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      Ethan

      Hockey season is over, and that means one thing—returning home to my empty condo. With nothing to distract me from this loneliness, it’s going to be a miserable summer.

      Then I hire Luca for one night.

      At least, it was supposed to be one night.

      

      Luca

      Ethan isn’t like my other clients (not that I have many these days). He’s nice. He’s genuine. He doesn’t treat me like I’m here to earn my pay.

      When he asks me to make this a regular thing for the summer, my wallet doesn’t leave me much choice.

      But I’m pretty sure my heart isn’t supposed to get involved.

      

      Gentlemen of the Emerald City

      Luca is Book 1 of Gentlemen of the Emerald City, a sexy series centered around the high class, high-dollar Gentlemen of Seattle’s most exclusive escort service. Each book is full of snark, sass, and sweetness, and like any Emerald City client, you’re guaranteed a happy ending.
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      The mood on the Seattle Breakers’ charter jet was about as bright as the rain-blackened Chicago sky outside. Thanks to the weather, our takeoff was delayed just like everyone else’s, and God knew when we were actually getting out of here.

      A few of my teammates were talking quietly amongst themselves or on FaceTime with their families. In the seat in front of me, Grayson, our second line right winger, was obviously trying to sound upbeat as he talked to his kids. They were excited that he’d be home and not going back out on the road for a while. I had no idea how he did it—keeping that smile in place and sounding almost as enthusiastic as they were about an upcoming trip to Disneyland. Maybe he was that enthusiastic, and maybe that soothed the sting of our heartbreaking loss in the playoffs. A lot of the guys were family men, and for them, the end of a season meant the beginning of three months or so with their wives and kids.

      Even with the prospect of families and vacations, though, the vibe on the plane was pretty damn miserable. Kind of came with the territory of a season ending like that.

      I pressed my head back against the seat and stared out at the shitty weather and the congested tarmac. A plane took off. Another took its position on the runway The others steadily moved forward. Eventually, it would be our turn.

      Closing my eyes, I sighed. As much as I wanted to be off this plane, I wasn’t exactly in a hurry to get home. The chaos of the hockey season was what I lived for. The constant traveling. The intensity of the game. The pressure to win. I loved it all.

      It always ended eventually, though. Sometimes we went out on a high—we’d won the Cup two seasons ago, and it didn’t get any better than that. Sometimes we didn’t make it into the playoffs at all. And sometimes we almost had it before things ended abruptly. Last night, we’d been so close to hanging on to our spot in the semifinals, I could taste it. Then their rookie defenseman got one of those one-in-a-million goals that people would be talking about until long after he retired. I’d never really thought about what it was like to be on the other team when someone scored a legendary shot like that. Turned out it really, really sucked.

      And on that demoralizing note, our season was over, and now I had to figure out what to do with myself. After four college and nine pro seasons, you’d think I would have it down, but I never got used to this part. The lull. The quiet. The solitude. I lived and breathed hockey, and when there was no hockey except for casual practices and scrimmages throughout the summer, I was restless.

      No, not restless. I mean, I did get twitchy and bored, missing the constant stress and adrenaline, but the off season for me was like winter for my sister—depressing and draining. For her, it was the cold and the lack of sunlight. For me, it was the lack of people and chaos. The lack of hockey and being constantly on the go. When everything stopped, there was nothing left but my quiet, empty condo and my cold, empty bed.

      I suppressed a frustrated groan and glared out the plane’s window. That was it, wasn’t it? The sudden stillness at the end of the season meant I couldn’t ignore everything that was missing in my life. While my teammates went home to partners and kids, I went home to… no one.

      Maybe it was time to do something about that.
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      I dropped my duffel bag beside my suitcase in the condo’s entryway. Unpacking and laundry could wait until tomorrow. On the other hand, it would keep me busy tonight, and maybe that would distract me from how twitchy I was in this empty place.

      But whatever. It could wait.

      Instead of being a responsible adult, I grabbed a quick shower, then flopped onto the couch with my phone to hunt down… something. Anything. A distraction? Something to do? Whatever.

      Tinder offered up plenty of temptation, but I was hesitant. I was one of three out players on the Breakers. Warner was married with kids. Me and Smitty, though, we were both single, and we kept our dating and hookup habits out of the public eye as much as possible. That didn’t stop the public from trying to dig up details, though. The handful of times I’d hooked up with someone on an app, I’d worried the entire time that he’d run to a tabloid or write a salacious blog post. It was also possible someone might see us—that had happened before. Worrying about all that kind of took the fun out of casual sex, you know? And dating was just a massive headache because, as I’d learned from experience, once someone caught wind of a boyfriend, they’d be falling all over themselves to dig up details on him, regardless of how he felt about those details being discussed publicly.

      So hookups were a gamble. Dating was a nightmare.

      That left…

      A conversation from a few months back worked its way into my brain.

      “Wait, you’re serious?” I’d stared incredulously at Smitty. “You pay for it?”

      “Why not?” He’d shrugged. “Skip all the hookup games, and the guys are way more discreet than anyone on Tinder.”

      “Huh. Discreet? Really?”

      “Oh yeah. They’re completely professional about everything.” He’d paused, then smirked. “Well, not everything, but you know what I mean.”

      I’d been dubious of the idea back then. A prostitute? Sorry, an escort? That just… That wasn’t my style. Then again, some paid company was better than no company, and as the silence of my condo rang in my ears tonight, Smitty’s argument sounded more and more persuasive.

      To hell with it. What did I have to lose? I could look. Didn’t mean I had to buy. Rent. Book? Jesus, I didn’t know how all of this worked. I didn’t even know where to start.

      Since I couldn’t come up with any other ideas, I texted Smitty: So hey that thing we talked about a while back? How do you find them?

      He didn’t respond.

      Damn. Okay. Not that I’d expected him to be waiting on the other end for me to send him a message. I had just hoped he’d reply quickly so I wouldn’t have to keep trying to find something to do tonight.

      While I waited for him to respond, I went into the kitchen to make something to eat. I wasn’t particularly hungry—just bored. And of course since I hadn’t been home much in the last few weeks, I didn’t have anything fresh. Eh. It was the second day of the off season. A slightly freezer-burned Hot Pocket wouldn’t kill me.

      As I was putting my plate in the dishwasher after I’d eaten, my phone buzzed. I picked it up off the kitchen island, wondering who was texting me, and then I remembered I’d messaged Smitty like half an hour ago.

      He’d replied, Find what? You mean the guys I hire?

      I wrote back, Yeah.

      LOL Finally saw the light? Here’s the app.

      Below that was a link to the app store, and when I opened it, I gulped.

      Gentlemen of the Emerald City: The right men for your fantasies.

      That sounded, um, optimistic, but I downloaded the app anyway. I thumbed through all their policies, and I was more than a little reassured by the emphasis on discretion and safety.

      Our Gentlemen provide professional and discreet services.

      GotEC hires only the very best. Each Gentleman is selected through a rigorous process and must meet our exceptional standards. He is screened for his health and yours, and he undergoes a thorough background check for your safety. Once hired, he is strictly bound by our policy of non-disclosure, leaving you free to enjoy everything your heart desires with total confidence.

      Similarly, GotEC protects its Gentlemen. Incidents of assault, extortion, threats, harassment, or other such behavior will be referred to the authorities without exception.

      That was surprising. As liberal as Seattle was, prostitution was still illegal. Though the website didn’t actually come out and say the Gentlemen were paid for sex, so maybe that was the loophole. The descriptions of services offered didn’t actually include sex. I supposed this was like any escort service—the escort’s companionship and possible role-playing were the service. If sex happened, it happened, but that wasn’t technically what they were being paid for. It was probably something like how paying someone to have sex was illegal, but paying someone to have sex in front of a camera was making a perfectly legal porno.

      Well, whatever. They must’ve had all their ducks in a row if they were still operating and openly stated they’d report problem clients to the authorities.

      And Smitty had been happy with them. Nothing that I knew of had ever leaked to the press about him hooking up with an escort, and that was definitely something they’d have been all over. So maybe this whole thing was worth a try.

      As confident as I’d ever be that this wasn’t a terrible idea, I moved from the company policies to the Gentlemen themselves. They had profiles that were similar to Tinder profiles—some photos and details about their personalities. Their preferences in bed were tucked discreetly into words and phrases that could be interpreted as completely non-sexual.

      If what you crave is an evening without pressure, this Gentleman’s take-charge attitude will ensure you don’t need to worry about making decisions.

      This Gentleman’s versatility means your time together is all about whatever you want.

      He’ll be sure that no matter what, you come out on top.

      Some of it was corny as hell, but it was easy to read between the lines. I supposed it was part of keeping the company and the app legal.

      Icons noted where the various men landed in terms of price—no specific numbers were given, but they each had between one and four gold dollar signs. I wasn’t too worried about the price. The League paid me quite well to chase pucks around, and I’d barely had time to spend much of it since the season started.

      I wandered through profiles, checking out photos and trying to get a feel for what various men offered and preferred. The photos weren’t just bathroom selfies, either. Clearly Gentlemen of the Emerald City spared no expense when it came to showcasing its men. That, or they expected their men to spare no expense. Either way, the result was some seriously high quality photos of some exceptionally attractive men.

      Reading between the lines, some guys were definitely on the kinkier side. That wasn’t really my thing, though I wasn’t against things like blindfolds and handcuffs if I knew someone well enough, but probably not with a stranger I was hiring. A couple of the guys were sporting those really thick beards that were all the rage these days. Again, not my thing—I didn’t mind facial hair, but too much got in the way.

      Oh, this guy is promising, I thought as I perused the profile of a green-eyed redhead with ink, freckles, and a wicked smile.

      Hmm, I mused as I looked at another. I’ve never been with someone with a Prince Albert.

      Why do I feel like I’ve seen this guy before? I squinted at the photos. Well, I wouldn’t mind seeing him again, so…

      I added them to my favorites and kept looking. I was kind of amazed at just how many men were on their payroll. Was there really this much demand for high-end male escorts in Seattle? Or, well, the I-5 corridor, I guess, since despite the name implying it was only Seattle (aka, the Emerald City), the available locations actually started as far north as Bellingham, which was just below the Canadian border, and they stretched to quite a ways south of Portland, Oregon. Either way—a lot of dudes for hire.

      I opened another profile, and the instant his photo appeared, my lips parted.

      Oh my God.

      The company’s other Gentlemen were all gorgeous, each in their own unique ways, but this guy? Whoa. He was white with a moderate tan and smooth abs. A short, dark beard emphasized a sharp jaw and full lips. His near-black hair was long on top and playfully tousled, and he had warm brown eyes I could have stared at all night. And that sly, knowing smile? Oh Jesus.

      Below the photo was his name: Luca.

      And he had five gold dollar signs.

      I could see why. There was no telling what he was like in person, never mind in the bedroom, but I was already onboard with ponying up whatever it took to find out.

      I continued through his profile. A lot of the other Gentlemen were tall, and several edged toward bodybuilder physiques. Not shredded, but definitely built. Luca was about five-foot-seven, and he was on the leaner side. I’d known a guy in college who’d wanted to be an escort—a gigolo, actually—but he’d lamented that being on the north side of six foot was pretty much a non-negotiable requirement. Apparently that wasn’t the case for Luca, who so far seemed to be the highest-dollar Gentleman on the site. I didn’t care about height anyway, and with Luca, it barely registered beyond busting my college buddy’s myth.

      And to hell with just putting him in my favorites. I did add him, but I didn’t stop there, and my heart pounded as I tapped the Connect with this Gentleman button.

      The next screen was a calendar showing when Luca was available. Tonight was out, but he had tomorrow evening open, so I grabbed that date. After entering a credit card and some basic information for the background check, I waited. Moments later, a message came through confirming that, assuming my background check came back clean, I would see Luca tomorrow evening.

      I put my phone aside and reclined on the couch. It was a little disappointing, having to wait until tomorrow. Okay, so I probably wouldn’t have been able to see him tonight anyway, since a background check would take some time. But still.

      On the other hand, something about knowing he was with someone else tonight was…

      What could I say? It was kind of hot.

