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      “Did you see USA Today, man?” Julian plopped down, eyes wide. “Fayden is… Well, he’s not naming names, but…”

      Seth looked at one of his oldest friends and arguably the best choreographer he knew and tried not to growl. “I saw.”

      He saw. His brother saw. His mom saw. His neighbour. Fayden’s sister. Ernie at the fucking convenience store where he bought his daily diet energy shot saw.

      “World-Famous Director Escapes from Abusive Sex-Slave Relationship! Says He Feared for His Life!”

      Sex slave.

      Christ.

      Ten years they’d been together. He’d been nineteen when he’d met Fay. Nineteen and horny and amazed that a man almost twenty years his senior with money and power and the most beautiful eyes on earth would want a dancer in the chorus.

      “It’s all lies,” Julian told him. “You should sue him.”

      “Just drop it, Jules. It’s no big deal.” Just a huge, life-changing, world-altering deal.

      Julian’s eyebrow went up, the man not saying another word but still speaking volumes.

      “What do you want me to say? I… I don’t have anything.” He had an apartment. The cops had let him take his car and computer—after they’d copied the hard drive for evidence.

      Evidence.

      Christ.

      “Honey, I’m on your side here.” Julian hugged him.

      “I know. I do. Thank God for that.” Who else would he have called from the jail? His lawyer was Fay’s. His friends were Fay’s. Julian was it. His saving grace.

      “Come on out with me tonight. There’s a new bar that we haven’t ever been to—he won’t be there.”

      “No. Not yet. I’m not going out right now. I need to recover.” Seth needed his space.

      “You need someone to take the bad taste of that asshole out of your mouth,” Julian said.

      Seth blinked, then started laughing, full, deep belly laughs that felt so good. God, this sucked so hard. “I caught him with another man. That new dancer. Dylan.”

      Dylan was nineteen now. Ah, the irony.

      “Shit, he’s old enough to be that boy’s grandfather!”

      “Yeah. Well, you know…” Seth was going to lie down and die, simple as that. Okay, he wasn’t, but he was going to pretend to, mentally.

      “You think we should warn Dylan what a predatory asshole he is?”

      “Poor, innocent, victimized Fay?” He shrugged. “You wait. I’ll stop getting jobs soon.” It was inevitable.

      Julian shook his head. “That’s not fair.” Seth noticed that his friend didn’t say it wasn’t going to happen.

      “Life’s not fair. I have to work out and head home. I have an audition for a music video in the morning.” Hopefully he’d make a good impression. It would be good to put some money in the bank before the jobs started drying up.

      Julian hugged Seth tight. “If there’s anything I can do, honey…”

      “I love you, honest. Maybe we’ll meet for brunch on Sunday? Somewhere new?” Somewhere the paparazzi and Fayden wouldn’t be.

      “You got it. Text me the deets.”

      “Absolutely.” He grabbed his drink and headed out of the little coffee shop near the studio he’d rehearsed in most of his adult life.

      He was going to lose that too, he’d bet. Everything was going to just disappear because Fay had decided to trade him in for a younger model and was doing it in the nastiest way possible. Seth could feel everyone staring at him, could hear people talking about him.

      He couldn’t stand it anymore and it was only going to get worse.

      “Hey. Seth. I…” Lizzie Bean came up, took his arm, the leggy dancer as tall as he was. They’d worked together a hundred times at least. “I don’t know what to say except that I love you, man, and people suck.”

      He made this weird half-tickled, half-surprised sound. “They totally do. God, they do.”

      “Come have supper with us? Mel is grilling chicken.”

      Mel was an amazing cook. And it was tempting, being with people who wouldn’t look at him like he was a monster.

      “Please. Come on. You look exhausted and I promise to just feed you foods with no real calories and ply you with wine.” She put her hand on his arm. “Please.”

      “God, you’re so demanding.” Seth nodded, though, found a smile. “Let’s go.”

      She beamed at him and slid her hand into the crook of his elbow when they started to walk. Lizzie and Mel lived not that far from the studio in a converted loft with the most amazing roof garden full of potted trees and flowering plants and several large raised areas where they grew vegetables.

      Mel was big into farm-to-table cooking and tried to grow as much of his own produce as he could.

      Lizzie told him a story about one of Mel’s nephews—the man had far too many nieces and nephews to keep track of—who had gotten a skateboard for his birthday and become the terror of the neighborhood.

      Seth tried to laugh in all the right places. Every so often he’d catch sight of himself in a window, just the barest hint, and he’d sigh. He’d really thought Fay was his Mr. Right. They’d been into the same things, the chemistry had been off the charts, they were uber-compatible in bed…

      Maybe he needed to get some work done. He wasn’t overweight. Hell, he lived on the dancer’s diet—coffee and cigarettes.

      Lizzie pinched his arm. “You’re not listening to me.”

      “No. No, I’m not. I’m having the world’s most ill-attended pity party. Start over.”

      She laughed, but the sound was kind of sad, and she squeezed his arm. “We’re here anyway.”

      “Good. I just want to be inside for a while.” Seth was tired of people looking at him.

      They went upstairs, heading for the kitchen first. “Red or white, honey?”

      “White.” Fewer calories.

      She nodded, winked, and opened the wine refrigerator.

      They took their glasses out to the roof garden where Mel was in the outdoor kitchen putting together a huge salad, chicken marinating next to the barbecue.

      “Hey, Seth.” Mel gave him a grin, smile bright enough to light up the world. He could totally get why Lizzie had married him.

      He settled in one of the lounge chairs, sipping his wine. There was no one else there yet, though it wasn’t likely to stay that way. There was always someone visiting Lizzie and Mel.

      They made small talk—no one asked about the article, no one talked work. There was music on, the chicken smelled good, and Seth started to relax.

