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            Dude. Where’s My Car?

          

        

      

    

    
      Sasha waved to Marty and Vince as the cab pulled away. He stuffed his hands in his pockets and turned east toward his truck. Or was it west? He hesitated, the streetlights bleary in his vision. Driving himself home wasn’t an option, what with the number of drinks he’d let cute doms buy him tonight. Sharing his friends’ cab when he lived in the opposite direction wasn’t practical, either. Of all the nights to lock his wallet in the truck.

      Laughter came from behind him and Sasha glanced back. Two men, one in black jeans and a T-shirt and the other in a tight-fitting red net shirt over black leather pants, walked about fifteen paces back.

      “Devochka,” one called, and the other snickered.

      Fuck. He recognized the Russian word for “girl”. Irritation bled into the beginnings of nervousness. He turned back and scanned the street. Double fuck.

      He had no clue where he was, or where his truck sat.

      “Keep it together, Sasha,” he muttered.

      He turned right at the next corner. Leaving his wallet in the glove box for safekeeping because he wanted his pants to fit tight was proving to be an unwise decision. The club parking began at the side of the big building, and he hoped he’d picked the correct one.

      “Don’t run, devochka,” the other man called. “We just want to talk.”

      Dude, he didn’t look that feminine. Just because his sable hair brushed his collar didn’t mean he looked effeminate. He hardly even had curves, since he jogged as much as he did. Asshole.

      He approached the street corner. This side of the brick building housing the Factory lay quiet and unoccupied, its exterior lights out. On the other side of the narrower street, empty windows stared at him. Too rattled to read the name of the business on the placard, he turned right and glanced back after discovering no parking lot with his Chevy waiting.

      “Hi.”

      The voice startled him and he stopped short of running into the muscular chest of a third man, who stepped out from a doorway. He wore a leather trench coat over jeans, Russian gang tattoos visible on the naked skin of his upper torso.

      “Fuck,” Sasha blurted.

      He started to turn but the man’s hand shot out and clamped around his throat.

      “Where are you going, little girl?” he purred. A knife appeared in his other hand.

      Sasha yanked back and blocked the hand holding the knife. The blade clattered to the ground and the wrist Sasha held twisted under his hand. Too much alcohol in his system fuzzed his reflexes and he lost his grip.

      Of course, the guy behind him grabbed Sasha before he could move and held him in place while the one he attacked snarled at him.

      “What about the alley, Petya?” the third one asked as he walked up on Sasha’s right.

      “Good idea, Alyosha. Bring him.”

      Alyosha’s grip tightened like a vise and he dragged Sasha backward to rub his cock against Sasha’s ass. “I’m going to enjoy this, devochka.”

      Alyosha yanked Sasha along the building and around another corner. “It’s time we had some fun. It’s boring watching this shit box.” A narrow alley appeared, littered and dark, and Alyosha pushed him into it.

      “It’s my turn,” the third one whined.

      “No, Iosef. Let Alyosha have him. He’s just the right size.”

      They all laughed. Sasha tried to ignore them and summon his magic. That proved to be next to impossible while fear raced through him. When Alyosha stepped forward, Sasha lashed out with all his strength. His foot slammed into the bigger man’s knee with a crunch, jarring Sasha’s hip. He kneed Alyosha in the balls. As the bigger man crumpled, Sasha took off down the alley.

      The angry shouts behind him spurred him on, adrenalin making it hard to breathe. His stomach burned and his legs refused to function at normal speed. One of them got closer and Sasha pushed himself to run harder. Petya’s hand closed on his jacket and threw him sideways with such force he careened into the brick wall and slid down it, dazed. He pushed himself to his feet and caught Petya when he lunged. Using the bigger man’s momentum, Sasha threw him over his shoulder.

      Iosef sprang forward and landed a kick in his stomach, then grabbed him by the throat. He lifted Sasha with no trouble and threw him against a dumpster. He bounced and landed on his hands and knees, dizzy.

      “Watch for cops, Iosef,” Petya ordered. He unbuckled his belt.

      Sasha scrambled back and ran into the dumpster, slamming his head against the metal. The belt whipped out and tagged his cheek. Sasha’s head cracked against the metal behind him a second time, and he went limp with vertigo but didn’t quite pass out. Petya hit him with the belt again.

      Another set of footfalls approached and a big man appeared.

      “It’s Harrison.” Iosef stepped back.

      Sasha recognized the owner of the club. He’d only been staring at the man off and on all night. Muscular and clean-cut, Neal Harrison ruled the Factory with an iron fist.

      Petya slammed his foot into Sasha’s stomach and the air went out of him.