      Or maybe that was just because I was imagining him naked, and there was a good chance he was naked right now. Maybe with someone’s hands on him. Someone’s mouth on him. I wasn’t usually a voyeur, but the thought of being able to see him now? Watching him with whatever lucky bastard had snagged him tonight? Yum. It was also a hell of a lot better than thinking about the fact that I’d be spending tonight alone.

      So I just kept my eye on the prize.

      Tomorrow night, I’d meet Luca.

      And maybe this off season would get off to a less depressing start.
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      I pulled up in front of the apartment building in the University District and messaged the passenger that I’d arrived. She texted me that she’d be down in a few minutes.

      While I waited with my hazards blinking, I checked my messages on the Emerald City app. Naturally, I didn’t have any. I hadn’t in a while. What made me think that would suddenly change? I wasn’t even showing as available tonight since I had a final tomorrow and wanted to do at least a little bit of studying and maybe even get some sleep.

      It probably wouldn’t have mattered. My calendar on the website could have said please hire me! in giant red letters, and I still wouldn’t have gotten any messages.

      Sighing, I put my phone aside and stared out the windshield. I should’ve known this would happen. And maybe I did. Hadn’t getting less escort work sort of been the point of jacking up my prices?

      Last semester, I’d taken a marketing class and I’d latched on to the scarcity principle and the concept of prices implying value. Like how slapping a hundred dollar price tag on a T-shirt just because it had a certain brand-name logo created its own demand, because if it’s that expensive, then clearly there’s a reason for it. At the time, I’d felt so conflicted about working as an escort, so freaked out at the prospect of my family somehow finding out what I was doing, that I’d convinced myself all I had to do was jack up my prices to create the illusion that I was in high demand. Then I could make more money while seeing fewer men. (As if the number of guys who’d paid me for “companionship” would make a difference in how my folks would react should my job ever land on their radar.) Plus, maybe I would finally make enough money to get my head above water.

      Anita, the owner of Emerald City, had cautioned me against my stupid plan. If I priced myself too high, she’d warned, then I wouldn’t get many clients at all, but that had just encouraged me. I’d insisted that was the point. Sure, I’d get fewer hits, but I’d still make more money because the clients I did pull would be paying more. A lot more. And then maybe I’d be able to sleep better at night because, if the worst happened, my parents might only find out I’d had sex with twenty-odd guys for money instead of a few hundred.

      Yeah, that was working out. It totally explained why I was the most expensive Gentleman on the site, but instead of playing Luca the escort, I spent most of my time as an Uber and Lyft driver with a growing mountain of bills. Some of the other guys at Emerald City made enough to rent decent apartments in downtown Seattle. Meanwhile my overpriced ass was renting a room in a split-level house in Mountlake Terrace with five roommates. Does that sound like the life of a high-dollar manwhore to you? Yeah, me neither.

      Leaning my head back against the seat, I sighed. Whatever. At the end of the day, my bookings had dried up before I could get ahead (or even catch up) financially. I was broke, and the lack of clients was depressing as hell. Maybe it was time to bail on the whole escort thing. My conscience couldn’t handle it when I was getting regular work, and my wallet couldn’t handle it when I wasn’t. At least if I quit, then I could ease up a little at the gym and actually eat a decent meal once in a while instead of killing myself for this physique that no one wanted to pay for anyway. If I could ever afford a decent meal, that is.

      The backseat door opened, startling me, and a twenty-something Black women slid into the back. “Sorry to keep you waiting!”

      “Oh. Uh.” I smiled as I tossed my phone aside and glanced at her in the rearview. “No problem. You’re Sarah, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Okay.” I pulled away from the curb and headed downtown. Sarah was nice, as most of my passengers were, and we chatted on the way through Seattle. I dropped her off outside the restaurant where she was meeting friends. After she got out, I did a quick check to make sure she hadn’t left anything in the car. Every once in a while, someone left a purse or dropped a wallet or phone, and I’d learned early on that it was a lot easier to check now than to get all the way home and realize I needed to come back.

      Sarah had taken all of her things, so I pulled away from the curb and rejoined the thickening traffic. Was there a game tonight? Baseball had started, and the Mariners were having a good season, so that usually meant traffic. At least it wasn’t football season. The exodus after a Seahawks game was a nightmare.

      Hockey was over too, wasn’t it? I thought I’d heard someone say the Breakers had lost in the playoffs this week. Not that I really followed hockey, though I did cringe a little now that the season was over. There was a player on that team who liked me. A lot. The feeling was not mutual in the slightest, but my bank account said I wouldn’t be turning him down if he pinged me. I wasn’t looking forward to that. The payout, yes. The company? Ugh.

      Once I was out of the worst traffic, I pulled over. I was technically in a parking space, but I didn’t see any cops around, so I figured I could check my messages super-fast before “changing my mind” about parking and pulling back out.

      As I picked up my phone, the push notification on the screen nearly made me shout. I had a message on Emerald City? Holy shit.

      I quickly opened it, fumbling my passcode on both the phone and the app before I finally got to the message screen.

      You have received a booking! Please confirm your acceptance.

      My heart sped up. I could already feel the preemptive relief of that sweet, sweet money landing in my bank account just in time to pay bills.

      Still, I cringed a little. It was Scott, wasn’t it? That asshole hockey player? The season was over, so he was probably back in town. And he was rich enough that he probably wouldn’t blink at my prices being higher than the last time he’d booked me. In fact, I’d just be a lot more available for him since no one else wanted to pay that much. Ugh. I did not think this through.

      Ah, well. He needed sex and I needed money. Fine.

      I opened the booking email, but the profile didn’t belong to Scott. In fact, this was a new user. His card had gone through, which was promising. Some of these guys had eyes bigger than their credit limits. The background check was still pending, but it was pretty rare for those to get kicked back. I didn’t know the specifics of what Anita had access to, but I’d heard more than once that felons and sex offenders flagged pretty fast, so if he hadn’t been rejected yet, he’d probably be all right. At worst, I might get a “this guy did some time for non-violent drug offenses—is that cool?” message tomorrow. That happened every once in a while. Or, well, it had back when I’d gotten bookings more often than Halley’s Comet passed the earth.

      So I was eager to accept the booking, but since he was new to me and to the site, I wanted to look at his profile first.

      I tapped his profile. It was fairly sparse, which wasn’t unusual. A lot of guys were paranoid about giving away some tidbit of information that would out them to the whole world. As if anyone ever saw their profiles besides the Gentlemen they requested. Even admin didn’t see profiles unless one of us reported them for having content that violated the terms of service, and there were very few things that met that criteria. If I rejected the booking (something I could do for any reason including no reason at all), the client would be notified that I was unavailable, but no one would see his profile unless I flagged it.

      There was a place for us to leave comments that were visible only to other Gentlemen. That was how we tipped each other off if someone was rougher than his profile let on or if he had some obnoxious attitude that wasn’t enough to get him blacklisted, but warranted a heads up to anyone he hired in the future. I always checked those when I was booked by someone new.

      This client had just joined the app, though, so he didn’t have any comments. From his profile, he seemed nice enough. A little vague, but he didn’t set off any alarms. Looking for some company. Not into anything particularly kinky. Preferred if someone was willing to kiss on the mouth (good—nothing made me feel dirtier than “I don’t kiss whores on the mouth,” Scott).

      Okay, this guy sounded all right on paper. Now what did he look like?

      As most guys did, he’d uploaded a couple of photos. No face pictures, which was again not surprising. What he did show was sexy as hell, but something about his physique sent a prickle up my spine, and not a pleasant one. I mean, that wasn’t an unusual reaction. I was a sex worker, and I wasn’t a big guy. A client who was built like a brick shithouse could be dangerous. Any guy could be, especially if he had a weapon, but I had a healthy respect for physics. There was a reason we’d all been segregated by weight class when I’d wrestled in high school.

      It wasn’t just that this guy was obviously big, fit, and strong as hell. There was something familiar about his build that raised the hairs on my neck.

      I shook myself and kept looking. I was just edgy because I’d had some questionable clients, and some of the passengers I picked up working as a driver made me suspicious of everyone. That was all it was.

      God, I can’t wait to graduate college and find a job where I’m not worried about being robbed or assaulted.

      Or my parents finding out what I was doing when I was robbed or assaulted.

      Shuddering, I continued through the client’s profile. He was good-looking, I’d give him that. Obviously someone who kept himself fit, and he had some sexy ink. On his upper arm, he had an abstract tattoo. On the other, there was a design I couldn’t quite see. Something jutted out in a way that was oddly familiar, but I couldn’t place it, and it wasn’t helping with that prickly feeling.

      Was I overreacting? Developing an itchy trigger finger when it came to clients? Associating him with a bad experience, even if I couldn’t quite recall which bad experience it was?

      I swiped to the next photo. In this one, he’d turned, giving me an excellent view of his ass in a snug pair of jeans, and that was when the piece clicked into place.

      Blood turning cold, I stared at the photo and swallowed.

      The ass and thighs gave him away—this was a hockey player. The tattoo I hadn’t quite been able to make out? It was almost identical to the one on another client’s forearm—the Breakers logo.

      Aw, fuck.

      Not another hockey player.

      I closed my eyes and pushed out a breath. Not all hockey players were assholes. I knew this. The fact that I’d been with two—one being a semi-regular client—didn’t mean they were all jerks. But twice bitten…

      It wasn’t like I’d ever been assaulted by them or anything. Everything we’d done together had been consensual. They’d never been coercive or particularly abusive—they’d just absolutely never let me forget that I was a whore. A sex toy. A conduit between their fantasies and an orgasm. I always walked away from them feeling like I was dirtier than the money they gave me, and rational or not, the experiences had left me with an aversion to hockey and the men who played it.

      So tonight, my first instinct was to reject the booking, but I hesitated. For one, I needed the money. I literally couldn’t afford to be choosy. For another, just because this guy played hockey didn’t mean he was an asshole like the other two. He could be perfectly nice. And he wasn’t one of the other guys.

      And… I mean, fuck. It seriously wasn’t like I could afford to turn anyone away unless there was something horrifically wrong with his profile, like the guy who’d detailed some incredibly disturbing sexual fantasies and had proudly shown off his white supremacist tattoos. That dude was banned from Emerald City.

      But this client was just a hockey player. There was nothing threatening about him. All my alarm bells were because of guys who weren’t him. The one guy was long gone, having retired and moved away. Scott was still an active player, someone this new dude undoubtedly knew, but that didn’t mean they’d compared notes.

      I swallowed. At the end of the day, I was broke. I really, really couldn’t afford to reject a client.

      So with my heart in my throat, I tapped Confirm booking.

      And I hoped like hell I was overthinking this.
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      The email told me to take a specific parking space in the garage below the tall, gleaming condominium complex. Unsurprisingly, the car next to it was exactly the kind of car a highly-paid professional athlete could afford. In this case, a sexy black Audi R8 sports car.

      I parked my decidedly less expensive sedan next to it. Emerald City preferred it if we had luxury cars of our own, but most of our clients were more interested in sex than an actual escort. Escorts who were hired by women were expected to look the part of a high class gentleman, complete with designer clothes, top-of-the-line watches, and rides with six-figure price tags. Sometimes that was what male clients wanted, or sometimes they just wanted someone to go clubbing with them. More often than not, we could get away with not being as flashy and impressive as our counterparts who mostly worked for women. Which was good, because I did not have the budget to impress a pro athlete.

      Ignoring my nerves, I got out, and I paused to give myself a once-over in my reflection in the window. The suit was black with a dark gray shirt underneath. No tie. First couple of buttons undone. Hair carefully arranged to look mussed.

      Then I headed for the elevator. He’d given me a code to enter, and when I did, the doors opened.

      I took a deep breath and stepped inside. As the car took me up to the fifth floor, I squared my shoulders and reminded myself to breathe. Just because I’d had a bad experience—okay, repeated bad experiences—with hockey players didn’t mean I’d have one with this guy.

      There’s no guarantee I’ll have a good experience either.

      I closed my eyes and exhaled slowly. That was part of this job. I loved what I did most of the time (when I was actually getting booked), but there were risks that I accepted every time I went to see a client. It was part of being an escort, same as possibly getting robbed was part of being a driver.

      The elevator dinged.

      Fuck. No more hesitation.

      I stepped out into a warmly lit hallway and followed it to the condo he’d said was his. At the door, I paused for another deep breath.