      Mel brought over little appetizers of melon wrapped in the thinnest of prosciutto, promising they were practically zero-calorie snacks.

      He’d indulged in more than he probably should have when a good-looking guy, probably in his mid-to-late twenties, came out onto the rooftop garden. “There you are, Lizzie. Up to no good, no doubt.”

      “Bro-Bro!” She lit up and went over, giving the new guy a hug.

      “Hey, baby girl.” He kissed the top of Lizzie’s head, squeezed her tight.

      “Seth, you’ve never met my baby brother before, have you?”

      She brought the dark-haired guy over, his smile easygoing, his grey eyes bright.

      “No. No, hi there. I’m Seth Avery.” He held one hand out, offering it easily.

      A wide hand was held out, smooth and dry and the grip surprisingly strong without being hurtful or mean. “Brook Turner.”

      “Pleased.” Seth nodded and sat back down.

      “Wine, Bro?” Lizzie asked, but her brother shook his head.

      “I brought some home brew.”

      “Oh, Mel will be tickled pink.” She grinned. “Brook is going to be a powerful lawyer one day, Seth, mark my words. A powerful lawyer or a famous brewer.”

      Seth chuckled softly, trying to be social, friendly. Real.

      Grinning, Brook sat next to him.

      “The brewing’s way more fun than the lawyering.”

      “I can imagine. Law doesn’t sound fun.”

      “It’s not. I didn’t realise that when I started. And I hate quitting.”

      “Ah. Well, I’m sorry to hear that.” Seth loved dancing. Loved it. It was more than fun, more than anything. Not all the time, of course, but when it was right, it was magical.

      “You must be one of Lizzie’s dancer friends.”

      “I am, yes. We’ve known each other a long time.”

      “I’m surprised we’ve never met, then.”

      What was he supposed to say to that? He didn’t know, and that made him a little crazy. He wasn’t the type to flitter. “Yeah.”

      Lizzie brought Brook a bottle opener and the man pulled a couple beers out of the cooler Seth hadn’t even seen him bring in. “You want one?”

      “No. No, thank you.” Beer was fattening and he couldn’t afford that, not right now.

      Mel chuckled. “Dancers, Brook.”

      “Gotta admit, it leaves them with great bodies.” Brook was definitely checking him out.

      “No shit on that.” Mel pulled the chicken off the grill.

      Lizzie rolled her eyes. “I know only one of you is looking at me.”

      “I look at you all the time. Especially those awful feet of yours.” Seth had to tease. Lizzie had notoriously weak ankles.

      She came over to hit him in the arm. Damn hard, too. “Asshole.” There was no heat in the word, though, and she was grinning.

      “Freak.” He winked at her.

      She stuck her tongue out, but before she could retaliate, Mel was calling ready on the chicken. “You two stay sitting, I’ll go get you plates.”

      “Remember that I like more food on my plate than you’ll eat in a week,” Brook told her. “I eat like a real person.” Brook turned towards Seth, his cheeks heating. “No offence, man, just most dancers I’ve met don’t eat enough to keep a mouse alive.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I only eat vegetables and lean protein.”

      “See? I mean, I get it, you’ve got to keep the form, but it’s so restrictive. I doubt I could do it.”

      “It takes discipline, for sure.” And Seth was incredibly good at focus.

      “You were in that show with Lizzie last winter, weren’t you? It was amazing.” If Brook was just making polite conversation, he was extremely good at it.

      “I was. It was incredibly fun. I think we all had a good time.”

      Lizzie nodded, refilled his wine. “It was hard enough to be interesting, but joyful enough to be entertainment.”

      Brook’s eyes travelled the length of his body, the guy smiling at him when their eyes met.

      “I’ll get those plates of food,” Lizzie said, moving away.

      He offered a smile, but it wasn’t much of one. He wasn’t interested in looking at anyone right now, at having anyone see him.

      Lizzie brought their food over, mostly salad and a bit of chicken for him, a full plate including potato salad for Brook. Then she and Mel joined them and they sat and ate, making more small talk in between bites.

      He had to admit, it was easy, and a better way of passing time than sitting in his room and brooding.

      No one mentioned Fayden or newspapers or being called a monster, thank God. It was just an evening with friends. Like everything was normal.

      He let himself enjoy it, even though the constant voice in the back of his head insisted nothing would ever be normal again.

      After supper Lizzie helped Mel clean the outside kitchen and the grill, leaving him with Brook, who was very nice, their conversation light.

      The two glasses of wine were making him a touch maudlin, but he was forcing it back, keeping control of his emotions. That was what he did. Control. Discipline.

      Brook moved his hand across to Seth’s chair and placed it lightly on his knee. “I’d like to see you again.”

      He jumped, the touch surprising him. “I’m… I’m recovering from a rather intense break-up right now. It’s a bad time.”

      His knee was squeezed gently, then Brook withdrew his hand. “I’m sorry.”

      “Me too, but thank you for understanding. I appreciate it.”

      Brook nodded, then reached for the bottle Lizzie had left on a nearby table. “More wine?”

      “I… Sure. One more. I’ll catch a cab home.”

      Brook filled the glass up for him.

      “Thank you.” Seth knew Lizzie would make sure he got into a cab safely.

      “I still think you’d like my beer,” Brook said.

      “I probably would. I love a good brew.”

      “I make good ones. I’m perfecting them, in fact.”

      “Does it take long?” Seth asked.

      “It varies. Depending on the type.” Brook leaned forward and began to tell him all about it, face and hands animated.

      Seth had to smile. How charming was that?

      Brook paused and chuckled suddenly. “I could probably go on all night.”

      “That’s okay. Passion is a good thing.”