      He struggled to pull in a breath. Neal’s eyes flicked to his and then the big man spun. His foot lashed out and Iosef flew into the wall and tumbled into a pile of trash. He rolled to his feet and faced the larger man. Neal felled him with three lightning-fast jabs that sounded like a boxer hitting a heavy bag.

      Petya drew a knife and started forward. Neal watched him, and the big man whipped his hands out in a martial arts maneuver that Sasha only viewed on television. Then he slammed an elbow into Petya’s face and the Russian collapsed like a broken doll.

      Neal whirled and jogged over to Sasha. “Hey, kid. Are you okay?”

      Sasha tried to speak but a coughing fit took his voice. Neal caught him and held him steady. Sasha spat blood onto the ground. “I’m not a kid.”

      “Maybe not, but take it easy. You probably have a concussion.”

      Sasha tried to argue but a roaring started in his ears. Gods, he hoped he wouldn’t collapse right in front of the man. His body refused to listen and he went limp, his heartbeat loud in his ears. Neal hefted him like he weighed nothing. Neal’s big body radiated warmth and Sasha resisted the urge to snuggle. His head lolled back on his neck, cradled in the crook of the other man’s elbow.

      “Easy, I’ve got you.”

      “Boss. Boss, are you all right?” A man in black cargo pants and a grey T-shirt of the club’s sprinted up, followed by two others. The three pairs of black combat boots echoed in the narrow alley like thunder. “Fuck.”

      “Let’s get him back to the club, Carlos. I don’t know if he needs the hospital or not.”

      “No insurance,” Sasha managed to slur.

      Neal looked down at him. His eyes, seen from this close, seemed like warm cinnamon. “I’ll take care of it. Try to relax.” The sharp planes of his face were even better from inches away, like the statue of a Greek god, only warm and animated. The larger man’s dark hair, cut close to his scalp, seemed to highlight the hard angles of his face.

      “What if you’re the Big Bad Wolf?” he managed to quip.

      Neal’s eyes widened. “Then you’d better be Little Red Riding Hood, son.” He turned back to Carlos. “Get rid of this trash.”

      One of the others stepped closer and eyed the toughs on the ground behind them. “That one guy’s Russian mob, Neal.”

      “I know, Paul. What do you want me to do? Leave the kid here to get raped or worse?”

      “Fucking homophobes,” Paul spat. “I wish you’d let me take care of ’em.”

      “You know the rules,” Neal soothed. “City council doesn’t want any more trouble from the gay clubs after that shit happened in Boystown.”

      “But if the mafia is muscling in—”

      “Then we’ll deal with it,” Neal cut in. “All bets are off if that’s true. But we don’t know, and now’s not the time to discuss it. Take care of it, will you? I need to get him back to the club.”

      “He doesn’t look so good,” Carlos told him. “I think he needs the hospital.”

      Sasha started to argue but a wave of dizziness swelled up and he passed out.

      

      When he woke, he couldn’t feel his body. He lay cuddled on what had to be the most comfortable couch ever, rich dark brown leather and larger than anything he’d ever sat on. A whisper-soft ivory microfiber blanket wrapped around him like a cloud. His right arm peeked out from the cover, wrapped in neat white bandages with a few spots of red. Medical supplies were scattered over the coffee table next to him, including two syringes, more bandages and a bottle of water.

      “Hey,” a voice greeted. Neal loomed into view. “How’s our patient?”

      “Snug as a bug in a rug,” Sasha admitted. His voice sounded odd to him, tinny and faint. He blinked, embarrassed at saying such a stupid thing. “What in Hades did you shoot me up with?”

      Neal smirked. “Opiates. Why?”

      “How do you know I’m not a cop?”

      “Well, Doctor Soskoff, if you are, it’s sure deep cover.”

      Sasha laughed. “Riffling through pockets, now?” The leather cardholder that held his ID and one of his new business cards sat on top of his jacket nearby. The memory of his aunt when she gave them to him for his job search still made him smile. He should have put more cash in there, dammit.

      “Had to make sure you’re legal,” Neal murmured.

      “Twenty-eight old enough?”

      Neal winked and walked past the couch. “You want some juice?”

      “I’d rather have a bourbon.”  When he went to sit up, pain shot through him from his chest to his testicles so fast it took his breath.

      “You okay?” Neal appeared again and this time, kneeled by the couch.

      It took him a couple times to speak. “My chest feels like shit.”

      “I shouldn’t wonder. You’ve got a couple ribs messed up.”

      Sasha stared at him. “Tell me you’re kidding.”

      Neal’s lips thinned and he stood again. “I wish I was. You’re lucky you’re not at the hospital.”

      Sasha looked away. No job yet meant no health insurance. He didn’t want to admit that to the attractive club owner. “Thanks.”

      “Don’t mention it. How about that juice?”