      Then I knocked.

      When the deadbolt clicked, I gulped, but by the time the door opened, I’d put on a smile. Not an overly bright one—nothing that would come across as phony—but enough to hopefully mask how nervous I was.

      On the other side of the doorway was a white guy who was definitely taller and broader than me, which I’d expected. His face wasn’t hard on the eyes, that was for sure—he had an “eh, I’ll shave eventually” beard kind of like mine, light brown hair that was long enough to curl, and a nose that I was pretty sure had been broken a time or two. He was definitely built like a brick shithouse, but he immediately gave me the impression that he was a teddy bear. His hazel eyes were soft, and his smile… Hell, was he nervous? I was pretty sure he was.

      He cleared his throat. “Um. Luca?”

      “Yeah. You must be Ethan.”

      He nodded and moved aside, gesturing for me to come in. I stepped into the condo. The click of the door behind me gave my pulse an uneasy surge, and when he turned the deadbolt, I jumped before I could tell myself not to.

      Ethan stiffened. “Something wrong?” My eyes flicked to the deadbolt, and his followed. Understanding seemed to dawn as he met my gaze. “Would you prefer it that wasn’t… I mean, I can leave it if—”

      “It’s fine.” I put on a hopefully convincing smile. “It doesn’t require a key to unlock from the inside, so it’s all good.”

      Now if my heart would just slow down…

      His brow furrowed. I could see the questions in his eyes. Had someone locked me in without letting me leave? Was I afraid of him?

      I laughed and shook my head. “Honestly, it’s fine. I have to be cautious and protect myself, especially with new clients, but… it’s fine.” Anita would have my head if she knew I’d said that much; we were supposed to project confidence and not insult our clients by even implying that we didn’t trust them. I was halfway decent at reading people, though, and in the few seconds I’d been in Ethan’s company, I had the impression that admitting to the reason I’d startled would go over better than if I tried to pretend it was nothing. And that was actually reassuring—that he was concerned.

      Ethan glanced at the door. Then he turned the deadbolt again. No fanfare. No comment. Just a simple gesture that tacitly said I could leave at any time.

      My heartrate came down. Anything was possible, and I still needed to be cautious, but I already had the impression he was nothing like his present or past teammates.

      “Thank you,” I said softly.

      He smiled. “Don’t mention it.” Neither of us spoke. He slid his hands into his pockets and avoided my gaze as we stood in the small entryway. After a moment, he laughed shyly and scratched the back of his neck. “I’ve never done this before. You, uh… You might have to take the lead. I mean, do I offer you a drink, or… ?”

      I laughed too, which unwound some of my nerves. “You can, but I’m all right for now. And I don’t drink when I’m on the job.”

      “Oh. Right. That makes sense.” Silence fell. Nervous, uncomfortable silence. Not unusual for someone who was new to hiring someone like me, so I grabbed the reins.

      “I guess the question is, what do you want from this?”

      Ethan met my eyes, forehead creased with unspoken questions.

      I shrugged. “Some guys want company. Some want to go straight to sex.” Inclining my head, I quietly asked, “What about you?”

      He pressed his lips together, and the down-up look he gave me was surprisingly cute. Less of a leer and more… appreciative? Considering how uneasy I’d been on the way in here, I was startled by how at ease I was with him already. Probably because he was so shy and nervous; those weren’t usually precursors to someone getting out of line.

      “I, um…” He met my gaze again. “I’m not even sure, to be honest. I mean, sex, yes. The rest of it…” Some more shyness crept into his expression. “I don’t know how interesting I am, so you might get bored.”

      I almost laughed, but his earnestness gave me pause. Did he not understand how this worked? This wasn’t about me. He was the client. Whatever he wanted, that was what we’d do, whether it meant wild sex or playing board games all night. Beyond giving my consent, it didn’t matter what I thought about it. Why else would I keep going back to his jackass teammate?

      But Ethan seemed genuinely concerned about whether he’d bore me if we just sat on the couch and talked. Did he have any idea how many clients had paid me for exactly that? Some guys were just painfully lonely, and at least prior to me jacking up my rates, plenty of guys had happily paid to have me hang out with them and talk about whatever. A lot of them never even took off their pants or mine.

      I hooked my thumbs in my trouser pockets and shrugged again, trying to come off as casual and not dismissive. “I’m here on your dime. This is all about what you want.”

      Ethan swallowed. “Oh.” Silence hung between us.

      Wow, he really was shy. Some guys were, especially if they’d never hired someone like me before. And if experience had taught me anything, it was when to gently take the lead until they found their footing.

      So I stepped a little closer and grinned up at him. “Maybe conversation can wait until we’ve… broken the ice?”

      His eyebrows rose. “You think so?”

      “Worth a try.” I trailed a fingertip along his arm, stopping just under the edge of his T-shirt sleeve, pretending not to recognize or even notice his Breakers tattoo. “Sometimes it’s easier to think clearly after an orgasm or two.”

      Ethan’s lips parted. “Oh. Um. Maybe?”

      I narrowed my eyes and closed some of the remaining space between us. “That is at least part of why you hired me, isn’t it?” It was never stated explicitly in electronic interactions, but it was usually why we were hired. And it was never a bad idea to make sure we were on the same page.

      “Y-yeah.” Ethan sounded out of breath. “Yeah. Definitely.”

      “Mmhmm.” I slid a hand up his chest, trying not to get distracted by the well-defined muscles underneath his shirt. “So tell me—what do you like?”

      “I…” He closed his eyes as my thumb crested his hard nipple. “A lot of things. Just…” He shivered hard, planting his palm against the wall as if he needed the support. “Haven’t been touched in a long time.”

      “No?”

      “Haven’t had time. And…” His eyes lost focus, then he shook his head. “I’m on the road a lot. Makes it hard to connect with people.”

      “Hockey?”

      Ethan jumped. “How did you know?”

      “Well, the tattoo.” I nodded toward the black and yellow ink peeking out from beneath his sleeve. “And from your photos…” I laughed softly, trying to sound like I didn’t have issues with men who played his sport. “Hockey players have a pretty distinctive physique.”

      He laughed, and I’ll be damned if he didn’t blush. “Yeah. The sport is great, but it would be nice to be able to buy pants off the rack.”

      “I’m sure, but…” I winked. “At least from where I’m standing, the results are worth it.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “What can I say? I appreciate a great set of thighs and a nice ass.”

      Ethan bit his lip.

      I inched closer, sliding my hand around to his back. “That ass looks good in jeans. I’m curious how it looks without them.”

      He laughed softly, and as he rested a cautious hand on my waist, he said, “I have to say—that’s a pickup line I haven’t heard before.”

      “Is it really a pickup line when I’m already here?”

      His laughter vanished, and the shyness came back. His fingers twitched on my waist. “I’m glad one of us is direct.”

      “Just breaking the ice.” I closed that last bit of space between us, letting our hips brush. He gasped, and I almost did too—nerves be damned, he was fully hard. Lifting my chin enough to hint that I wanted him to kiss me, I murmured, “Any limits I should know about?”

      “Um…” He lowered his chin, and his breath whispered across my lips. “Not really? I mean, kink isn’t really my thing.”

      “Same.”

      He wrapped his arm around me. “What about you?”

      I moistened my lips. “I don’t bottom.” That wasn’t true, but I never told clients that I only bottomed for men I was dating. That just invited clients to try to insinuate themselves into my life enough to qualify as a boyfriend long enough to top me. As far as clients were concerned, I was a top. End of story.

      Ethan just nodded. “Right, your profile said you’re a top.”

      “And you’re good with that?”

      He grinned, eyes flicking to my mouth. “I booked you after I read your profile, didn’t I?”

      “Mmm, yeah, you did.” I pushed myself up on the balls of my feet, just letting our lips brush. “And I love kissing on the mouth.”

      “Thank God for that,” he whispered, and then he kissed me, and…

      Holy fuck.

      Clients didn’t kiss me like this. Hell, boyfriends didn’t kiss me like this. The teddy bear impression was more on the money than I’d realized—he gently wrapped me up in his arms, and his lips were soft and tender against mine. I didn’t read anything into it—this was probably just the way he liked to kiss—but oh God, I loved it.

      Draping my arms around his neck, I indulged in a low moan as I opened to his politely probing tongue, and as he deepened the kiss, I actually got that weak-in-the-knees feeling that I never had while I was getting paid. Why didn’t more men kiss like this?

      He broke the kiss and touched his forehead to mine. “Fuck. I haven’t done that in way too long.”

      Neither have I, but I didn’t say that out loud. Instead, I went with, “Feel free to do it again if you want to.”

      A soft breath of laughter warmed my lips an instant before he did do it again, and I held on as he kissed me the way people didn’t usually, at least in my experience, kiss prostitutes. Experimentally, I kissed him harder, and he responded with a quiet groan.

      His hips moved slightly, his thick cock brushing against me, and he shivered. Without breaking the kiss, I slid a hand between us, and Ethan’s whole body tensed as I cupped him through his pants. He rocked into my hand, thrusting against my palm, and I rubbed back. Whatever shyness he’d had a moment ago was gone now, or at least fading. He wanted this. No doubt about that.

      With a gasp, he lifted his head and looked in my eyes. He was breathing hard. So was I.

      “Is it too soon to suggest going into the bedroom?” he panted.

      Grinning, I shook my head. “Not at all.”

      “Thank God.”

      Then he took me by the hand and led me down the hall.
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      I’d faced off with some of the greatest hockey players currently on the ice. I’d had my entire team relying on me to shoot a buzzer beater and win us the game. I’d spent time in the penalty box for fighting with men twice my size.

      And I still didn’t think anything had ever intimidated me more than Luca stretching out on my bed.

      He was gorgeous. Seriously, his pictures hadn’t done him any justice at all. In person, he was just… Wow. His movements were catlike and elegant, and I could already envision him naked in the throes of an orgasm. In my mind, he was already there, moving in slow motion and throwing his head back and letting go.

      But he wasn’t there yet. Right now, he was still fully dressed, though he’d taken off his jacket and shoes. Lying on his side, head propped up on one arm and his other hand resting on his hip, he watched me with a subtle smile and a wicked glint in his eyes. “You going to join me?”

      “I…” Well, fuck. I hadn’t paid for him to show up so I could just stare at him. Hoping I didn’t look as nervous as I was, I lay on the bed too, facing him on my side.

      He slid a little closer and put his hand on my waist. “Breathe. I don’t bite.”

      I laughed, and yeah, those nerves were showing. Cautiously, I mirrored him, resting a hand on his side. With another nervous laugh, I shook my head. “Christ, you would think I’m a virgin or something.”

      “Are you?” he asked matter-of-factly.

      “What? No! No, I’m not.”

      “It’s okay if you are.” He half-shrugged. “You wouldn’t be the first.”

      “I…” Oh. Huh. It had never occurred to me that some of his clientele might be guys who were doing this for the first time. And he sounded genuinely unfazed by it. As if it were a perfectly normal thing for him to encounter, and that if I had been a virgin, it was nothing to be embarrassed about. Even though I wasn’t a virgin, something about that put me at ease. I couldn’t explain it, but I sure as hell ran with anything that made me less nervous. “I’m not, for the record. This is just my first time, uh…”

      “Paying for it?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, this is seriously new.”

      Luca studied me, those dark eyes as mesmerizing as they were intimidating. “What made you go this route?”

      I moistened my lips and dropped my gaze, watching my fingers trace a crease in his shirt. “The discretion, mostly.”

      “Really?”

      “Mmhmm. There’s not that many gay hockey players, so people always want the juicy details of everything we do. Hooking up is fun, but it’s hard to relax when I’m worried this guy might go start a rumor that I suck in bed or… I mean, I really just want to keep my private life private, you know?” I met his eyes again. “And it's not just my privacy. If I ever start dating someone again, they’re going to be scrutinized and pestered just like all the other partners and spouses. I don’t want some hookup to be seen with me and start getting hounded by cameras and hammered with questions.”

      Luca wrinkled his nose. “Eww. Yeah. That doesn’t sound fun for anyone involved.”

      “It’s not. So I figured since this is discreet and behind closed doors…” I shrugged tightly. “You should be able to avoid the scrutiny, and I don’t have to worry about you telling anyone.”