      “Yeah. I guess you know all about that. With the dancing and all.”

      “I hope so.” He needed to go home. He really did.

      “You hope so?” Brook tilted his head.

      “Sorry. I should probably get a cab, Lizzie, and head home.”

      “Are you sure, honey? You can stay here.” Lizzie’s expression was knowing.

      “No. No, I need my bed. Thank you, though.”

      “I’ll drive you if you like,” Brook offered.

      “Oh, that wouldn’t be fair. You stay and visit with Lizzie. I bet there’s even dessert.” He stood, swaying a bit, then kissed Lizzie’s cheek. “Thank you, lady. I needed a night off.”

      “I’ll walk you down—make sure you get in the right cab,” Brook suggested.

      “That would be nice, thanks, man. I don’t drink often.”

      “No problem.” They went down the stairs together, Brook steadying him a couple times when his feet were shaky.

      “Sorry.” He lectured himself. This was ridiculous.

      “Relax, man.” Brook’s hand was warm on his back.

      “Yeah. Yeah. Just a long day.”

      “You sure you don’t want me to just drive you home?” Brook asked as they hit the front doors.

      “Oh, I can’t interrupt your visit. I’ll be fine. I promise.”

      “Okay.”

      The cab was waiting for him and Brook got him inside, made sure the driver had his address, and then he was alone, moving through the streets.

      He sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. Two months ago he would turn left there, head into the hills to Fay’s house.

      His home.

      Now he had a tiny apartment surrounded by actresses waiting tables and models who washed cars.

      Go him.

      He sighed, lifting his head as light flooded the cab with brightness. “What the fuck?”

      He heard the cabbie scream about a second before the whole world went dark and stayed that way.
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      Six years later.

      

      His cane tapped the floor, following the beat of the music that poured from the Bose. He liked the rhythm, like the way the syncopation worked. Seth grabbed his phone, made a note on the title of the song. His Intro to Music Theory class would enjoy that.

      “Would you like another coffee, Dr. Avery?”

      He chuckled, still getting used to his new title. “Yeah, a no-fat latte, please, thanks, Matt.”

      “You want something to nibble on with it?”

      “No. No, thank you.” Seth had to work hard to keep himself from getting soft. “Just the coffee.”

      Little Matt was a darling, charming, sweet, eager to please. The man would make someone a wonderful sub.

      A shadow fell across his table. “I’m sorry, do I know you?”

      He looked up to find a handsome man with warm grey eyes and a half smile gazing at him.

      “I don’t think so.” He did remember Lizzie’s baby brother, but Seth knew how different he looked, how different he was.

      “No? Well do you mind if I sit with you anyway? You’ve got this whole table to yourself.” Brook waved his free hand around, and sure enough, it looked like the place was packed.

      “Absolutely. Have a seat.” He shifted his cane out of the way, made sure his laptop wasn’t taking too much of the table. He couldn’t believe that Brook was here in Ottawa, standing here as if it were normal.

      “Thanks.” Brook sat, still looking at him, and he saw it the moment Brook recognized him. “You’re Lizzie’s dancer friend. The one who had the accident.” Brook frowned. “I’m sorry. I heard it was pretty bad.”

      “Yes. It was.” The wreck, the cameras, the news. Fayden. Everything had been brutal. “Seth Avery.” He held out his hand.

      “Brook Turner.” Brook shook, hand firm. “When did you make the move up to Ottawa?”

      “Five years ago. I needed a break.”

      Brook nodded. “Yeah, it was… yeah. I can’t imagine.”

      He offered Brook a smile, but what was he going to say, really? He had scars, there had been twenty-six surgeries over two years, his life had changed. “How is Lizzie doing?”

      Brook grinned, clearly happy with the change of subject. “She’s Lizzie. A force of nature as usual. She’s teaching now, and she’s fierce at it.”

      “Excellent. I should email her.” It wasn’t going to happen. Seth didn’t speak to anyone from the old days.

      Matt came over with Seth’s drink. “Sorry for the wait. We’re slammed. Has someone taken your order, sir?”

      “Not yet. Can you tell me what’s good?”

      “We have an amazing turtle latte—caramel, pecan and chocolate with whipped cream.”

      “Oh, that sounds great. And something sweet with caramel to go with it, please.”

      “Yes, sir. It shouldn’t be too long.”

      When Matt had gone, Brook turned back to Seth. “I have a bit of a thing for caramel. I’ve even started putting it in my beer.”

      “You’re still brewing? That’s fabulous.” Seth sipped his latte, enjoying the heat. Autumn was cold this year and he felt it these days deep in his bones.

      “I’m doing it full-time now. I moved up here and got a place outside the city where I do the microbrewing. Toronto was too big, too impersonal, just like the lawyering. I gave them both up at the same time.”

      The last six years had been good to Brook. He looked happy, easy in his skin.

      “Good for you. It’s always cool to hear that someone followed their dream.” Seth had gone with the practical. He had savings, insurance money, and now he had a job that was stable and useful.

      “So what are you doing these days?” Brook asked.

      “I teach music theory at the university here.”

      “Yeah? You like it?” Matt brought Brook’s turtle latte and a slice of turtle cheesecake to go with it. “Thanks,” Brook murmured before turning his attention back to Seth. There was something about the man’s presence that tried to stir stuff inside him. Stuff that had no business stirring.

      Seth didn’t do relationships. Hell, he wasn’t interested in getting naked in front of anyone. It was tough enough to do his twice-weekly physio in the pool.

      “It’s a good job, good kids.”

      “Excellent. I’m glad you found a place.” Brook sounded like he really meant it, too.

      “Thanks.” Seth closed his laptop, packed it away. “I’ll leave you to your sweets. It looks like rain and I have a bit of a walk.” And he didn’t do so well when it was slick.