      “Sure.”

      A fridge opened nearby but Sasha couldn’t crane his head around to look. Above him, a square skylight with panels of stained glass let in light. The ceiling gleamed, painted a rich ivory that looked like latte foam with a touch of coffee. Small halogen spots on an undulating track shone down, and the silver frames on the wall across from the couch showcased black-and-white nude photographs of men. He recognized Neal in one of them and heat flamed into his face.

      Figured, he’d develop a crush on the best-looking man in the club. You could get him as a dom too, if you wanted; he hadn’t been bold enough to ask the bartender how much. He’d never seen that in Madison and he wished he had the money to try it out.

      It was just his luck the man owned the damned place and had his pick of the best-looking lovers in Chicago. A twink vet from Madison wouldn’t be anything special to a man like that.

      He eyed the table and its syringes, wondering if what they gave him had any effect on the emotions. Neal sat on it after brushing the medical jumble out of his way. He held the glass for Sasha and moved a straw for him to reach. “Take it slow, you’ve been out for a while.”

      “What time is it?” Sasha sipped and it went down like crack, igniting all his nerve receptors and making his stomach growl.

      “Day time.”

      “What time of day?” Sasha demanded.

      Neal hesitated. “It’s about four in the afternoon.”

      “But…” He trailed off. “Fuck.”

      “Your friends called your phone, and I told them the scoop. Is there anyone else you want to notify?”

      His mom wouldn’t even know what day it was. Alzheimer’s stole even that from her, not to mention any memory of her family or her son. His aunt would just order him to come back to Madison. “No, that’s good you told them.”

      “Roommate?”

      He shook his head. “Don’t have one. I live alone.”

      “Girlfriend?”

      Sasha glared at him. “You know damn well I was at your club, Neal.”

      Neal laughed. “I wondered if you knew who I was. You didn’t ask, but I couldn’t tell if that was the drugs or not.”

      “Speaking of. What in Hades did you give me? Opiates covers a lot of ground.”

      

      “I have no idea, to be honest.  Is it really important?  I can call Steve; he’s got some medical training. Don’t worry, he knows what he’s doing, Doctor.”

      “Well, whatever it is, I can’t feel anything.”

      “That’s the point,” Neal said with a grin.

      Sasha relaxed against the couch. If the bandaging were any sample of Steve’s skill, he didn’t need to worry about dosage levels. “Thanks. I mean it. I really appreciate you patching me up.”

      Neal smiled, pleased. He stood up. “Try to get some rest. You’re safe here. I promise.”

      Sasha wanted to argue, but the drugs or something else in his system surged to the fore and he floated away.
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      When he woke again, the savory aroma of onions and garlic made his stomach growl. Then his bladder announced it was Time to Pay Attention to Business. He sighed, unwilling to emerge from the cocoon of the blanket.

      “Yo, Sarge, he’s awake,” a voice called. A tall, gorgeous black man stepped into view, feet silent on the floor. His large eyes seemed kind in an expressive face. “Hey, Doc. I’m Steve.”

      “Hi,” Sasha greeted. “Thanks for patching me up.” He hesitated, then asked it. “Where’s the can?”

      “Back there.” Steve waved an imprecise hand over his shoulder. “You need a hand gettin’ up? You gotta be careful.”

      “Um…” Why did Neal have to surround himself with the best-looking men in the city? Sasha struggled to sit up on his own, but the pain in his chest took his breath. “Dammit.”

      Steve kneeled next to him. “Here.” He slipped a gentle arm under Sasha and eased him to a sitting position. Steve smelled good, like expensive cologne with an earthier undertone. The softness of his neck surprised Sasha, its warmth sinking into Sasha’s cheek.

      Sasha flushed. He was never this attracted to strangers. He swung his legs over the edge of the couch and Steve helped him to his feet. As the blanket fell away, he stood there buck naked. The larger man’s gaze swept over him and only wistfulness made him think anything more than clinical interest prompted it.

      Steve didn’t say anything, just stepped back. “The bathroom’s over there, on the far side of the dining room table.”

      “My robe’s in the bedroom, Steve-O. Grab it for me?” Neal called from behind him. Sasha looked over his shoulder at his rescuer as he cooked in an open kitchen.

      Steve went off to get the robe and Sasha wrapped the blanket around himself like a huge toga.

      “It’s just us,” Neal noted, smirking. “You can go commando.”

      “Don’t listen to him, Doc,” Steve countered as he walked back in. The thing in his hands in no way resembled a robe. “Here.”

      The fabric unfurled to reveal a luxurious, deep garnet silk robe and sash. Steve dressed him like a man-sized doll and tied the sash with efficient and careful movements. Sasha hoped his deep inhalation of the cologne left behind on the robe went unnoticed. Gods, Neal smelled good.