      “Definitely not,” he said quickly. “The company would have my head.”

      “So I gathered. That was why I decided to go with it. And one of my friends recommended the site.”

      Luca stiffened, his expression darkening. “Oh.”

      I tilted my head. “What? That’s a good thing, isn’t it? Word of mouth?”

      “Yeah, of course. It’s…” He paused, then shook himself, and he laughed, sounding vaguely uncomfortable. “I’m just surprised that… I mean, some of the guys that come to us don’t want anyone to know. That they’re gay or that they hire us.”

      “Nah, my buddy and I talk. It’s all good. He hasn’t told me about any specific guys, he just said he liked the app and that everyone was discreet.”

      He relaxed a little, but his easy demeanor didn’t quite return.

      I watched him. “Did I say something wrong?”

      “No. No. You’re good.” He shook himself again, and a smile came back, though it seemed more well-practiced than genuine. He must have seen the concern in my eyes, because he dropped the façade with a sigh. “Look, to be perfectly candid, pro athletes are pretty common in this line of work, and usually for the same reasons you came to me—discretion. I don’t want to accidentally tip my hand and find out we both know the same person. I know privacy is a big thing for you guys.”

      “Right, of course.” I ran my palm up his arm, the warmth of his skin raising goose bumps on mine. “I won’t ask for details, don’t worry.”

      That seemed to relax him a little more, and the smile was closer to genuine. “Good. Because you won’t get any. And neither will anyone else.”

      “Fine by me.” I experimentally leaned in, and Luca lifted his chin and met me halfway. I’d known this man for all of five minutes, and I was already hooked on the way he kissed. Would he think it was stupid if I suggested we just lie here and make out with our clothes on? I mean, I was all for getting naked and fucking until we couldn’t move, but this was good too. Especially when he was so into it.

      Of course he’s into it. He’s getting paid.

      The thought was like a splash of cold water. Oh. Right. Luca wasn’t some guy I’d met in a club or on an app. I mean, I had met him on an app, but it wasn’t like he’d swiped right. He’d tapped accept payment or whatever came through on his end. And he didn’t exactly charge bargain basement rates, either, so he was, shall we say, motivated.

      My heart sank as my enthusiasm waned. Fuck. I should’ve known this was a bad idea.

      Luca drew back and met my eyes, his forehead creasing. “Something wrong?”

      Just the fact that you’d never look at me like that if my credit card had declined.

      I shook my head despite the heat rushing into my cheeks. “No. I’m, uh… I’m good.”

      Luca lifted my chin and made me look in his eyes again. “Do you want to do this?”

      How was the answer to such a simple question so damn complicated? Because, yes, I did want to do this. I wanted to do everything the two of us could do between the sheets. I wanted to be touched and kissed and fucked.

      But I also wanted to be wanted.

      Was this the double-edged sword of finding someone as discreet as an escort? That he’d never tell a soul we’d slept together, but the tradeoff was that all I’d ever be to him was a cardholder? Because this was a job for him.

      So which is worse—being alone or being someone else’s work?

      Sighing, I broke eye contact again. Lying back on the pillow, hating how grateful I was for some space between us, I wiped a hand over my face. “I’m sorry.”

      “What’s wrong?” Luca sounded concerned, but I tried not to read into it. That was probably part of the experience. Customer service and all that. God, it sounded dirtier the more I thought about it.

      Lowering my hand, I turned to him. Customer service or not, the concern in his eyes seemed genuine. But how the hell would I know if it was genuine or if he was just that good at this part of his job?

      I swallowed. “I don’t know if this is my thing. Paying for… Um…”

      “Paying for sex and company?” He didn’t sound offended. Or insulted.

      Nodding, I whispered, “Yeah. A buddy of mine does this, and he says it’s amazing, but I…” I shook my head. “I don’t think it’s for me.”

      Luca studied me. “Do you want me to go?”

      I closed my eyes and exhaled. No, I didn’t want him to go. But I also didn’t want to be something on his to-do list. A task to mark off so he’d get paid.

      “If you don’t want to do this,” he said softly, “I can go. The customer is always right.”

      I knew that was meant to reassure me that I was driving. That it was up to me to decide if this moved forward or if it stopped. But goddamn if it didn’t land right on that raw nerve that suddenly decided that paying for sex and company made me feel like shit.

      Meeting his eyes again, I whispered. “I’m sorry.”

      Luca nodded, drawing back and putting some more space between us. “It’s all right. Some guys don’t realize they’re not into it until they try it.” Was that disappointment in his voice? I couldn’t tell. As he sat up and started straightening his shirt, he added, “There’s an option on the app to cancel the payment. Just—”

      “No.” I shook my head and sat up too, still keeping some space between us. “I still want to pay you.”

      His hands stopped mid-button, and he looked at me. “I’ve only been here for like ten minutes. I’ve barely done anything. I couldn’t ask you to pay that much for—”

      “I’d rather pay you.” I couldn’t hold his gaze, so I shifted my attention to fixing my own clothes. “I’m the one who bailed, not you.”

      “But I didn’t do—”

      “Please. I’d rather pay you in full.”

      Luca was still and silent for a moment. Then he continued fixing his shirt. “Thank you.”

      Neither of us said anything more. Once we were both presentable again, we left the bedroom, and in silence, we walked to my front door.

      “Thank you,” I said softly. “For the record, you didn’t do a thing wrong. I guess I’m just not wired for this.”

      Nodding, he offered a faint but sincere-looking smile. “It’s all right. You’re not alone there.”

      But I’ll be alone here once you’re gone.

      Is this a mistake? What am I doing?

      I was seriously tempted to suggest we forget this and go back into my bedroom, but the lingering ball of lead in the pit of my stomach said we’d be here again before long. He didn’t need to get whiplash from my indecisiveness.

      So, without a word, I opened the door. We exchanged quiet good nights, and then he was gone. I leaned against the door, eyes closed, and listened until I heard the ding of the elevator.

      “Goddammit,” I muttered into my empty condo, and I swore my voice echoed off the high ceilings. When Luca had walked in earlier, everything had been perfect, but now that he was gone, this eight-hundred-foot place was suddenly huge and cavernous. Too much elbow room. Too much space. Too much air for no one but me to breathe.

      Come back.

      Except no. No, I didn’t want him to come back. I couldn’t do what I’d paid him to do with me, and what was I supposed to do now?

      God. What the fuck was wrong with me? It wasn’t like I wanted a relationship. The thought of juggling a relationship and hockey made my head hurt—how my teammates managed it was a mystery to me. Falling in love someday, maybe even getting married, sounded great, but it wasn’t in the cards right now.

      I wasn’t in a good place for a relationship because of hockey.

      I couldn’t relax into a hookup because of discretion.

      Now I couldn’t pay for sex because obligatory sex was apparently worse than no sex at all.

      And I was still alone.
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      I was numb as I got into my car. A little dazed. A little sick.

      This was hardly the first time a client had bailed after I’d arrived. Some got cold feet. Some were too embarrassed. On two occasions, a spouse had unexpectedly come home (sooo awkward). It was usually kind of uncomfortable between the time the client called it off and when the door shut behind me, and after that, I’d just shake it off and go on with my life. Sometimes it left me feeling dirty, but most of the time, it was just part of the job. No big deal.

      Tonight, the discomfort followed me down to the car, out of the parking garage, and into the steadily thinning traffic. I couldn’t put my finger on what exactly it was that was bothering me. I didn’t even know if it was just one thing.

      My financial anxiety had definitely ratcheted up with a vengeance. I’d had plenty of clients bail and promise to pay anyway, but the vast majority didn’t. Some of them didn’t realize that on the screen where they closed out the transaction, there was an option for I ended the booking early, and they could choose not to pay the full price if they were unsatisfied or if they’d decided escorts weren’t for them. We had the option to dispute it and say that no, the fuck we did not leave early, fail to perform, or whatever. It was their word against ours, though, and Anita knew damn well people would game the system to get out of paying, but “Customer satisfaction is paramount.” If they abused it, she’d ban them, but she’d let it fly if they only did it once or twice.

      Yeah. Great. Why was I still working for her again?

      Oh. Right. Because on the rare occasion I did get a booking these days, clients usually did pay. In fact, they usually tipped. And where the hell else was I going to make three thousand dollars for one night of what I’d do on Tinder for free?

      As I drove, my mind wasn’t just on the financial crunch. I kept thinking about Ethan. He hadn’t been anything like I’d expected. He sure as shit hadn’t been anything like Scott. In fact, I was surprised the two of them had compared enough notes for his teammate to give him the name of the app. Kind of seemed like if those two had actually talked about how they treated men in bed, especially the hired variety, Ethan would’ve been put off by the entire subject.

      Unless Scott hadn’t shown all his cards. Guys like that could be totally full of themselves and think there was nothing wrong with treating a whore like dirt, but maybe he didn’t think Ethan would see it that way? Because I struggled to imagine Ethan hearing those stories, grinning, and saying “Nice” as he high-fived his buddy. I barely knew him, but that just didn’t fit. Especially not after he’d decided bought and paid for sex wasn’t his thing.

      Would they talk about this? About me? My skin crawled.

      Then again, so what if they did? Who cared? It wasn’t like I was ever going to see Ethan again. Scott, though? I’d probably hear from him sooner than later.

      I thumped the wheel with my fist. Yeah, that fucker would book me. He always did, and he’d told me last time he’d see me during the off season. It was only a matter of time now.

      And fuck me, but I hoped he did book me soon. The dude could kick rocks as far as I was concerned, and his bookings were an exercise in putting on a sultry smile when I would’ve preferred to roll my eyes or tell him to fuck off.

      But his credit card always went through. As long as his card didn’t get declined, I could pay my bills.

      Sighing, I pressed back against the seat and stared at the line of taillights in front of me.

      Why did my first nice client in ages have to bail?
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      All of my roommates were home, and since the driveway and on-street parking were full, some boyfriends, girlfriends, and/or friends were here. Some would probably be here until morning, too. Awesome.

      With some moderate grumbling to my steering wheel, I drove around until I found a place to park on the street, and then hoofed it back to the house. Before I’d even reached the front door, the noise from inside reached me. Not surprising, but my God, I wasn’t in the mood for it tonight.

      At the door, I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and rolled my shoulders. I wasn’t obligated to socialize. I just had to go in, maybe grab something to eat, and go into my room where my noise-canceling headphones lived. I could do this.

      After my internal pep talk, I keyed myself inside. Immediately, heads peered out of the kitchen doorway at the top of the stairs and over the railing along the backside of the living room.

      “Oh, hey,” Katie said with a smile. “Didn’t think you’d be home tonight.”

      I shrugged as I toed off my shoes, but didn’t offer any explanation. I left my shoes on the shelf with everyone else’s, then trudged up to the kitchen.

      Cole was in the kitchen, and he cocked a brow. “Slow evening, huh?”

      I avoided his gaze.

      “Hey.” He gave my arm a gentle nudge. “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah, yeah.” I met his eyes and forced a smile. “Just a booking that didn’t work out.” He was the only one here who knew about my job because he also worked for Emerald City. That, and the noise in the house kept our hushed conversation from carrying very far, so I didn’t worry about being candid with him.

      Cole grimaced. “Ugh. Those are the worst.” He picked up his coffee cup and casually added, “I’ve had two of those this month.”

      I frowned. “This was the first booking I’ve had at all in months.”

      He made a face before sipping his coffee. He’d had a hell of a lot more business than I had lately, but he was a second tier Gentleman, so I had no idea if the money was making a dent in his various bills.

      Lowering the cup, he quietly asked, “Did something happen tonight? Are you good?”

      “I’m fine. It was nothing like…” I shook my head. “He just got cold feet, I guess.”

      “Ugh, that sucks.”

      “Yeah.” I sighed. “Could’ve used the money, too.”

      “I bet. You thought any more about coming down from fifth tier?”

      “Yeah.” I broke eye contact under the pretense of turning to pull a glass down from the cabinet. “I should. I just… Fuck.”

      “Dude, I really think you’re getting too far into your own head over this.” Cole leaned against the counter. “Your folks aren’t going to find out, and if it bothers you to be booking more clients, then maybe this isn’t the job for you, you know?”