      “I can give you a lift if you can wait for me to finish my cheesecake. I’m done with my business here.”

      He thought about it and opened his mouth to turn Brook down when the skies opened up, the rain battering at the windows. “Well, if you don’t mind…”

      “I don’t. Did you want anything to eat?”

      “No, thank you. I never eat after noon.”

      Brook blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

      “I only eat in the mornings and then an early lunch. It’s a challenge to keep my weight steady.” Surely that wasn’t unheard of. He knew lots of dancers who did that. It was easier on the teeth than constant vomiting.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be rude. It just doesn’t sound very healthy.”

      He shrugged. “I can’t expend the calories I used to. I had to adjust my situation. How’s your cheesecake?”

      It was easier to deflect Brook than to deal with the commentary. His entire life was different now. Sometimes he thought about the man he’d been, happy and playful, dancing, in love, but that was an exercise in frustration.

      “It’s delicious. Are you sure you don’t want at least a taste?” A forkful was offered over.

      “Thank you, but no.” It smelled lovely.

      “Okay.” Brook had a couple of mouthfuls before asking, “So asking you to dinner is clearly out. Do you like movies?”

      “I do. Some of them. Do you?”

      “Yeah. I usually try to see everything in the cinema, and then I buy my favorites when they come out on Blu-ray.”

      “Wow. You really like them. I go to the movies a couple of times a year, I guess. I have a thing for Hugh Jackman,” Seth said.

      “Oh yeah, love him. There’s something very sexy about a wolfman.” Brook finished his cheesecake. “Did you want to come back to my place and watch a few movies? As you can guess, I have a wide variety of them. Lots of choices.”

      Seth thought about that. He didn’t have classes until Monday and he didn’t have any reason to say no. Not one that he felt like using. Something inside him wondered if he’d still be dancing, still be in Toronto if he’d taken Brook up on his offer that night so long ago. “Are you sure you don’t mind? I’d need a ride home after.”

      “No worries, man. Hell, it’s the weekend. If we’re up too late, there’s a guest room.” Brook stood. “Let me just go pay our tab. I’ll be right back.”

      Before Seth could tell Brook that he could pay for his own, the man was gone. He shook his head and planted his cane, getting himself upright and moving.

      Brook came back and grabbed his messenger bag, throwing it over his shoulder, and settled his other hand on Seth’s lower back. “Do you need to hold on to my arm on the wet pavement?”

      “If you don’t mind. I don’t fall gracefully.”

      “I don’t mind at all.” Brook’s hand slid away from his back and Brook offered his arm to Seth.

      He took it, heading out into the downpour, aiming a grateful smile at Brook as he opened an umbrella.

      “I’m parked in the south lot, it’s only a few minutes away.”

      “No problem.” Once he got moving, Seth did all right.

      Even with the rain they were soon at Brook’s car, the blue Corolla nice and dry, and soon there was heat pouring from the vents.

      His hips ached, but the heat helped. “Where do you live?”

      Seth lived in a small apartment, but it worked for the time being. Eventually he’d find a perfect little house, something he could pay cash for, but he hadn’t found it yet.

      “Just south of the city, near Manotick. Used to be a farm, now it’s my brewery.”

      “I live close to Ottawa University. Within walking distance.”

      “Oh, that’s handy.”

      “I don’t drive anymore. It’s too painful.” And he was frightened. Just the thought of it made him ache.

      “Living downtown must make that easier,” Brook said.

      “It does. I have an apartment that I’m renting right now.”

      “It’s a nice city, isn’t it? Lots of green.” They were zipping along the highway, the roads surprisingly clear, if wet.

      “It took me a little while to learn where things were, but I enjoy it, yeah.”

      The car slowed, Brook concentrating as he turned down a little tree-lined side road.

      He stayed quiet, letting Brook focus, drive.

      “Wow, it’s really coming down,” Brook muttered, switching to high beams and back.

      They’d slowed down even further, Brook pulling the car to a stop in front of a farmhouse. “Here we are. Home sweet home. I’ll come around and help you up the walk.”

      The rain was freezing and it slammed into them as they headed in. “Sorry I’m slow.”

      “Don’t worry about it. We can start a fire when we get in.” The pellets of frozen rain got harder. “Shit, I don’t remember this in the forecast.”

      “Me either.” By the time they got in, Seth’s teeth were chattering.

      “Lemme get some towels and a change of clothes for you. I have sweats you should be able to wear.”

      It was warmer out of the rain, but his teeth were going ninety to nothing by the time Brook came back and wrapped a towel around him.

      “I’m sorry. I got this.” He was shaking, hard.

      “Come on into the living room and I’ll get that fire going. It’s too early to put the heating on.” Brook led him through to the living room. It wasn’t very big, but there were a couple of chairs and a big couch across from the fireplace.

      “Thanks.” Seth sat, drying his hair with the towel.

      Brook got the fire going and then brought him a pair of sweatpants and a sweatshirt. He’d be swimming in them, but they’d be dry. The crackle of the fire was balanced by the sound of the rain on the roof. Seth changed as quickly as he could so Brook wouldn’t have to look at his scars.

      “Hot cocoa would be nice, wouldn’t it?”

      Oh, that was so many calories. So many, but he didn’t want to be rude… God, this was why he didn’t see people anymore. “It is chilly out there.”

      “I’ve got a nice selection of teas, too. Or beer.” Brook gave him a wink.

      “Oh, I’d love a cup of tea, thank you.”

      “Sure. I’ve got some nice herbal stuff. Why don’t you sit by the fire and I’ll get it.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate it.” Seth offered Brook a grateful smile and stayed. He’d just started to get warm when Brook returned with two steaming mugs. “Thanks.” He took the mug and sipped, the heat radiating through him. Oh, that hit the spot.