      A heavy knock at the door made him jump, and then Carlos and Paul strode in, their combat-style boots silent on the hardwood floor.

      “Dinner rush is starting, Boss,” Carlos said by way of greeting. “Hey. You’re awake.”

      “How are you feeling? You look like shit,” Paul noted.

      Carlos smashed a fist sideways into Paul’s arm. “Shut up, man.”

      Sasha blinked, unaccustomed to the easy manner in which these big and obviously gay men interacted. They seemed more like a military unit than bouncers at a gay club. Of course, maybe that’s how they did it in Chicago.

      Now that Sasha’s brain cleared of the alcohol fog, he studied the two men. Paul, taller by an inch, sported the same muscular physique as the others but seemed older, more mature. Mild crow’s feet around his eyes put his age around late-thirties, and the cold blue of his gaze speared Sasha.

      Carlos, on the other hand, seemed like a college kid, maybe twenty-three. His head came even with Sasha’s, which put him about the same height of five-ten. His warm golden skin glowed in the lighting, smooth and unblemished. He wore the same uniform as Steve, and Sasha noted that none had “Security” on it. Being mistaken for a busboy or waiter probably didn’t happen very often. Sasha couldn’t help but notice the swell at Carlos’s crotch. The Latino was exceptionally well hung. Sasha looked down to adjust his robe, praying the other man hadn’t caught him staring.

      He’d come to Chicago to widen his horizons, but he couldn’t shake the feeling he’d walked into a weird sort of G.I. Joe parallel universe or something. He greeted the newcomers in a soft voice and closed the bathroom door.

      He turned and stopped, leaning against the door, and stared.

      On his left, rich chocolate-brown slate stone lined a walk-in shower with double showerheads. In front of him stood the vanity with two large sinks, and in the corner a wide and deep tub stood with a shelf for candles above it. The commode stood to the right in its own alcove.

      He started forward and caught sight of himself in the mirror. He froze and opened his robe. Livid crimson bruises marched down his face and neck, with darker, purple bruises over his ribs. A long bandage wrapped his right arm, but for the life of him he couldn’t remember what he’d done to himself to warrant it. His stomach looked like a pizza, with purples and browns radiating out to yellow-ish green. It looked oddly pretty against the golds and greens of his Yggdrasil tattoo.

      The mirror revealed the blood pooled in his left eye and a magnificent shiner that covered half his face. His cheek had split in two places and a large white bandage covered part of his jaw and under to the chin and throat. He let his fingers trace his ribs but stopped when a sharp pain raced through him, warning him that exploring further was a bad idea. Anger filled him without warning, and he turned to stalk to the toilet to take a piss.

      He had an interview on Tuesday, for the sake of the Gods. What was he supposed to do, show up looking like an extra from Fight Club? Nobody would hire an applicant who looked like the loser of a bar brawl. “Idiot,” he whispered at himself, furious and at the same time despairing.

      A knock on the door made him jump. “In a minute.”

      “You can take a shower, Doc, if you want, Neal says. There’s towels and stuff in there.”  It sounded like Carlos’s voice.

      “Thanks.” He eyed the shower with interest as he hung the robe on a hook on the back of the door.

      He finished with the toilet and padded over to the bathing area. The water started up with a loud hiss and he grinned. Water pressure seemed strong enough to feel good on sore muscles or other parts of his body. He unwound the bandage from his arm and studied the jagged scrape along his skin. It looked like it could be from glass or something, but he didn’t need stitches. It stung like mad when he stepped into the water but he washed every inch of himself he could reach without causing himself to black out from the pain of his ribs.

      By the time Sasha emerged, Carlos and Paul disappeared. Steve leaned by the door, talking to Neal with the air of someone killing time. His eyes met Sasha’s and they stared at each other a moment. The bigger man’s gaze swept over him and Sasha was very aware of how the robe gaped in the front, but he wasn’t about to clutch it closed. Let the other man look if he wanted too. It was probably just at the bruises.

      Sasha moved further into the room, toward the table.

      Steve said nothing, just pushed off from the wall. “I’ll be back,” he told Neal.

      “You sure you don’t want a bite of this?” Neal asked over his shoulder, shaking the skillet and drizzling wine over its contents.

      Sasha walked over to the table and Steve said something about taking care of personal business. Neal laughed. Sasha turned as the big man slipped into the hall and close the door, silent as a ghost.

      “Have a seat,” Neal invited.

      “Thank you,” Sasha told him, nervous like a fourteen-year-old with his first crush. He couldn’t seem to keep still, fidgeting in his seat.

      “What would you like to drink?”

      “Iced tea. Iced tea is fine.” He cleared his throat.

