleaze a way out of this.

The large man strode into the room, with the ease of a commanding general, and walked over to Henry.

Henry cringed, and spun away off the desk in a lame effort to hide somewhere. He was too terrified to even do up his pants.

The large man was on him, and with an open hand, slapped Henry across the face. Henry went ass over teakettle into the corner of the room, Little Henry flapping about.

Just then, another man entered the room. This one was considerably larger than the first, with thick jet black hair. He looked over at the first man and Henry, then over at Noah. He offered Noah a slight nod of the head and a mischievous grin.

"You causing problems for us?" the first man said to Henry. "You think screwing around with these guys is good for the Club?"

Henry was beside himself with fear. No, more than that. Pure terror. Here was a man who fully expected to die in the next few moments.

And Noah was shocked to learn he was actually enjoying seeing him like this.

"No... no, Asher, not at all. I was just having a little fun, was all. I didn't mean any harm."

Noah's ears perked up. So, this incredible hunk's name was Asher? Asher. He couldn't think of anything that sounded sexier.

"Harm? You twit. What if one of these guys called the cops because of your dumb ass antics? You think we want that kind of attention here?"

Henry was beyond petrified. The mention of him bringing cops must of sounded like a death sentence to his ears.

"I'm sorry. I..." Henry started to say but then Asher slapped him again. And again.

"You think this is funny? You think this is a game?" Asher said, punctuating each sentence with a slap.

What followed could best described as a biker beat down. Both Noah and the black haired man watched, one in shock, the other with mild boredom.

After a few moments, Asher stopped. He glared down at the quivering, weeping manager.

"Think he got the point?" the black haired man asked.

Asher shrugged, nonchalantly, stepping away from Henry and came around the desk again. "I think I made it pretty clear." You looked over at Noah. Instantly, his look of anger was gone replaced by one of genuine concern. "Are you okay?" he asked him.

Noah was a little dumb founded. Here was a man who stopped something awful from happening to him. He had come to his rescue. Yes, it came in the form of a little Club discipline, but he'll take it. "Yeah," he managed. Was that him talking? "I'm fine. Thank you."

"Did he touch you?" Asher asked.

With that Henry mewled in terror. He knew if Noah said yes the beating would continue, and get much worse.

Asher ignored him, waiting for his answer.

"No," Noah said, finally. "Not at all." He didn't want to say anything further, more out of pity than mercy.

The black haired man said, "Now that you've invoked a little employee training, can we go eat? I'm hungry."

Asher was still watching Noah intently, more curious than anything else. Then his face broke into a smile. And to Noah it was beautiful to behold. Asher nodded his head toward the other man. "Parker always thinks with his stomach. Don't mind him."

"Yeah, well a good beating always makes me hungry," Parker said.

"You didn't even hit him," Asher said.

Parker shrugged. "Watching a beating makes me hungry, then."

Noah found he could not speak, entranced by this man's smile.

Asher indicated he should stand up. "Come on," he said. Noah did as he was told. He felt he would do anything this man told him to do, and happily.

All three of them left Henry to cry and weep in private.

Outside, all the guys waiting were paralysed with fear. Eyes wide.

Asher smiled at them all, Noah standing beside him. "It's okay," Asher said to the group. "We just had a meeting, and it was decided by our manager that we'll skip this part of the audition."

Some of the men gasped dramatically. Others applauded.

As Asher addressed the crowd Noah found he had put his hand on the small of Noah's back. An unconscious gesture? Or did it mean something? The flesh beneath the part of his shirt he touched tingled as if electrified.

"You can all come back for the dance portion on Friday night, as planned."

The guys were very happy now. They obviously knew of what had been expected of them behind that office door. Now it was no longer a worry.

Noah found himself grinning like a fool, savoring Asher's touch.

The same hand he slapped Henry with, he thought. Slapped him because of me. He felt a strange mix of emotions.

Oh, here I go again, he thought. Sucked into this world by a handsome biker. He shook his head. I got to leave here before things get worse. I don't need another mess.