      “You’re sure I can’t get you anything to eat?”

      “I haven’t exercised enough to. You won’t offend me if you eat, though. Honestly.”

      “I’m not hungry yet—I had that cheesecake.” Brook tilted his head. “So how many calories a day do you eat?”

      “I try to keep it under twelve hundred.” Not that it was any of Brook’s business. He averaged a thousand on days he didn’t exercise.

      Brook looked at him like he was crazy. “You must be skin and bones.”

      He wasn’t huge, he guessed. He answered with a long, steady look that was meant to tell Brook to back the fuck off.

      Brook shook his head like he’d just got it. “Okay. Movie. What are you in the mood for?”

      “What’s your favorite?” He felt a little embarrassed, a little silly for being here. It had been obvious that Brook had been interested when they’d met previously, but now… Seth was awkward.

      “Oh, I could never just pick one.” Brook laughed. “Maybe if you picked a genre…”

      “How about something campy and fun?”

      “We could do the grandfather of campy and fun—Rocky Horror?”

      “It’s just a jump to the left?”

      They sang the next few verses together, Seth surprising himself with his laughter.

      Brook pointed to the couch and he moved there while Brook found the movie and put it in the player. Then the man joined him.

      He sipped his drink, shifting as he tried to find a comfortable spot.

      Brook offered him a couple of pillows and he managed to get them adjusted to where he was mostly comfortable. And sort of leaning against his host.

      “Sorry, is this okay?”

      “I’m great, are you comfortable?”

      He nodded. He was, very.

      So comfortable, in fact, that he dozed off before Janet and Brad got to Frankfurter’s house.
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      When Rocky Horror was over, Brook switched to cable and went through the TV channels until he found something to watch. He didn’t want to wake Seth—the man looked like he could use the sleep.

      Brook had been shocked when he’d realized it was Seth. Gaunt and somewhat haunted, Seth looked like the years had taken their toll.

      The years, or maybe the very nasty, very public break-up and the terrible accident.

      He’d heard about it, of course, well after he’d had the pleasure of meeting the man in person. Everyone in the lifestyle had, with people coming down on either side of the fence on whether Seth Avery was evil incarnate or just looking to destroy the lifestyle single-handedly.

      Brook knew there was more to the story. If Seth had been honestly abusing his lover, there’d have been an arrest, a trial.

      And then the wreck. God. Lizzie had cried some, but he’d… well, he hadn’t really known Seth. Their paths had crossed again now. He wasn’t going to turn away from that. The blond hair was severely short now, the blue eyes piercing.

      There was something about the man that drew him, even more strongly now than it had before.

      Seth woke with a shiver, blinking. “Oh. Oh, good lord. Look at me. Sorry, man.”

      “That’s okay. It’s nice to know you’re comfortable here.” He smiled and put his arm around Seth’s shoulders. “You cold?”

      “No. It’s incredibly pleasant in here.” Seth didn’t tense, just took a deep breath. “Still, it’s incredibly rude to just conk out on someone.”

      “Eh. I had the movie to watch. And honestly, you looked a little beat.”

      “End of a long week. I’m still learning the whole teaching gig.”

      Brook nodded, the urge to lean in and kiss Seth huge. He’d been attracted to Seth that first meeting, the chemistry between them perfectly delicious.

      “Do you mind if I have a glass of water?” Seth asked.

      “I do. It’s more precious than gold.” He waited a beat before winking.

      “I probably have a quarter in my briefcase to spare.”

      “I was teasing.” The urge to take that kiss got stronger.

      “Me too. I don’t carry cash,” Seth said.

      He laughed, delighted, and gave in, leaning in to touch their mouths together.

      Seth blinked, then leaned back, blinked again. “That was unexpected.”

      “I want to kiss you.”

      “Why?” There wasn’t a hint of self-pity in the question, just honest curiosity.

      “Because I’m attracted to you.”

      “Nonsense.” Seth laughed at him. “I appreciate the sentiment, but I’m well aware that I’m… not a particularly desirable lover.”

      He tilted his head. “Did you just insult yourself or me?”

      Seth shook his head. “No insult intended.”

      “Then let me kiss you.” Brook leaned in again, this time not stopping his own forward momentum. There was something about Seth that lit him up, that fascinated him bone-deep.

      Their lips touched. Seth’s were warm and soft and he pressed against them, the touch setting off a warmth in his belly. Seth was thin but solid, muscles firm and surprising under his fingers. Brook kept kissing, enjoying the closeness even more than he expected.

      They breathed together, the kisses chaste, gentle.

      Warm.

      He smiled against Seth’s lips, looking into amazing blue eyes.

      “This is very unusual, Brook.”

      “That I’m kissing a good-looking man in my living room? It has been a while but I don’t let that stop me.”

      “No?” Seth chuckled. “I’ve never kissed someone in your living room before.”

      God, Seth was funny, charming. It was unexpected. Laughing, he cupped Seth’s cheek and bent in for another kiss. Usually his hook-ups were fiery, intense, wild, and this was quiet, gentle.

      There was something about Seth that brought out the protector in him. He’d had the same instinct the first time they’d met, too.

      Brook slowly spread Seth’s lips, slipping his tongue between them.

      Seth let him in, then backed off, easing them down again.

      He rubbed their noses together, took another kiss. This one sparked a flame, and Seth swallowed a soft moan. He hummed and slipped his tongue back into Seth’s mouth.

      Brook wanted to wrap around Seth, surround him and hold him, learn him. Fucking Seth’s mouth with his tongue, he let his hand slide along the man’s jaw.

      Seth reached out for him, hand wrapping around his bicep.