      Neal served the meal on heavy grey ceramic plates. He set one in front of Sasha and got the iced tea.

      Sasha eyed the chicken and sighed. On the other hand, the plate overflowed with colorful vegetables—onion, baby corn, snap peas—all in a ginger wine sauce that smelled divine. He edged the chicken to one side and ate everything else.

      “What do you do when you’re not picking fights in the alley, Doc?”

      Sasha took a sip of the tea. His eyes widened. It tasted incredible, something with mango and sweetener. “I’m a veterinary trauma surgeon.”

      “No shit.”

      He nodded. “Yeah. I specialize in large animals and exotics.”

      “Here in Chicago?”

      “No, actually. Not yet, anyway. I’m here about a job at Northwestern.”

      Neal’s eyes widened. “Impressive.”

      He preened, he couldn’t help it. “Thank you.”

      The big man looked at his plate. “The sauce too spicy?”

      He hesitated. He really didn’t want to be ungrateful, but… “I don’t eat meat.”

      “Oh. Jeez, I’m sorry.”

      “How would you know? It’s okay. This is incredible.”

      Neal smiled, his eyes crinkling. “Thank you.”

      “You like to cook?”

      He shrugged. “It’s what I did after I got out of the service. I used my GI Bill and went to cooking school. This place pays well, but I love to cook.”

      Sasha smiled. “Well, you do it really well.”

      Neal leaned forward and Sasha froze. “Flattery will get you everything.” He stood and went to the fridge.

      Holy crap, the man was hot. He took a slurp of iced tea and watched Neal move. He walked with contained power and silence. Sasha tried to concentrate, but he had nothing else on his plate to eat. He rose and went over to the sink and then stared at the faucet, unsure where to put his hands.

      Neal walked over. It was only in Sasha’s imagination that he put his hands on Sasha’s ass and started to fuck him against the counter.

      He turned, discovering Neal right behind him. Concern shown in the other man’s eyes, mixed with interest. A calloused finger traced along one of the cuts on his cheek.

      Sasha pulled his head away.

      “Did I hurt you?”

      “No,” Sasha rushed to reassure him. “But I look like a circus freak.”

      “Fishing for compliments?”

      He glared before looking away. He’d forgotten how he looked while they ate, absorbed in the conversation. It came back to him now. A warm palm cupping the good side of his jaw lifted his head back up. An intense gaze met his.

      “You want some sorbet? You still hungry?” Neal asked, his breath close enough to stir the hair on Sasha’s neck.

      Sasha turned. “Not for dessert.” It just popped out. His face heated and he tried to look away, but Neal’s rich, dark cinnamon eyes held his and the firm pressure of the larger man’s hand stopped the motion before it began.

      “You’re still injured,” he murmured, moving Sasha’s face up and to the side in order to see the bruising better.

      Sasha panted and his damned cock woke. It didn’t seem to notice his soreness; instead it started an ache of its own. This close to the other man, there was no way he could hide it.

      Neal bent closer and Sasha couldn’t look away from his mouth. He wanted those lips on him like he’d wanted nothing else in a long, long time. Neal caught his wrists in his hands, the heat from the calloused palms like a balm. Neal lifted Sasha’s wrists and pinned them against the cabinets behind him, then licked along the unbruised side of his throat. Sasha moaned, a higher-pitched sound than he was used to hearing from himself, but he couldn’t stop it. His cock, erect now, bumped Neal’s hip through the silk robe.

      The big man chuckled. “So eager.”

      “I…” Sasha trailed off when Neal’s gaze caught his again. Never could he imagine while watching Neal last night on stage that this would happen.

      Neal cocked his head. “How sore are you?”

      It took a try or two before he managed to make a sound. “The ribs hurt bad, but the rest is all right. My head doesn’t hurt anymore.”

      Neal smirked again, the arrogance only a true top could muster. All of a sudden, Sasha wanted to be dominated by this man, completely and totally.

      Neal let go of Sasha’s right wrist and ran his thumb along Sasha’s lower lip. Sasha pulled the digit into his mouth and sucked, hard, on the thick skin and knuckles. Neal made a low, growling noise of approval and Sasha closed his eyes to concentrate, imagining another part of Neal’s anatomy in his mouth. Neal’s other hand let go of him and slipped inside the robe. The calloused palm wrapped around his cock. Sasha left his hands where the other man placed them.

      “So ready,” Neal murmured.

      “Please,” Sasha whispered, undone.

      Neal’s fingers traced lower and then stroked his shaved ball sac. “So smooth,” he noted with a purr in his voice. “Are you a good little bottom?”

      Since Sasha couldn’t talk he nodded, lost in the sensations and the desire for Neal to grip his shaft again.