      As I turned on the faucet to fill my glass, I glanced at him. “I know. I keep going around in circles about it. Like I’m taking fewer clients or whatever so I can justify it more if I ever have to look my parents in the eye and confess, but at the end of the day…” I didn’t know how to finish that.

      “There’s no shame in giving it up.” He shrugged. “If it’s killing you like this, then maybe it’s not a good fit.”

      I turned off the faucet and leaned against the other counter, facing him. “Being in debt is killing me too, but…”

      He winced. “Yeah. I know. But man, think about it. I worry about you, stressing like this.”

      “I know you do.” As I took a drink, I tried not to think too hard about all of this, but it was impossible not to. Especially after tonight, when I’d actually had someone book me despite my cranked-up prices, which gave me a (probably false) sense that I really could charge that much and still make enough to settle my bills, even if things hadn’t worked out with Ethan. With any luck, the next guy would want what he was paying for. And he’d pay for it.

      Cole and I talked in the kitchen for a few minutes, but I didn’t feel much like conversation. He gave me a quick hug, and then went to join our roommates playing video games in the living room. I thought about hanging with them just for some company, but I was suffocating just from being in here while everyone else was in there or the downstairs rec room. This four-bedroom split-level was huge and spacious, but with five people living here, plus friends and partners hanging out and staying over more often than not, it was crowded as all hell.

      The only corner where I could find solitude was in my bedroom. Otherwise it was constant voices and TV and clattering dishes and running water. If I wanted that kind of chaos, I’d go to a club.

      I can’t wait until I can afford to live alone.

      In theory, I shouldn’t have been here right now. I needed money, and I could have gone out and made some money via Lyft or Uber. It wouldn’t be much, but it would be more than I had now. I didn’t have any excuse not to go do it except I just didn’t fucking want to.

      So I went into my bedroom. I was drained. I didn’t have anything left tonight. Not to drive around. Not to hang out with my roommates. Instead, I’d probably spend it either pretending I was making headway on schoolwork or staring at my various balances as I came up with plans for paying them off before I was seventy. Or maybe I’d just put on a pair of noise-canceling headphones, watch YouTube, and hope the headphones drowned out my roommate and her boyfriend on the other side of the wall we shared. I was thrilled they were happy together. God knew she deserved him after that punk she’d been with a few months ago. And sometimes it was funny, the sounds of sex coming through the wall while I was trying to study or something.

      I wasn’t sure I could handle that tonight, and I didn’t understand why. I was stressed about money. The fact that Ethan and I hadn’t had sex didn’t bother me. Did it?

      I rubbed my eyes with the heels of my hands. It wasn’t that we hadn’t fucked. It was the fact that since we hadn’t fucked, I wasn’t going to get paid, and that made me wish we’d done everything he’d had in mind before I’d arrived. Even spending a night with Scott didn’t sound so bad right now, because at least then I’d have money.

      Christ, this sucked. This stupid degree I was pursuing had better be worth the headache, the hassle, and the eye-watering pile of loans on top of my rent and car payment, not to mention those medical bills that I was starting to liken to a case of herpes—no matter what I did, they were never going away.

      Admittedly, I was kind of pissed at Ethan. More than I usually would be if a client bailed. It happened, and I understood that, and usually I was more sympathetic than anything, but goddammit, did he have any idea how badly I needed the money? How few bookings I’d had in the months since I’d jacked up my rates?

      Of course he didn’t know. What would a professional hockey player know about debating between buying groceries and keeping yet another bill from getting turned over to collections?

      Fuck. Fuck!

      My phone pinged, and I rolled my eyes. Great. It was probably confirmation that Ethan had closed out the booking without paying me.

      But when I checked the screen, the push notification made me do a double take:

      Your booking is completed and payment has been processed.

      Wait. He was serious about paying me?

      I opened the app, and when I reached the page with the finalized transaction, I nearly dropped my phone.

      He hadn’t just paid me. He’d tipped me. And the tip was…

      No. That couldn’t be right.

      I exited the app and called Anita.

      “Hey, moneymaker,” she said brightly when she answered. “Sounds like tonight was a good night!”

      “Uh, yeah. Are you sure it’s accurate? Because he put the full amount in the line for the tip.”

      “Mmhmm.” She didn’t hesitate. “There’s a confirmation screen to make sure he knows which is the tip and which is the regular payment.”

      “So he…” I swallowed. “He tipped me a hundred percent? This is legit?”

      “It’s legit. Five thousand for the booking and another five thousand for the tip.”

      “That’s…” I stared blankly at the wall as I crunched the numbers. Forty percent of the booking went to Emerald City, and the entire tip came to me, so… “That’s eight large after you take your cut.”

      “It is. I guess you were right after all—even with fewer clients, you’re still making more!”

      I scowled but let that subject go. We both knew it was bullshit. That said, an eight-thousand-dollar payout for a single night—especially one where I didn’t even take off my pants—wasn’t something I could bitch about.

      We ended the call, and I lay back on my bed, staring up at the ceiling. Eight. Thousand. Holy shit. If Scott called me up, that would be another three (that asshole never tipped). Just thinking about that, I could feel my anxiety receding again. No, not receding—dropping. Plummeting. Financial security was still a far off dream, but a windfall like this meant the kind of breathing room I’d been dying for.

      Closing my eyes, I let that relief wash over me.

      And while I was at it—what kind of man paid double for a service he hadn’t even had? Though he’d obviously felt bad. Embarrassed, but also like he’d put me out by not putting out. Maybe this was his way of making up for—in his mind—wasting my time. Maybe it was a salve for his conscience.

      Whatever had driven him to pay me in full and tip me five grand, he couldn’t possibly know what a difference that money made for me.

      Ethan, I swear to God…

      After tonight, I’d fuck you for free.

      Okay, I would have anyway. He was seriously hot. Once I’d gotten past my kneejerk “oh shit” over being hired by a hockey player, I’d definitely appreciated what his sport did to his body. He was sexy as hell, and he was cute, too. That smile? Those eyes? That kiss? Oh my Lord. I really would have hooked up with him for free. If we’d matched on Tinder, I’d have ridden him into the mattress and begged him for another round.

      But he couldn’t deal with having sex that he was paying for.

      I just wished he knew how grateful I was that he’d paid for sex he hadn’t had.
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      What the fuck is wrong with me?

      In the days since I’d briefly met Luca, I’d lost track of how many times I’d asked myself that question. I’d also lost track of how many times I’d been drawn back to the Gentlemen of the Emerald City app. To one profile in particular. One profile with photos that were even hotter than before now that I’d seen the man in the flesh.

      I could have had him naked. He could have fucked me.

      Groaning, I tossed my phone aside on the couch. I’d been losing my mind before I’d met Luca, and ever since he’d left—ever since I’d stupidly asked him to leave—I’d been pretty sure I’d lost my mind. All that shit that had driven me to the Gentlemen of the Emerald City app? All the reasons I’d booked Luca in the first place? They were back with a vengeance.

      The loneliness. The isolation. The craving for human contact. It didn’t even have to be sex, but Lord, I would not have turned down some of that. Especially not from him.

      That ship had sailed, though. I’d tried, I’d failed, and I was probably on Luca’s list of utter losers who couldn’t handle him. How did he feel about things like that? Did he take it personally? Did he think it was about him instead of being about my ridiculous brain overthinking things? I had no idea, but I hoped the payment and the tip at least took the sting out. Not that he was probably hurting for money, given how much he charged, but I could hope.

      All I knew right now was that it had been about two weeks since that night, and I still couldn’t get Luca out of my head. Because I was embarrassed by my failure to go through with it? Because I was still lonely? Because Luca was so goddamned hot and I’d let him slip through my fingers? Probably all of that.

      My phone chirped, pulling me out of my thoughts, and I picked it up. On the screen was a group text from Quinn, our starting goalie:

      Anyone want to grab beers at Hanley’s tonight?

      Within a couple of minutes, the other guys started responding. Some had to bow out, but several said they were in. Eight o’clock tonight, they’d be at the sports bar where we sometimes hung out. It would be loud and rowdy because hockey players, and it definitely wouldn’t be boring. It would also be a hell of a distraction and a reason to get out of this condo before I lost what was left of my mind.

      So I sent, See you boys tonight.
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      Considering how many of my teammates usually spent the first part of the off season vacationing, I was surprised at how many people showed up. By the time I walked into Hanley’s, the back room was crowded with at least a dozen teammates, plus some members of the front office and coaching staff. It was mostly the single guys, but a few of the attached guys were here too. Some had their wives or girlfriends with them. Some came alone. Coach Henderson had even brought his sons, the younger of whom had recently turned twenty-one, and he and Bauer were showing them some trick shots on the pool table.

      I said hello to a few people on my way to the bar. As I was standing in line, Smitty sidled up next to me, a mostly-finished pint glass in his hand.

      Waggling an eyebrow, he asked, “So? How did it go?”

      “Huh?” But then I made the connection, and I dropped my gaze. “Oh. Um.”

      “What?” He nudged my arm. “Don’t tell me you didn’t do it.”

      “I…” I looked up at the list of drinks above the bar even though I’d memorized it ages ago. “I just don’t think it’s for me.”

      “Back to Tinder?”

      That was a safe enough escape from this line of questioning, so I shrugged and turned to him. “Pretty much. Not that I’ve had much luck there, but the summer is still young.”

      He laughed. “That’s the spirit.”

      I just chuckled, and he mercifully let the subject drop.

      Once I had a beer in hand and he’d had his topped off, we found a table near the edge of the room and sat down. We were close to where the rest of the guys were hanging out, so we shot the shit with people and caught up as if it had been longer than two weeks since we’d all seen each other. Funny how when you spent months on end on top of each other, being apart for even a couple of weeks felt weird. Maybe that was why I’d been such a wreck when I’d come home from the playoffs. Maybe instead of hiring an escort, I should’ve just invited some of my buddies to come over and hang out.

      Except I did still want to get laid. Or at least be touched. Pretty sure that wasn’t something I could ask of one of my teammates.

      Ah, well. This was better than nothing. I wouldn’t bitch.

      “Dude, shut up,” Smitty snapped at someone. Apparently I’d been staring into my beer and zoning out, and I looked up to see what was going on.

      “Don’t act like it isn’t true,” Deacon said to Smitty with a sneer.

      Smitty rolled his eyes. “Fuck off, Deek.”

      Deacon gave him the finger, but he kept walking.

      Smitty shook his head and muttered, “That guy, I swear.”

      I just quietly sipped my beer. I didn’t even know what the hell they’d been arguing about, but this wasn’t new. Deacon and Smitty had known each other since college, and their mutual animosity had grown steadily since then. There’d been some speculation that it had started either after Deacon had sucker-punched Smitty during a practice game, or that Smitty—upon learning that Deacon was a homophobic jackass—had flirted with him in front of some other players. No one really knew for sure, and neither of them had ever said what really happened. Not where I could hear it, anyway.

      Coach Henderson had threatened on multiple occasions to trade one of them if they didn’t get their act together. I was ninety-nine percent certain the only thing stopping him was that Smitty was one of the best defensemen in the entire League and Deacon was consistently among the top five scorers in the Western division. If they were slightly less great at hockey, one or both of them would’ve been long gone.

      But since they could both play circles around almost anyone, the rest of us had to grit our teeth and put up with them snarling at each other now and then.

      Smitty was still glowering, and I gave his shin a light kick. “Hey. Quit stewing.”

      “I’m not stewing,” he muttered into his beer. “Just sick of that asshole.”

      Since Smitty wasn’t looking, I stole the opportunity to roll my eyes before schooling my tone. “Okay, but you’re both here. Why let him ruin your good time?”

      He glared at me, but only for a second. Sighing, he gazed into his beer. “Yeah. You’re right.” He glanced in Deacon’s direction, shook his head, and faced me again. “So, you want to throw some darts after Grant and Turgenev are done?”

      I smiled, grateful for the change of direction. “You think you can actually hit the target this time?”

      “Hey!” He kicked me harder than I’d kicked him. “Fuck you.”

      I laughed even as I reached down to rub my shin. “I’ll take that as a ‘no, I still suck.’”

      “Yeah, you wish I sucked,” he muttered.