      Oh yes. He stroked Seth’s neck in approval. He felt the swallow moving his hand. Brook licked Seth’s lips and teased the man’s tongue into his mouth.

      It was like making out, but without the weirdness, the awkwardness.

      He pulled Seth against him, liking the way Seth felt.

      “I’m not in the headspace to be naked with someone. You need to know that.”

      “You have to be in a headspace to get off?”

      Seth shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “Why don’t we just do what feels good?”

      Seth’s answer was another kiss, sweet and heady.

      Groaning, he opened up to Seth and slid his hand along the man’s side, his back. The heavy sweatshirt stymied his need to learn Seth’s shape. He found the bottom of it, pushing under it to search for skin. Then Brook touched that flat, concave belly, Seth sucking in.

      Ropy and strong, Seth was skin and bone and sharp muscles.

      He’d never touched a man that was so hard, so controlled. It was fascinating.

      He let his fingers slide up towards Seth’s nipples as they continued to kiss. Seth’s body was smooth—the man had to wax. Had to. No one was this hairless.

      He tugged gently at Seth’s lower lip, his fingertips finding the little nipples. The tiny nips drew up, reacting to his touch. Brook loved the responsiveness, and he kept playing with them.

      He could feel the growing hunger in Seth’s kisses in the way Seth’s breath went ragged. He encouraged each kiss, each deepening of the pleasure they shared.

      Caresses became tugs, slow pulls of those little sensitive nubs. He leaned back to lie on the couch, bringing Seth down on top of him.

      “This is probably a bad idea.” Seth’s cock belied his words, the firm heat proving Seth was turned on.

      “It’s working for me…” He slid his hands down to Seth’s ass, cupping it. God, the man was tiny, ass fitting in his hand.

      Seth felt good on top of him, though. Right.

      Those lovely eyes met his, looked at him, then he was given another kiss.

      He slid a leg around Seth’s thighs, fitting their middles together. Brook kept the pressure gentle, not sure how much they could take. Pushing with his hips, he rubbed their cocks together.

      Seth’s cock was firm behind the sweatpants, solid. Eager.

      He cupped Seth’s cheek again, licking inside his mouth and humming at the sweetness of the feelings generating between them.

      “This is insane.” Seth’s laugh sounded husky, rough.

      “Then yay for insanity.”

      That earned him another laugh, a deeper kiss.

      He took the kiss, pushing his hand into Seth’s sweats.

      Seth stiffened, pulled back a little. “I… Look, man. I’ll get you off, but I’m scarred up.”

      “I don’t care if you have scars, Seth.”

      “I do.”

      “I can still jack you off, though.” He kissed Seth, looking to distract the man with pleasure again.

      Seth held his wrist, but opened to the kiss, tongue sliding against his.

      He put his free hand behind Seth’s head, holding him there for the kiss. Come on, baby. Let me make you feel good. He started moving his hand again, sliding it along Seth’s prick.

      Seth kept hold of his wrist, fighting him, but only the barest bit.

      “You deserve to feel good, Seth.”

      “Stop talking.”

      “Less talking, more doing, I get it.” Brook winked and stroked faster.

      Seth’s fingers wrapped around his wrist, trying to stop him, and Brook shook his head. No. No shame.

      He took Seth’s mouth, wanting the man back into it. It was ridiculous how much Brook wanted this man, his pleasure.

      He did, though, so he worked to get it. It took forever before that hand fell away, before Seth began to push into the kisses. That was it. He encouraged Seth to move, his foot pushing gently on the man’s ass.

      Seth’s prick was hard as diamonds, leaking against his fingers.

      What did Seth like, a nice fast stroke? A little pinch of the head? He tried both. The sting from the pinch got him a grunt, a bite to his lower lip.

      Grinning, he did it again.

      “Damn it.” That earned him another nip.

      “Toothy,” he accused, still smiling.

      “That stings.”

      And Brook thought Seth liked it. “It does. Good, eh?” He did it again.

      “I didn’t say that.”

      Brook managed not to laugh and kept jacking and squeezing. Seth’s face softened, the hard lines easing as he gave himself up to pleasure. Damn, Seth was really quite fascinating.

      “Come on, Seth. Let go. I have you.”

      It only took a few more tugs before wet spunk covered his fingers, Seth shuddering against him.

      “Yeah, that’s it, babe.” He nuzzled their cheeks together, then kissed Seth again.

      Seth looked stunned, a little goofy, like he was drunk.

      It was a good look, actually. Brook nipped the man’s nose.

      “Be good.” He got a grin, a wink.

      “Oh, I’d say I was very good.”

      Seth laughed, and Brook found himself staring, fascinated. The man was stunning when he was happy, and Brook thought it didn’t happen too often.

      He slid his hand through Seth’s hair and brought him down for another kiss. This time the kiss was hungrier, more relaxed. Someone had needed an orgasm. He let his leg drop back to the couch, shifting his hips up into Seth’s.

      Seth slid his hand down between them, palm rubbing his shaft.

      Brook hummed, happy to encourage the man.

      “Nice prick.” Seth measured him, base to tip, then pushed at his sweats, baring him.

      “Th-thank you.” He would have chuckled, but his breath was cut off by Seth touching his naked flesh.

      Seth’s hand was callused, strong, jacking him firmly. Someone knew exactly what he was doing.

      Moaning, he let Seth take him towards orgasm, hips moving with the man’s rhythm.

      Seth demanded his orgasm, demanded that he give it up, and Brook did, eyes crossing as he took his pleasure.

      Fuck.

      He collapsed back against the couch, utterly boneless, panting.

      Seth eased him down, letting the aftershocks fade.

      “Now that was a good way to spend a rainy evening.”

      Seth chuckled. “It was absolutely not what I’d planned.”