      Instead, Neal’s hand cupped his cheek and held his head stationary. “Look at me.”

      He did as he was told, panting with desire.

      “What’s your safe word?”

      Oh Gods. His heart started to pound, and his cock bobbed above the hand massaging his balls. Did he really mean it? “It’s Lemon,” he managed to pant.

      “You attached? Got anyone calling you theirs?”

      Sasha shook his head. “No. No, I’m single.” Please. Please fuck me…

      Neal stepped back, letting go of him. “You’re injured. On drugs too. We should probably wait.” He turned away.

      “Please.” Sasha wanted to sob with need. “Please, Neal.”

      “It’s Boss. Not Neal.”

      He wanted to shout with joy. “Boss.”

      “No fucking for now, you’ll have to wait for that.”

      Sasha nodded. He didn’t care as long as the other man didn’t leave him like this.

      Neal swung back and his mouth landed on Sasha’s, somehow managing to not hurt him as he did it. Sasha tasted chicken and wine sauce, the onions and garlic adding the right amount of savory to it. Neal’s big hand closed around Sasha’s cock again and moved like a piston, squeezing him with authority. He couldn’t breathe and Neal let him up for air, but didn’t slow his hand. Sasha let Neal move him against his body, his head against Neal’s chest so he didn’t fall or whack his head. He licked the nipple, intending to suckle, but Neal’s hand tightened and he shouted.

      “Not too hard?” Neal whispered.

      “Perfect,” Sasha managed to gasp out.

      Neal grinned and pumped his hand. Sasha shuddered and then the orgasm slammed his body into Neal’s, tightening every muscle along his front. His ribs creaked and he whimpered, caught between pleasure and pain.

      “You okay?” Neal demanded in a sharp tone.

      “I’m fine, I’m fine,” Sasha assured him. “The ribs. They hurt. But fuck, man.”

      Neal chuckled. “Been awhile?”

      “About six months,” he admitted. He looked down at the creamy ribbons that stretched almost to his throat. “Shit.”

      “You need another shower.”

      “Yeah.”

      He leaned on Neal as the big man led the way to the bathroom. As he eyed the table with its medical supplies, it seemed like it all was a dream. When they entered the bathroom and their eyes met in the mirror, Neal’s grin answered his own. No dream, but just as good as one. Better, even.
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      “Stand still,” Neal ordered.

      Sasha did as he was told, shivering with excitement and a chilly breeze from the door. Neal noticed and closed it. He flipped the switch for the fan and it started up with a soft hiss. Sasha stepped into the shower as the warm air bathed his body.

      Neal started the water and stripped. Sasha tried not to stare, but failed. His gaze homed in on the thick, cut cock that curved up over a flat stomach. He moved on to the taut muscles that covered his body. His attention snagged on a military tattoo on Neal’s left biceps. It had a fierce-looking bald eagle. The impression of a flag flowed across the skin, and an anchor and a globe formed the bottom.

      As the big man stepped in next to him, Sasha brought his fingers up to trace the design. “What is this?”

      “The Corps.” Neal ran his fingers up the front of Sasha’s Yggdrasil design. “And this?”

      “It’s the Viking World Tree, Yggdrasil. The Tree of Life with the roots representing the world below and the branches the world above.”

      “It’s really well done.” Neal crouched next to Sasha in order to see it better, on the inside of Sasha’s inner hip, which brought his face next to Sasha’s cock.

      Sasha froze. His heart thumped loud enough that it could jump out of his body. Neal’s index finger stroked the design of the tattoo, ignoring the bouncing flesh next to his hand. Instead, he stood and turned Sasha to trace the design of the knotwork on his back.

      “And this?”

      “It’s a Celtic knot,” Sasha whispered, unable to get his voice any louder than that. “It’s a symbol of new beginnings. I got it when I finished med school. The colors are for the gay flag. From when I came out.”

      He did not share that his former boyfriend and dom had done both for him.

      Neal made a small sound of interest. He ran his hands down Sasha’s ass, trailing water. His fingers came up the inside of Sasha’s left leg and stroked his ball sack. Sasha’s pulse raced and he had trouble breathing. He caught himself against the wall of the shower.

      “You okay?” Neal’s voice sounded concerned.

      “Just dizzy.”

      “Easy. You’ve been through a lot, maybe you should be resting…”

      Anxious for that not to happen before they had sex, Sasha grabbed the nipple near his face with his teeth. He sucked hard on the skin and Neal groaned again, that low growl that sounded so fucking sexy. Even though he hadn’t gotten permission, Sasha wrapped both hands around the thick cock bobbing in front of him at about bellybutton height on him. At a guess, Sasha put Neal’s height at around six-three.

      Fortunately, Sasha liked his lovers big.