      I just chuckled. It was a running joke on the team and throughout the League that it was only a matter of time before we—being two single gay dudes on the same team—hooked up. We sometimes teased fans and reporters about it just to keep them guessing, too. Like the time we’d gone to a charity event and someone asked if we were there as dates. Without missing a beat, Smitty had taken my elbow and proudly announced that we were. Later the same evening, when we’d been talking to a reporter, she’d asked about it. We’d both played stupid, acting as if we not only didn’t know what she meant about us being dates, but that we had no idea who she was even talking about.

      “Smitty, who?” I’d asked while he’d been standing right there.

      Hey, if they were going to speculate about and ask about our personal lives, they could deal with it when we trolled them.

      “Oh, hey.” Smitty gestured with his beer. “Grant and Turgenev are done.”

      I turned, and sure enough, our teammates were wiping their score from the chalkboard, so we got up and went over to claim their place.

      We played darts and drank and shot the shit with our teammates. It beat the hell out of spending the night home alone, but keeping my enthusiasm going was a challenge. Every time a conversation hit a lull or a game ended, my energy flagged hard. It was like it took everything I had to convince everyone around me—myself included—that I wanted to be here.

      I did want to be here, though. I was out of the house. I was around people. Maybe I wasn’t getting laid or even touching anyone, but these walls were less likely to close in than the ones at home. I’d take it.

      And damn it, I needed another beer.
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      I hadn’t drunk nearly enough to be hungover, but I kind of felt like I had. I wasn’t sick to my stomach. My head didn’t hurt all that much. I just… felt like shit. Like I was waking up the morning after a night I’d be regretting for a while.

      Except that didn’t make sense. I hadn’t done a damned thing aside from hang out with my teammates, throw a few darts, and have a few drinks. And maybe that was the problem.

      An evening with the team had been fun, but it wasn’t what I needed. These were the same guys I was with throughout the season, and I couldn’t exactly ask one of them to curl up on the couch with me. I needed to touch someone. I needed to be touched. Shooting the shit over beer and darts was just not cutting it.

      Lying in my bed, I stared up at the ceiling, and like it had without fail for the last couple of weeks, my mind went back to that beautiful escort who’d been here all too briefly. It was getting harder and harder to justify sending him out the door.

      So the hell what if he was in it for the money? I played hockey for money, but I still loved the damn sport. I still had a great time out on the ice. And Luca hadn’t exactly been giving off a vibe that he was just going through the motions. In fact, I’d kind of envisioned sex with an escort to be detached and mechanical, but what little we’d done had been… not detached or mechanical. For all I knew, he’d been thinking about someone else the entire time, and the more I thought about it, who cared if he was? Hadn’t I been with guys who were probably imagining someone else in my place? Or just saw me as a hole for their dick? Hell, there’d been times when I’d been the one fantasizing about someone else just to stay hard. I didn’t expect sex to be some magical or emotional thing, and I had no problem with casual sex or even anonymous hookups.

      What was so terrible about paying for sex when getting it for free didn’t mean it would be meaningful or honest or even warm? At the end of the night, I’d feel less alone and he’d have more money. Everybody won. What was my problem?

      Fuck it. I wanted him. I wanted everything he offered, and I didn’t care how much it cost.

      So I grabbed by phone off the nightstand, opened the Emerald City app, and hoped Luca was willing to try this again.
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      Was this class always a snorefest? Or was I just short on sleep?

      Ugh. Whatever. All I knew was that summer term had just started, and my 9:00 am class might as well be called Ambien 101. I either needed to schedule classes later in the day, or I needed to get more sleep.

      Right. Because that was going to happen. Even with the chunk of cash from my night with Ethan, there were still bills looming. I still needed more money. The only way I was going to start regularly getting good sleep was when someone sang me a lullaby called Luca, you’re not in debt anymore.

      Maybe if I lowered my damn prices so I started getting bookings again.

      I groaned at the thought and continued toward the parking lot. I’d go home, nap for a little while, and then drive this afternoon and this evening. It wouldn’t be much money, but it would be something. Maybe even enough to buy something to eat while I was filling up my tank after giving rides for a few hours.

      Exhausted, demoralized, and so ready to go back to bed, I tossed my books in the passenger seat and headed home. Traffic was a bear because this was Seattle. Some guy in front of me was having an utter conniption, throwing up his hands and yelling at all the other cars, and I let that entertain me for a mile or so as we crawled up I-5. Like, bro, you’re driving in Seattle during daylight hours. Wherever you’re headed, you’ll get there when you get there. Isn’t like anyone else can go any faster or get out of your way.

      I mean, I could relate. I’d had some hardcore road rage when I was younger. It was actually Cole who’d talked me out of that.

      “Here’s the thing,” he’d told me as smoke had started curling out of my ears while we’d inched through post-Seahawks traffic one night. “I can have any reaction I want to, but it’s not going to change the outcome. So, I can either get myself worked up and stressed out and be pissed off when I get to where I’m going, or I can just chill, listen to the radio, and go with the flow. Literally the only thing that changes is my blood pressure.”

      I hadn’t been able to argue with that. I’d tried, mostly because I’d been incensed at the audacity of so many dumbasses congregating on I-5 for National Forget How To Fucking Drive Day, but when I’d thought about it later, I’d realized he was right.

      Ever since, I’d adopted his approach, and what do you know? I felt a lot better.

      The only drawback was that instead of yelling “It’s the little pedal on the right, you fucker!” or “Oh my God, did you order your driver’s license from an infomercial?”, I had tons of time to think about everything else in my world. Like school. And money. And lack of money.

      I groaned. Fuck, fuck, fuck. I really needed to ask Anita to bring me back down to fourth tier. Or even third tier. I’d made a hell of a lot more when I’d still been third tier. Fifth tier wasn’t working, though. That much was obvious.

      I’d figure it out. For now—go home and sleep.

      When I finally made it to the house, most of my roommates were at work or school, so the place wasn’t as crowded as it would be in the evening. I even scored a parking space in the driveway for once.

      With my backpack on my shoulder, I let myself in. There were voices upstairs, and I quickly recognized Cole’s. As I reached the top of the stairs, I realized he was in the living room with his ex, Bryce.

      They were dressed down in sweats and old T-shirts, but they were both hot enough to look good in anything. Like, they’d literally met on a shoot while they were both trying to make it as models. They were gorgeous. Cole was white, tall, and had one of those almost-six-packs that would stand out like whoa if he dehydrated himself before a photo shoot. He had that pretty-boy dirty-blond look with full, pouty lips and brown eyes to die for.

      Bryce was Black, built broader than Cole, and he’d made me almost forget how to speak the first time Cole had brought him home. The dude was just… fuck. Especially when he smiled that mischievous lop-sided smile. He was shy, which was an odd contrast to his gregarious ex, and even though we hadn’t really talked much, he’d always struck me as sweet. I’d been sad when they’d split up because it meant Bryce wasn’t here as much, but I was glad to see he hadn’t disappeared completely.

      “Oh, hey.” I smiled at him. “Haven’t seen you in a while. How’ve you been?”

      “Good, man.” Bryce smiled back. God, he was cute. “You?”

      “I’m doing.”

      We made a little more small talk, but I didn’t stay long. Not with that siren’s call of a nap pulling me down the hallway.

      In my bedroom, I dropped my books on my desk chair and lay back on my bed with a heavy sigh. I could still hear Cole and Bryce laughing and talking from here. Part of me kind of wanted to see if they’d mind me hanging out with them. Mostly, though, I didn’t have the energy. I wouldn’t have minded the company, but I didn’t know how good my company would be.

      Would they object to me just being a fly on the wall while they bantered and joked as if they’d been friends all along and had never broken up? I loved that they still hung out. Cole was one of those people who stayed friendly with pretty much everyone he’d ever dated. He’d had one disastrous breakup his first year out of high school, but otherwise, things almost always ended on good terms. I wished I knew how he did that. My exes and I… Well, there was a reason I was only friends with one of them on Facebook. We’d broken up because he’d taken a job in Phoenix and neither of us had wanted me to move with him. So we’d stayed friendly. I’d managed to keep it friendly with like three for a while, but that hadn’t lasted, and the others were assholes who probably thought about as highly of me.

      Bryce and Cole, though? They were good. And maybe it wouldn’t be a bad idea to talk to Bryce about modeling. I’d been told I could swing it. I was too short for the runway, but print? I could probably do that.

      Though… maybe not. Cole had abandoned modeling because he didn’t like the bullshit, the politics, and—more than anything—the occasional creepy photographer. It said a lot that he was more comfortable working as an escort than with some of the photographers in this town. I’d mostly had good luck with clients. Did I really want to chance it with photographers?

      On the other hand, did I have a lot of choice? Because I wasn’t exactly working as an escort right now, and my bank and creditors didn’t give a whole lot of fucks about if the money came from someone creepy as long as they got paid.

      Speaking of, I hadn’t checked my bank yet today, and there were a few things that were probably getting ready to clear. I didn’t know how much it would help me sleep, looking at how quickly I’d gone through a big chunk of the money from that hockey player, but now that I was thinking about it, the anxiety would drive me nuts if I didn’t check.

      So, I took out my phone.

      On the screen was a notification from Emerald City. It had come through a couple of hours ago, but I’d turned my phone on silent before going to class, so I hadn’t heard it.

      A new booking?

      I sat up so fast my head spun. Holy shit. Right then, I didn’t even care if it was that asshole hockey player, which, knowing my luck, it probably was.

      I opened the booking and its accompanying message, and I stared at it. The client was a hockey player, but he wasn’t the asshole who’d given me an aversion to men who played the sport.

      I think I jumped the gun, Ethan’s message read. I overthink things sometimes. I’d like to give it another try if that’s an option. If I lose my nerve again, you’ll still get paid. Same as before.

      It took a minute or two just to process everything. He really was new to hiring people for sex, wasn’t he? Because he didn’t seem to grasp that he didn’t have to ask my permission or worry that he’d be blacklisted. His credit card hadn’t been declined, so he wasn’t getting turned away. Not by Emerald City, and not by me.

      And I’d still get paid? Same as before? Oh my God. Another eight grand? Or even the standard three? The preemptive relief made me waver, and I closed my eyes as I took a few slow, deep breaths.

      I was admittedly curious about him, too. What had changed his mind? Had he just gotten cold feet last time? Would tonight be different?

      Only one way to find out.

      I tapped to the screen that asked me to confirm the booking. For a moment, I stared at it, but really, what was I waiting for? Yes, I was genuinely worried about him and whether he could handle this, but my job was to provide a service. He was an adult who could decide if he wanted that service or not. All I needed to worry about was showing up, doing my job, and getting paid.

      That last part was the crux of it, because above all else, there was no avoiding how much I needed to get paid.

      So I tapped the button to confirm the booking.

      And then I lay back on my bed and basked in how good it felt to be sweating a little less over money.
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      My phone chimed with a notification, and my heart jumped. I didn’t even have to look to know what it was, but I did anyway:

      Your guest code has been entered at the south elevator.

      I closed my eyes and exhaled. Luca was here. In under a minute, he’d be at my door. Oh Lord.

      Was I ready for this? Was I sure about this?

      I hoped so, since there was no turning back now. Not without things being supremely awkward again.

      I want this. I want him.

      Forget the money. Forget everything.

      Just enjoy him like you should’ve done last time.

      Outside my front door, the elevator dinged.

      Oh fuck. He’s here.

      I started toward the door, pretending my heart wasn’t slamming into my ribs. When he knocked, I swore under my breath. I’d been nervous as hell the first time I’d hired him. Those nerves didn’t hold a candle to tonight’s.

      With one sweaty hand on the doorknob, I paused to pull myself together—to try to pull myself together—and then I opened the door.

      And my heart was immediately pounding for an entirely different reason.

      I’d had this picture of him in my head, and I’d thought a few times that if I saw him again, he wouldn’t be as hot as I remembered him. After all, the photos on his profile were clearly professional, and who didn’t remember someone hot through rose-colored glasses, mentally making them out to be hotter than they actually were?

      Luca, though…

      My God, he was as hot as I’d pictured him. Tonight he’d gone with another dark suit, this one a deep navy blue with a matching shirt. The collar was, as before, unbuttoned, which was sexier than it probably should’ve been. His beard was a little shorter, as if he hadn’t gone many days without shaving this time, and his hair fell over one side of his forehead just right to draw my attention to those dark eyes.