      “It was better than either of us planned.” He was sure of that.

      “Well, except the getting wet part.”

      “Oh, I don’t know—it got you into these easy-access clothes…” He gave Seth a wink and shifted them so the couch took most of Seth’s weight.

      “I should think about getting home at some point, man. It’s almost eleven.”

      “I have a spare room. Not to mention plenty of room in my king-sized bed.”

      “Yeah? You don’t mind?”

      They were covered in each other’s spunk. He didn’t mind. “It’s a king-sized bed, Seth, even if I did mind, it wouldn’t matter.”

      “Thanks. I appreciate it.”

      “It’s my pleasure. My bed has been lacking in studs.”

      Seth rolled his eyes, but chuckled. “Thanks. Is there a towel close by? I’m sticky.”

      “I’m thinking a hot shower might be in order.” He could handle soaping Seth up.

      “Go on, then.” Seth offered him a grin and pushed himself upright.

      He slid off the couch and stretched, scratched at his belly, then held out his hand. “It’s big enough for two.”

      Seth grabbed his cane, and they got him up. “I have a lot of scars.”

      “I’m not judgemental.” He stood close, enjoying Seth’s heat.

      He thought he heard “I am,” but he couldn’t be sure.

      “Come on. There’s a skylight and we can leave the lights off.” He wasn’t letting Seth get away. Not that skylight helped with the storm, but it got Seth into the bathroom.

      Brook got the water going, made sure it was nice and warm. Then he stripped off his clothing and turned to help Seth with his.

      Seth fussed and muttered, but let him help. Stubborn baby.

      He couldn’t see much and he deliberately kept from touching flesh. He tossed their messy clothes into the hamper and got them into the steam, the spray.

      “Warm enough for you?”

      “It’s lovely in here.”

      He stayed close—there was no way he was letting Seth fall. “It is. All the better for having you in here with me.”

      “Flatterer.” He thought he saw Seth smile, though.

      Leaning in, he pressed their lips together in a quick, soft kiss. Then he grabbed the soap and slowly started lathering Seth up. He did his best not to linger on the scars, not to make Seth feel self-conscious, but he had to admit, he was curious. He wanted to touch, to feel.

      Bringing their mouths back together again, Brook slid slick fingers on Seth’s skin. The heaviest scars were on Seth’s thigh, the raised flesh thick and ropy. His fingers slid over it a few times, fascinated.

      “I was pinned for three hours.”

      Three hours? He couldn’t even begin to imagine. “It must have been terrifying.”

      “It hurt too bad to be scary.”

      He stroked gently. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. I made it.”

      “That’s a very good attitude. They are badges of honour, then.”

      “They’re scars. That’s all. No honour. I was in an accident.”

      “You’re not going to let me give you a compliment, are you?” He wasn’t as easy to push away as Seth seemed to think, though.

      “Not an unnecessary one, no. Tell me I used to be an amazing dancer or that I know a ton about musical theory and I’ll accept it.”

      “How about you’re a sexy, good-looking man and I want to get to know you better?”

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” Brook leaned in to take another kiss, hands still moving, though really, he’d given up the pretence of actually cleaning anything.

      This time Seth kissed him back, hands sliding up his arms to wrap around his shoulders.

      Groaning, he wrapped his hands around Seth’s hips and tugged him close.

      “Easy…” Seth flailed, feet sliding. “I don’t like falling.”

      “I won’t let you fall.” He wouldn’t. Seth didn’t weigh enough to be a problem, for God’s sake. He wrapped one arm around Seth’s back, palm solid on the man’s skin, hoping that would make Seth feel steadier.

      It took a minute, but Seth gave it up, gasped into his mouth, and offered him a soft little sound.

      Humming, he deepened the kiss, insisting on Seth’s enjoyment. He wanted to know what it was about Seth that fascinated him so much, that caught his attention. Brook tongue-fucked Seth’s mouth. Their tongues fought, pushed and slid against each other, and it sparked something in his belly, heat flaring inside him.

      That core of strength made him want to push harder.

      He wanted to tie Seth to his bed and make the man scream with pleasure. He wanted to fuck that pert little ass after spanking it red. He wanted to watch Seth’s head bobbing on his cock…

      Brook groaned, his prick making a comeback. The man had been into the lifestyle, at least peripherally.

      He wondered what Seth would do if he called the man “boy”.

      “You’re thinking hard.”

      “I am. About you.”

      “That’s a waste of time, hmm?”

      “I don’t think so.” Brook cupped Seth’s cheek, looking into his eyes as best he could in the dark.

      “I’m not looking for anything serious. I’ve done that and it doesn’t work for me.”

      “I get the once-burned, twice-shy attitude…” Didn’t mean he believed in it.

      “Once dunked in acid and then pinned in a car by God,” Seth said.

      “You survived both.”

      “Not unbroken.” No. No, Brook didn’t imagine so.

      “That doesn’t mean you’re dead.”

      “No. No, I’m not a zombie or a vampire. At least I don’t think so.”

      He started to chuckle, amused at the turn their conversation had taken. He remembered that from before, how Seth had shown these odd, unexpected moments of humour.

      He drew them out of the shower, turning the water off and beginning to dry Seth down. They could continue this in bed.

      “Mmm. I love the luxury of warm towels.”

      Smiling at that, Brook took his time drying Seth off. By the time he was done, Seth was boneless, melted for him. He helped the man get to the bed and pulled the covers back, tucking Seth in. The man looked damn good in his bed.

      Brook slipped in beside Seth, trying to decide whether to move close or leave a good amount of space between them. He wanted to get back to what they’d been starting, though, so he rolled over and stroked Seth’s ribs.

      Seth sighed, the sound happy, soft.