      And that was something else Neal had. Girth. He filled Sasha’s hands like warm bread dough, firm and silky. Neal groaned and caught himself against the wall over Sasha’s head.

      “Jesus, you’re good at that,” Neal panted.

      Sasha chuckled. “All part of my evil plan.”

      “What, to turn me into putty?”

      “Paid my way through med school doing massage.”

      He started to bend over to go down on Neal, but something in his chest popped and sent pain up all the way into his head. A loud gasp escaped him.

      “Doc, what’s wrong?” Neal demanded. He knelt in front of him, holding him upright with his hands under Sasha’s arms. “Jesus, are you okay?”

      He panted through the pain, trying to will it away. “Shit. Something popped.”

      “Come on.” He stood and let Sasha lean on his arm. “We shouldn’t be doing this with you in pieces, dammit. Steve. Steve-O!” He snatched towels from the rack and wrapped them toga-like around both of their hips.

      They emerged from the bathroom and Neal guided him back to the couch. The door to the apartment opened and Steve strode in, followed by Carlos. Carlos closed the door and pulled a mobile from his pocket.

      “What happened?” Steve demanded. He flipped the ivory blanket open along the wide seat in order for Sasha to lie on top of it without sticking to the leather.

      “His ribs. I think one popped,” Neal reported in a grim tone. He pulled the towel free from around Sasha and dried him off, then laid it over the back of the couch.

      Steve kneeled next to Sasha. “We need to tape him. You all right?”

      Sasha nodded. “Yeah.”

      “I need you to tell me where it hurts.”

      Steve probed with gentle fingers up toward Sasha’s armpit. When he reached it, his fingers pressed down and something snapped. Sasha cried out, he couldn’t help it. Neal, a worried expression on his face, stroked Sasha’s hair back from his eyes.

      “Cleo’s on his way,” Carlos reported, closing his phone. “Boss, he needs X-rays.”

      “I can’t,” Sasha panted. “I have no insurance, I can’t afford the emergency room. Please, I’ll be fine.”

      “If it is just ribs,” Steve murmured like he was thinking out loud, “they won’t be able to do anything anyway. They’ll tape him and tell him to take it easy, and I can do that here. It’s out of the way of any organs, so I’m not worried about him puncturing something.” He bent over Sasha’s body, his breath warm across his chest as he examined his side. “I’ll bet Cleo will say the same thing. It doesn’t feel broken, just bruised.”

      “We need a fucking clinic,” Carlos grumbled.

      “Doc needs fluids,” Neal snapped.

      “On it,” Carlos said. He disappeared from view.

      “You guys sound like soldiers or something,” Sasha managed to get out.

      “We all are,” Neal told him. “Marine Force Recon.”

      “He was our commander in Afghanistan,” Steve told him. “Got us out of some hairy shit over there.”

      “Took a team,” Neal murmured.

      The door opened and a gorgeous black woman walked in. Her skin glowed in the light like chocolate, rich and brown. Her makeup had been done model-perfect, gold flecks on her eyes highlighting their enormous size. Her lips glowed with crimson lip polish, shiny and edible.

      Self-conscious, Sasha grabbed for the afghan.

      Neal straightened. “Hey, Cleo.”

      “What’s up, Neal? You okay? I’ve got a client soon.”

      “Can you take a look at the Doc for me? Steve thinks his ribs may be cracked or bruised here and here.” He pointed.

      Cleo walked over in honest-to-Gods five-inch platform boots and perched on the table. “Hi, I’m Cleo. I’m an R.N. when I’m not a drag queen working here and looking like Cleopatra.”

      It was a man. Shit. She… He was fucking gorgeous. “Hi,” Sasha said, at a loss for anything else to say.

      The nurse examined him with gentle efficiency. He agreed with Steve’s assessment and helped wrap his torso as a precaution. Sasha leaned back and let them work. He tried not to critique their bandaging; after all, his area of expertise involved doing it on animals. They did a good job, as good as any hospital. A blender motor started up in the kitchen and interfered with his hearing, but no one seemed to be talking to him anyway.

      “Here,” Carlos said from over Sasha’s shoulder. “It’s a smoothie with some protein powder, easy to get down. It’ll keep him hydrated.”

      “Thanks,” Neal said with a smile and helped steady him while he drank it with a straw.

      The fluid soothed his throat and revived him a bit, though the pain interfered with that. He finished the shake and lay back against the pillow. Neal wrapped him in the comfortable blanket again, leaving his arms free of the cocoon.

      “I need to go home,” Sasha muttered. “I can’t just take over your couch.”

      “You shouldn’t be alone with these,” Neal argued.