He then noticed Eddie, standing to one side of the group. Their eyes met, and Noah smiled at him. But Eddie was not smiling back. Not at all. He actually looked annoyed.

Asher had finished talking, and smiled at Noah. Keeping his composure as best he could he smiled back and said, "Thanks again, for that."

The handsome biker said, "Anytime."

Noah felt deep down inside that he really meant it.

Run, girl! He thought. Leave, now!

Noah casually stepped away from him, and Asher turned to speak with another guy who was practically throwing himself bodily onto him to get his attention.

As Noah headed for the exit Eddie intercepted him. The other man's expression was now friendly and smiling but more reserved. The complete opposite of what it was moments ago.

"Guess it worked out for you, huh?" Eddie said. There was no maliciousness to his tone, but Noah sensed something deeper. Resentment?

"I guess," Noah said, wanting to just detach himself from everyone in this place, but not wanting to be too rude. "But I still feel this isn't the right time for me. To get back into stripping."

Eddie visibly perked up at this news. "Oh, well that's too bad, honey. You know you can come back anytime that you want. But maybe it's for the best."

Noah didn't know this guy long enough to tell if he was serious, or just emotionally flaky when expressing himself. And if Noah was really being honest with himself he didn't want to care. He was gone. Poverty be damned. If he had to live on the streets, eating out of dumpsters and begging, then so be it. No stripping, no Gavin, no bikers, no heartache.

He just had to get out of here and never look back, before something changed his mind.

"Hey," said a familiar voice from behind him.

Noah whirled around, and caught his breath. Asher was standing there, close, grinning down at him.

"Need a ride?" Asher asked.
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"Uh," Noah said. It was all he could say to Asher at that very moment of decision.

Eddie rescued him by inserting himself between the two of them. "Hey, Asher," he cooed. He was positively beaming.

And who could blame him, Noah thought. Or at least tried to think. His insides were quivering and all tingly just looking at him. Asher was so damn fine, and handsome and... fine.

Asher just glanced at Eddie, then dismissed him from existence to ask Noah, "You live near here?"

Noah found himself nodding. "I'm staying at the Hemlock Motel."

"Okay," Asher said. He brushed past Eddie and put his hand against Noah's back, guiding him toward the door. "Then lets roll."

Noah let himself by gently pushed along, his mind in a fog.

The heat outside hit him like a smothering wool blanket. But it was still better than being inside Henry's office. Other guys were now leaving, some being picked up by waiting cars.

Noah paused. Again, he found himself looking for that blue mustang. He couldn't see it.

"You coming?" Asher asked him when he had stopped.

"Yeah," he said, and followed him.

"How long have you been in town?" he asked.

"Uh, I dunno. A couple days." For some reason, talking about himself made him even more nervous. Get a grip, buddy.

"You came for the audition, huh?"

"Yeah, read about it online." The heady feeling he got while talking to him was fading a little. Making it easier to concentrate on what he was saying. But he still had one hell of an effect on him.

They approached a candy apple red camaro which glinted in the sunlight.

They both stopped to admire it. "This your car?" he asked.

"One of them," he said, indicating for him to go around to the passenger side. "Get in."

As he walked around, he looked about the lot in confusion. "Where's your bike?" He actually expected Asher to drive him back with it. That got him excited.

"Took this today," he said, grinning. "In case it rained."

Noah looked up at the cloudless blue sky. Then they both laughed.

He got in. Nice leather seats. Everything looked brand new, or at least newly refurbished. "Wow," he said. "Sweet ride."

"I always give sweet rides," he said, the grin never fading from his face. And with that he started the engine and revved it up.

Oh, I bet you do, Noah thought, that flutter in his stomach returning.

They pulled out of his parking spot and did a slow cruise by the guys near the front door. All of them stared at the beautiful car, then at the beautiful man driving it.

Noah couldn't help but feel a little proud of himself. Out of all those hotties Asher had chosen him for some attention.

Eddie was standing right at the edge of the sidewalk watching Asher drive past. He didn't acknowledge him and Noah noticed what could be tears in the other
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