      And now might be a good time to stop staring and let him in.

      I cleared my throat and stood aside. “Hey. It’s, um… It’s good to see you.”

      He smiled as he walked past me. “Likewise.” In my mind, I’d expected a transparently fake customer service smile. The one that says I’m smiling because it’s my job, but inside I’m judging the fuck out of you.

      Maybe for Luca, that was what this was, but if so, he was damn good at it. Because wow. That smile.

      I shut the door behind us, took a deep breath, and faced him. “So. I know things didn’t quite… I mean, last time, we didn’t—I didn’t…”

      The smile warmed a little more. “It’s all right.” He gestured at my living room. “Maybe we should sit down for a few minutes. Just talk and lay down the ground rules.”

      For a second, I was surprised by how chill and almost businesslike he was about this. Then I remembered this was business for him, and I probably wasn’t his first skittish client.

      “Okay. Sure.” I paused. “Can I get you something? Coffee? A drink? Wait, you’re not supposed to drink when you’re with a client, are you? I’ve got—”

      “Ethan.” His voice was as soft as his expression. “Relax. Come on.” He nodded at the couch again. “Let’s sit.”

      He was clearly trying to calm me down, and I didn’t fight it. I let his voice soothe my anxiety, and I followed him over to the couch.

      I took one end. He took the other, though he twisted toward me, a bent knee on the cushion between us and an arm slung casually across the back of the couch. Somehow that made us feel closer together without being in each other’s space. Close with breathing room. And did he know how hot he looked like that? Did he ever not look hot?

      “The first time you hired me,” he said softly, “what was it you wanted?”

      I swallowed, pretending not to notice the sudden heat in my face. “Well, sex. Obviously.”

      “But was that all?”

      I held his gaze. His eyes were as gentle as his voice, but I swore they saw right through me. Right to all the reasons I’d downloaded that app in the first place. So why lie? I shifted my attention to watching my own fingers worry at the seam of my jeans, and I studied that intently. “I was just tired of being alone, honestly.”

      “Yeah?”

      I nodded, and flattened my hand over the seam I’d been playing with as I lifted my head to look at him again. “I’m on the road most of the year. I live and breathe hockey. Then when the season is over…”

      “You’re home and there’s no one here.” It wasn’t a question, and it wasn’t snide or judgy either. More like he actually got it and quite possibly empathized.

      “Exactly.” I sighed. “And maybe that was what I needed that night. I mean, sex, definitely, but…”

      “But company too.”

      I nodded, cringing inwardly because this was probably the part where he was going to tell me I needed to go find a boyfriend, not an escort.

      I wasn’t expecting him to say, “That’s not all that unusual.”

      “It isn’t?”

      He shook his head, which gave a mesmerizing swing to a few strands of dark hair tumbling over his forehead. “They don’t just call us escorts to get around the whole prostitution being illegal thing. We really are escorts.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning we get hired to be dates to events. To just go on a date if a guy is really lonely and hasn’t been on one in a while.” He shrugged. “Sometimes we’re just there so he has a plus one or so he can impress people with a boyfriend, but a lot of times… I mean, people get lonely. Sometimes all they want is someone to spend time with them and talk to them, even if they don’t think it’s”—he made air quotes—“real.”

      I tilted my head. “Except it isn’t real, is it?”

      “It’s…” Luca’s eyes lost focus. After a moment, he met my gaze. “It’s not a real date or a real relationship, no. But we’re not mannequins. We’re not like the dolls a kid puts into chairs to have a pretend tea party. No one’s pulling a string so automatic words come out of our mouths. Even though we’re being paid to be there, the conversations are as real as the sex.”

      “Oh. Huh. I hadn’t thought of it like that.”

      He smiled a smile that made my spine tingle. “It’s something you learn in this line of work.”

      “I guess you would, wouldn’t you?”

      Luca nodded. “So, guys who want company and pay for it—they’re more common than a lot of people realize. I’ve had clients who never touched me.”

      “But some do?”

      “Oh, yeah.” He waved a hand. “They really run the gamut. Some guys just want someone to go to the theater and dinner with them. Others want me to show up, fuck them, and leave.”

      “So some guys really do just want sex and nothing else?”

      “Oh yeah. I’ve literally had clients who wouldn’t look me in the eye.” He wrinkled his nose. “There’s one who was kind of a regular for a while who refuses to tell me his name. Like he won’t even give me a fake name, because he wants it to be that anonymous.” With a roll of his eyes, he bitterly added, “With his general attitude toward me, I’m pretty sure he doesn’t think a sex worker is worthy of hearing his name.”

      I blinked, surprised by his candor, but also that someone would treat him that way. “That sounds… dehumanizing.”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s the idea.” His tone was still neutral like a customer service rep commenting on a company policy he disagreed with, but the faintest note of irritation slipped in. I couldn’t say I blamed him.

      I cleared my throat and shifted on the couch, pulling my knee up between us but trying not to bump his. “I have so many questions. I don’t want to spend the whole night grilling you, though.”

      “You can ask me questions.” His expression warmed again as his voice took on a faintly sultry tone. “But I feel like you didn’t book me tonight to ask questions.”

      I gulped. “No. I didn’t.”

      “Why did you book me tonight?” He paused. “Or should I say, how do you want to spend our time together?”

      “Um. Well, I wouldn’t mind picking up where we left off last time. Or at least heading in that same direction.” God, I sounded like a kid who couldn’t say “sex” out loud instead of a grown ass man telling a prostitute why he’d hired him.

      Luca’s eyes narrowed slightly as if he were trying to read me. “You’re still nervous about it, though.”

      With a quiet laugh, I asked, “Is it that obvious?”

      “You wouldn’t be the first by any means. And if you’re nervous, it’s fine, but do you want to do this?”

      Do I want to sleep with you? Oh my God, yes.

      But my tongue was sticking to the roof of my mouth, so I just nodded. “Yeah.” I paused, and after a moment, I found my voice. “I guess I’ve always thought sex for hire was kind of… I mean, it seems like…” I had to be blushing bright red by now, but I made myself get the words out: “I like quickies as much as the next guy, you know? But sometimes I want…”

      “You want to slow down.”

      I nodded. “Is that… With something like this, can we…” What was it about him that reduced me to a nervous virgin who couldn’t string together a coherent question?

      Luca’s smile would’ve dropped my knees out from under me if we’d been standing. “It’s really up to you. Whatever you want.” He paused. “I mean, within reason. There’s very little kink I’m willing to do, and I’m a top. But otherwise? I’m game for just about anything.”

      “I can… I can work with that. Especially the part where you’re a top.”

      His smile turned to a grin. Then he shifted onto his knees, crawled across the cushion, and suddenly—oh God. He was in my lap. Straddling me. Gazing down at me with those smoldering dark eyes.

      “So tell me,” he whispered, running his fingers through my hair, “what do you want?”

      “Just…” I swallowed, overwhelmed by his body heat and the glint in his eyes. “Just… you.”

      Luca slowly drew his tongue along the inside of his lower lip. “Doing what?”

      “Anything.” I slid my palms up his thighs, marveling at the firmness of the muscles beneath the soft fabric. “I like where this is going so far.”

      “Mmm, me too.” He leaned in slowly, almost tentatively, tilting his head until our lips almost met. For long seconds, he hovered there, our lips so close his breath gusted across mine, and then I lifted my chin to close that last remaining distance.

      My God, no wonder I’d been losing it for the last couple of weeks. The way this man kissed was second to none, and I didn’t care how or why he’d had so much practice. His lips were gentle and languid, his tongue teasing mine until I deepened the kiss and explored his mouth.

      “I’m really glad you kiss on the mouth,” I murmured, “because I fucking love how you kiss.”

      He grinned against my lips. “You’re not so bad yourself.”

      We were both grinning, but quickly softened into another long, perfect kiss. As we made out, I kneaded his thighs through his pants. Cautiously, I ventured higher, curving my hands over his hips, and he moaned between kisses. Getting a little braver, I cupped his ass, and he responded with a deeper, hungrier kiss.

      Shame he didn’t bottom. An ass this perfect would’ve looked hot as hell with my dick sliding in and out of it. That was fine, though—it wasn’t his thing, and I could be perfectly happy with my hands all over his round ass.

      Luca broke the kiss. Panting against my lips, he asked, “You want to do this in here? Or find a flatter surface?”

      My mind was instantly full of all the things the two of us could be doing on a flatter surface, and I gave his ass a firm squeeze as I growled, “Bedroom sounds like a good idea.” I reached up and undid a button on his shirt. “And maybe not so many clothes in the way.”

      He sat up, grinning wickedly down at me as he shrugged off his jacket. Then he started unbuttoning his shirt. “Fewer clothes? I can do that.”

      We were no closer to that flat surface, but like hell was I going to say no to watching him unbutton his shirt while he straddled me like this. The way he was leaning back just slightly made the thick, clothed ridge of his erection even more prominent, and that along with him taking off his shirt had me unbearably hard.

      He dropped his shirt on the floor beside his jacket, and… Oh my God, he was hot. He had smooth abs that, when he was balancing the way he was, hinted at a six-pack. I couldn’t resist, and ran my fingers down the middle. He closed his eyes, muscles tensing under my touch and giving that almost-six-pack even more definition.

      “Jesus, you’re hot,” I said. “Wow.”

      He… Oh, Lord. He actually blushed. And the shy smile almost broke my brain because how could man be so sexy and so adorable at the same time?

      “We really should find that flat surface.” I let my fingertips drift over his hard cock, which earned me a gasp and shiver. “I want to see everything you have.”

      “Good… Good idea.” He licked his lips and met my gaze, eyes burning with lust. That couldn’t be faked, could it? Maybe it could, but I chose to believe it was real.

      “Let’s go in the bedroom.”

      Luca carefully dismounted me, and he didn’t even try to be subtle about adjusting himself. Neither did I, because holy hell, he had me rock hard.

      We moved from the living room into the bedroom, and we both stripped off what was left of our clothes. He eased himself down on the bed just like he had last time, except tonight, he was completely naked with his long fingers slowly stroking his cock.

      I was out of breath and my heart was doing all the things it had when I’d first answered the door, except it was a hell of a lot fewer nerves and a whole lot more excitement. I joined him on the bed. Before I’d even fully settled, he drew me in, and just like that, we were kissing again. We shifted onto this back, and the heat of his thighs against my hips made me dizzy.

      I pushed myself up and gazed down at him. “You okay with me being on top like this?”

      Luca nodded. “Yeah. Just, um… Just don’t pin me down or anything.”

      “Never.” Not unless he wanted me to, but I’d leave that to him to suggest. Instead, I kissed him softly, then started down his neck. “I just cannot…” I kissed his throat again. “Get over how sexy you are.”

      He hummed and squirmed, fingers carding through my hair.

      There was something amazingly indulgent about this being on my terms. Not because I could make him do whatever I wanted, or that his pleasure didn’t matter. On the contrary—because I could, for once in my damn life, take my sweet time exploring a man and driving him wild. A man who wouldn’t be impatiently hurrying me along? All the time in the world to lick and nibble and touch and taste? Ooh, yeah.

      I let my lips skate down the middle of his chest, then went to his nipple and sucked it between my lips. Luca’s breath hitched. His fingers stayed in my hair, kneading and tugging, and when I pressed my teeth in gently, his fingers twitched. I teased him with my lips, my teeth, my tongue—anything to get those hot little responses out of him. Then I moved to the other nipple and did the same, and the ragged “oh fuck” gave me goose bumps.

      After a while, I started down the middle of his chest again, continuing to his abs. The way his abs contracted under my lips—that was sexy. I didn’t even care if he was being extra responsive to earn his pay. It felt real, and I let it be real, and I enjoyed every second. Working my way downward, I licked here. Nipped there. Let my chin brush here. Kissed there.

      “Jesus,” he rasped, tugging at my hair. “That shouldn’t be that good.”

      I grinned against his hipbone, then bit gently, earning me a quiet groan. As I started inching toward his cock, he pushed out a ragged breath, and when I glanced up at him, he was watching me with needy eyes.

      His cock was nice—proportionate to his size, plenty of length and thickness to work with. Bottom for him? Oh, fuck yes.