      “I’ll be fine. I’ll call Marty and Vince. It’s just ribs, Neal. Really, I’m fine.” He tried to put as much assurance into his tone as he could manage.

      “I can take him, Boss,” Carlos offered. “I don’t start until later on.”

      Neal studied Sasha. “You sure you’re up to it?”

      Sasha nodded, anxious to be independent again. Bad enough he crashed on the man’s couch all day. Not the best first impression he’d ever made. “Yeah. I’m just sore.”

      “I have some Vicodin,” Steve said. “You’ll probably need it to sleep tonight.”

      That would save him having to call Aunt Z for a scrip…even though it was illegal. “All right,” he agreed with reluctance. “I don’t want to make a habit of it, but just tonight. My aunt’s a doctor if I need more.”

      “We know you’re not a drug addict, Doc,” Neal murmured.

      Sasha tried not to glare when he met the other man’s gaze. “I’m a doctor. I can’t take drugs outside of a prescription.”

      “Up to you.”

      He tried to rise and couldn’t. Neal slipped a hand behind him without speaking, helping him to sit.

      “I washed your stuff,” Carlos told him. “I brought a pair of sweats and a T-shirt, so you don’t have to wear your club stuff.”

      What, were they all good Samaritans? “You guys are going to turn out to be a serial rapist cult or something, aren’t you?”

      All of them laughed, even Cleo.

      “There’s not enough of you to go around, Doc,” Neal pointed out. “You’re too skinny.”

      “Wiry. The word is wiry,” he corrected with a grin.

      Neal rose. Steve helped Sasha get dressed, the sweats and shirt soft with many washings. His heartbeat thudded in his ears by the time they finished. Dazed by the meds, he said good-bye to Neal and Steve.

      “I’m parked down the alley,” Carlos told him as they stepped into the alley behind the Factory. “I’ll be right back.” He walked away without a backward glance.

      Sasha stared at the dumpster. Blood dried in three small puddles in front of it and his heartbeat sped up. He eyed the alley, counting his breaths to stay calm, but it seemed shadowed and unfriendly. He tried to stop the sudden trembling that came out of his gut, but couldn’t. Sasha suppressed his disappointment that Neal didn’t come down to see him off.

      “You okay?”

      He jumped and whipped his head around. Steve stood just inside the door. He hadn’t even heard the big man open it. “You startled me.”

      Steve stepped out of the doorway. “Sorry. I’ll wait with you.”

      He resisted the urge to step closer to him. “Thanks.”

      The man shrugged. “I figured you’d appreciate company.”

      Sasha had the impulse to stare and fought it, instead looking down the alley toward where Carlos went. The man next to him smelled like Bay rum and spice, good enough to eat. He had a sudden memory of the big man’s hands on him when he’d helped him to stand.

      What was wrong with him? He liked multiple partners, always had, but these men were Marines, dammit. Not exactly group sex material. He looked over to find Steve studying him.

      His heart flipped over. “Hi.” Hi? Hi? Gods, Sasha.

      Steve looped his fingers through his waistband and cocked one hip. “Just keep an eye on those ribs, okay? If the pain gets worse, or any discoloration happens, go to the emergency room. Worry about the money later, okay?”

      “I know what to do, Steve. I’m a doctor.”

      “You’re a vet, and stubborn,” Steve corrected.

      Sasha narrowed his eyes. “I’ll be fine.”

      “I’ve seen that look before. On soldiers. Stubborn and dog-stupid. Just take care of yourself. I don’t want something to happen to you after I got you all patched up.”

      “Okay, I’ll be a good little boy.”

      It had to be his imagination that Steve got a “look” in his eye when he said that. Instead, the big man nodded. “There’s Carlos now.”

      “Thanks, Steve. For everything.”

      “No problem.”

      Carlos pulled up in a large Dodge pickup and unlocked the passenger door. Sasha climbed in, careful not to pull on his side. Carlos reached over to help and Sasha used the offered muscled arm to steady himself. He set the small duffel Neal loaned him on the seat next to him, his mobile phone on top with his keys.

      By the time Carlos dropped him off, he needed to lie down. “Thanks, Carlos. I appreciate the ride.”

      “Don’t mention it. Here’s Neal’s card, he asked me to make sure you have it.”

      He did, did he? Sasha took the black-and-white card with the Factory logo and Neal’s contact information. “Thanks.” Flipping it over, the handwritten cell phone number appeared. He grinned and stashed it under his phone.

      “Get better. And be safe.”

      “I will.” He watched Carlos climb back into the cab of the truck and disappear down the street.

      Sasha almost fell asleep before he got to his apartment. He managed to undress and take the meds, and stretched out on his sheets. His body ached in time to his heartbeat, but as the Vicodin kicked in, it subsided enough for him to drift off.
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