      He moved closer, pressing up against his side, and let his hand glide along Seth’s skin.

      “Warm.” The single word was so satisfied.

      He smiled. “The comforter is from IKEA, and it’s magic.”

      “It’s amazing.” Seth’s face was lovely, relaxed.

      “Yeah.” He thought Seth was rather amazing, actually. Brook nuzzled Seth’s throat and Seth swallowed convulsively against his lips. His fingers played with those amazing abs. Seth might not be as mobile as he once was, but his body was truly beautiful.

      “I keep thinking I’m going to wake up with a hard-on on your couch.”

      “No, you’re going to wake up with a hard-on in my bed.”

      Seth chuckled. “Am I?”

      “Uh-huh. I’m going to show you what I’ll do tomorrow to help out with that, too.” He slid his hand down, bypassing the lovely prick for Seth’s balls.

      Seth sucked in a shaky, shallow breath.

      He rolled the sensitive sac, being gentle.

      Seth spread, not far, but enough to let him in.

      He slid a finger along the hot, smooth flesh behind Seth’s balls, then back up to cup the base of Seth’s prick.

      Seth’s response was another soft sigh, a shudder.

      “How long?”

      “How long?” Seth sounded confused.

      “Since you’ve felt the touch of someone else’s hand?” He slid his fingers up the hard shaft.

      “Six years? Seven?”

      “Jesus, man.” He wrapped his hand around Seth’s prick and began to stroke.

      “It was a little after Jesus’ time.”

      Brook chuckled, hand moving a little faster. “That’s too long not to have pleasure.”

      Seth only shrugged, sighed.

      “You’ve got it now.” Seth had him now.

      The rain howled, slamming against the windows, rattling them. He pushed in closer, squeezed harder on Seth’s prick.

      “Sounds… sounds rough out there.” Seth began to rock.

      “Uh-huh. Pretty smooth in here, though.”

      Seth’s chuckle was husky, low. So soft.

      He found a spot on Seth’s neck and started sucking. He got off on the reflexive swallow, the tiny moan. Brook kept pulling up the mark, kept working Seth’s cock. He was going to make the man come again.

      “I can’t. I’ve already come twice.”

      “Then just enjoy the build-up.” It had been so long, Brook couldn’t believe that Seth wouldn’t be able to come again.

      “I don’t want you to be disappointed.”

      “Hush.” Seth wasn’t going to disappoint him, whether the man came again or not. It was enough to explore Seth’s body, Seth’s reactions. He scraped his teeth along the spot he’d been drawing up.

      Seth groaned, twisting against him.

      Drawing back, he blew against the spot, his fingers rubbing across the tip of Seth’s hardness. He loved the noises Seth fought to hide. Loved them. Brook tapped the head of Seth’s prick, not hard, just letting the man know he was there.

      “Fuck.” Seth’s shoulders rolled up.

      “Easy, lover.

      “Sorry. Sorry, I… Sensitive.”

      That made him do it again.

      “I said stop.” No. No, Seth hadn’t said that.

      “No you didn’t.” He rubbed across the round head this time.

      Seth licked his lips. “I did.”

      “You said it was sensitive and you apologized. Twice.”

      “It is sensitive.”

      God, he loved this type of dance. “I should hope so, man, it’s your dick.” He wrapped his fingers around the head and squeezed.

      Seth’s laughter was raw, husky. Rough.

      Grinning, he worked the head, squeezing and releasing.

      The arguments stopped, Seth sprawling for him and letting him have his way.

      He bent his head to Seth’s nipple, nibbling on it as he slid his hand down to play with Seth’s balls again. He wanted Seth cradled in a web of sensation, of pure pleasure. He teased the bit of flesh that grew hard in his mouth as he slipped his hand down to tease the smooth, hot flesh behind Seth’s balls.

      Soft, pleased sounds were offered to him, Seth letting him in, relaxing for him.

      He swept his hand back up along Seth’s cock, keeping the touch light for now. Those lean hips followed his touch, chasing his hand.

      He licked his way over to Seth’s other nipple, took it in. That tiny nipple fascinated his lips, and the moan he got when he sucked was even better. He let go again before licking around it, the flesh different immediately surrounding the nipple. Brook wanted to know every damn inch.

      “Driving me crazy, man.”

      “Good.” Brook was pretty sure Seth didn’t get enough of being driven crazy—in a good way—in his life.

      He wanted to know, though. He wanted to know where Seth was crazy, where the man was controlled. He began to move down Seth’s body, tracing the sharply defined abs with his tongue.

      “Where’re you going, honey?”

      “You’re a smart man, Seth.” The man knew exactly where he was headed. He had to wonder if Seth had even heard the “honey”.

      Brook sure had.

      He sure had.

      He circled Seth’s belly button, the man’s cock nudging the underside of his chin, saying hello. Seth chuckled softly, and those long dancer’s legs shifted.

      He licked his way over to Seth’s right hip, then the left, jaw nudging at Seth’s prick the whole time. The scars here were stunning, and he touched them, so fascinated.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “No, don’t apologize. They’re a part of you and they make you unique.”

      “I don’t love them.”

      “You don’t have to love them.” He kissed each one that he could see, then nuzzled Seth’s cock with his cheek.

      It had flagged as he’d explored, gone quiet on Seth’s belly.

      He knew he could perk Seth right back up, though. He licked both balls, then followed a vein all the way up to the head.

      That sweet, fat head swelled for him, responded to him. Humming, he pulled it into his mouth.

      Seth’s fingers brushed through his hair, the touch feather-light.

      Nice.

      He lapped at the tip of Seth’s cock while he continued sucking. Tiny splashes of salt coated his tongue, made him dizzy. He sucked harder, wanting more.
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