      But… not yet.

      I gave him a slow lick from the base to the head, and his back arched as he whispered, “Fuck.”

      I hadn’t even realized until now how much I’d missed giving head. Sliding my lips and tongue along Luca’s shaft, I definitely realized it now. I loved sucking dick. Always had. It was even better when someone was as responsive as Luca, and I didn’t care if he was playing it up just to earn his pay. The way he moaned and swore, he sure as hell sounded like he was enjoying himself, so I let myself believe he was, and I licked and stroked him every way I could think of to make him enjoy it even more.

      His whole body tensed, his abs tightening enough to again bring out that almost-six-pack. His breathing came in ragged, harsh gasps, and every now and then, he muttered curses as he clawed at the pillow behind his head. I wasn’t clairvoyant, so I would never know for sure what was going through Luca’s mind, but if he was faking being into this, then he was a damn good actor.

      After a while, mostly because my jaw was getting tired, I pushed myself onto my arms and came back up to him. He didn’t even wait for me to settle on top of him—he grabbed the back of my neck, pulled me down, and kissed me. Hard. And then his fingers were around my dick, and my head was spinning as he stroked me and kissed me.

      “For the record,” he panted between kisses, “we can do this as long as you want.” He gave my cock a deliciously slow, perfect stroke. “I’m not in any hurry.”

      I moaned and kissed him again, and I wasn’t in any hurry either. Not when I had this beautiful naked man under me, his skin hot against mine as we kissed and he stroked me. I shifted onto one arm so I could return the favor, and… ungh. Jesus. I’d known for a long time that I needed this, but I’d had no idea how much I needed it until I was absolutely drowning in sex with the most beautiful man I’d ever seen.

      Much more of this, and he was going to get me off, though, and I was not done with him yet. I broke the kiss and breathlessly whispered, “Fuck me.”

      “Ungh, yeah.” Luca bit his lip and shivered. “Let me get a condom.”

      I nodded, and he kissed me lightly before moving away to get his jacket, which he’d brought in with him from the living room. There were condoms in my nightstand, which was well within reach, but maybe he preferred to use his own. I didn’t argue.

      He came back and knelt on the bed beside me. As he rolled on the condom, my heart was beating the way it did during an intense shift on the ice. It wasn’t exertion or pressure this time, though. Not even nerves. Just pure excitement.

      “Lube?” he asked.

      I handed him the bottle from the nightstand.

      He stroked some lube onto himself, and as he did, he met my gaze. “How do you like it?”

      For a split second, I thought he was asking what I thought of his cock, or of the view of him reclining like that with a slicked-up hard-on. Fortunately, I realized before it was too late that he was asking what position I liked.

      “From behind,” I rasped. “Love it like that.”

      He licked his lips, eyes full of heat. “Turn around.”

      I shifted around, and he positioned himself behind me. He put some lube on his fingers, and he prepped me gently. I didn’t need much—since I’d known he was on his way over, I’d made sure I was ready for him, and now I couldn’t wait to have him.

      As he withdrew his fingers, I closed my eyes. Oh yes. Yes, please. Give it to me.

      Luca guided himself to me. He ran the head of his slick cock up and down my crack. “I don’t know if anyone’s told you this,” he purred, “but you have an amazing ass.”

      “Mmph.” I let my head fall forward. “Then fuck it already.”

      He laughed and gave one cheek a playful smack. “So impatient.”

      “When you’ve gone as long as I have without being—Oh, fuck…”

      My vision blurred as he started to press in. I’d played with toys, but nothing beat getting topped for real. Maybe because I didn’t have to concentrate on maneuvering a toy, so I could just enjoy it. Maybe because there was just nothing that could compare to actually taking someone, especially when he murmured, “Mmm, yeah,” as he carefully worked himself deeper into me.

      Note to self—sex more often. Seriously.

      Though I couldn’t imagine sex with anyone else holding a candle to sex with Luca. Just the way he slowly, fluidly fucked me, and the way he rubbed and kneaded my ass cheeks with both hands, and those whispered curses every now and then—could he do an instructional video for me to show future guys? A porno called This is How Ethan Likes It?

      He picked up a little speed. “This good?”

      “Y-yeah.” I licked my lips and rocked back against him. “Really good.”

      He groaned, fingers twitching on my hips. “Fuck…”

      I shifted onto one hand, and with the other, started stroking myself. I’d gone soft when he’d first pushed in, but I was quickly getting hard again, and it only took a few strokes to bring me back to full attention. “God, baby, that’s… Oh yeah.”

      “Yeah?” There was a grin in his voice. “More?”

      “More.”

      He gave me more. Fuck, did he ever. Hard. Deep. Fast. He was the just the right size for this, too—big enough to make sure I felt everything, but not so long or thick that this would get painful. I never understood guys who turned up their noses at perfectly average dicks, because that was the perfect size to make my vision blur.

      I turned to look at him over my shoulder. “Fuck… Fuck me as hard as you need to get off.”

      His rhythm faltered a little. “You want me to come?”

      “Yeah.” I closed my eyes as I pumped myself faster. “Fuck me till you come. And I… I want to hear you come.”

      He moaned, gripping my hips tighter.

      And then…

      Oh Jesus. Yeah. He fucked me harder, and I didn’t know what I liked more—the way it felt or the strained sounds of exertion he made. I loved the sound of a man coming unraveled. When he was almost there, and he wanted to keep going but didn’t know if he could keep going, only that he was going to damn sure try until we’d both lost our minds.

      “You close?” I pleaded, squeezing my eyes shut as every thrust and every pump drove me closer to losing it myself. “Tell me if—”

      “Yeah.” The word burst out of him. “I’m… Oh, fuck…”

      I bit my lip, trying like hell to hold back as I listened to him falling apart. His rhythm was all over the place now, erratic and frantic, and I thought he swore as his fingers dug into my skin, and then—

      “Oh God!” The sounds he made when he came—the sharp gasp, the strangled cry—had me coming so hard I thought I was going to pass out. I was pretty sure I cried out too, but hell if I knew for sure.

      With a shuddering sigh, I collapsed onto the bed, not even caring that I was lying on top of the wet spot.

      Luca dropped beside me on his back, and that was a sight I’d be revisiting in my horniest dreams for a long time to come—that gorgeous man, breathing hard and flushed and gleaming with sweat, his hand shaking a little as he brushed some hair out of his face.

      After a moment, he lifted himself up. “I’m going to go get rid of the condom.” He looked around. “Uh, bathroom?”

      I gestured at the door. “’cross the hall.”

      He nodded, and as he rose, I couldn’t help grinning at the unsteadiness in his legs.

      As he disappeared into the hall, I closed my eyes and smiled to myself.

      Fuck yeah. This is exactly what I needed.
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      One thing about sex for pay was that there was no telling what the sex would be like. Some guys were just crap in bed. A lot of them might’ve been good with someone they cared about, but if they were paying for it, they didn’t give a damn about anything except their own orgasm. And this wasn’t like a date or a hookup. This was a transaction, and the customer was always right (God, that was such bullshit, but company policy… ). Barring things like assault, if the sex was abysmal—and Lord, it could be—it wasn’t like I could say, “You know what? Fuck this. I’ll go jerk off at home. Peace out.”

      But there were plenty of clients who really wanted good sex, and they seemed to get that it was a lot more fun if everyone involved was having a good time.

      And Ethan? Wow.

      Standing here at his bathroom sink, washing my hands after I’d taken off the condom, I was still shaking all over. In a good way. And I couldn’t even remember the last time a client had gone down on me, and no client had ever been as enthusiastic about it as Ethan had been tonight. Given how he’d begged me to come, and how he’d wanted to hear me come, this was clearly a man who got off on his partner’s pleasure.

      As I dried my hands, I closed my eyes and shivered. More clients like this, please? Hell, more hookups like this?

      I glanced at myself in the mirror, straightened my hair a little (but not too much, since a lot of guys thought the sex-tousled look was hot), and then left the bathroom.

      He was lying back on the bad, the rumpled sheet partway over him, and he looked good. He was fucking hot, and all the training and conditioning he did for hockey had paid off in spades. As it happened, I also thought the sex-tousled look was hot, so seeing him flushed, disheveled, and heavy-lidded? Mmm, yeah. Loved it.

      In the doorway, I moistened my lips. “So, um… Should I… ?” I gestured at the bed.

      Ethan put his arm across the pillow in an invitation to lie close to him, and though I couldn’t say I was surprised by the gesture coming from him, it was always a bit of a surprise coming from a client. I didn’t say anything, though. Instead, I joined him, and his arm wrapped around my shoulders as I molded myself to his side.

      Oh. Yes. This was nice. I wasn’t particularly sentimental about cuddling, and I hardly expected that or any kind of affection from a client, but it felt good. I loved it. It sure beat being told to get dressed and show myself out while he showered or went to sleep. That wasn’t unexpected, but it was… not one of my favorite parts of this gig. Unless the guy was a total dick, in which case he didn’t have to tell me twice to GTFO.

      Especially given that Ethan was my first client in ages, I was relieved he was both good in bed and not in a hurry to boot me out.

      We lay in silence for a little while, and then he exhaled. “Oh my God. I needed that.”

      Smiling, I gazed up at him. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. I’m pretty sure my only physical human contact in the last few months has been when someone checked me on the ice.”

      “That’s not really fun, though, is it?”

      “Eh.” He laughed. “It’s part of the sport. And it’s…” He chuckled, shaking his head.

      “What?” I lifted myself onto my elbow. “Are you blushing?”

      “No.” He fought a smile, but lost. “Okay, okay. So when I was in college, there was a defenseman on another team who was…” Ethan whistled. “God, he was hot. And when he checked me, it fucking hurt. But I can’t lie—when I saw the video later and saw him slamming me up against the glass like that? It was kind of hot.”

      I blinked. “Seriously? Getting thrown up against a wall by another player is—ooh, now that you mention it, that does sound hot. Damn.”

      He chuckled, absently trailing his fingers along my upper arm. “Right? I mean, it probably doesn’t make sense, especially since I was pissed at him in the moment, but what can I say?” He shrugged with the shoulder I wasn’t resting on. “I’d have let him throw me up against a wall like that if he let me take off his pants.”

      “Hmm, yeah.” I nodded sharply. “I can definitely see the appeal. Doesn’t it hurt, though?”

      “So does rough sex.”

      “Touché.”

      He laughed softly, still absently running his fingers along my skin. I wasn’t used to that anymore. It had been a long time since I’d had a boyfriend, and clients generally weren’t this casually affectionate. I didn’t point it out, though. I didn’t want to him to get self-conscious and stop.

      Unaware of my thoughts, he said, “To be serious, yeah, it does hurt when you get checked like that. I mean, I don’t know if you’ve ever been to a hockey game…” He raised his eyebrows.

      I shook my head.

      “Okay, so if you sit down by the glass,” he went on, “and someone gets slammed against it? The first couple of rows jump back, and the glass actually moves. The cleaning crews at the stadium are always telling people not to put their drinks on the ledge, but they do it anyway, and…” He made a gesture like something falling.

      “Oh, wow,” I said. “So you guys hit hard.”

      “We don’t wear all that padding for fun.”

      “No, I didn’t think you did. But Jesus, it sounds like… bumper cars, except it’s people on ice skates.”

      Ethan laughed aloud. “I haven’t heard that before, but yeah, it’s kind of like that.”

      “And you get paid for it.” I grinned. “Nice!”

      He chuckled, meeting my gaze. “We both managed to avoid becoming desk jockeys, didn’t we? Score!” He held up his fist.

      I bumped it, but the comment had startled me. Most people weren’t so casual about my profession, never mind putting it in the same category as theirs—not even when that category was just “hey, look at the shit we don’t have to do.” It was like it really wasn’t that big of a deal to him, and I didn’t quite know how to process that.

      But I didn’t say anything. Instead, I went with, “Yeah, I guess we did. I mean, I’ll probably end up behind a desk once I finish school but for now…” I gestured at his bed. “I feel like this is a lot more ergonomic than anything I’m going to find in an office.”

      Ethan snorted. “I hadn’t thought of it like that.” He looked around the room. “This probably beats the hell out of an open plan office under fluorescent lights.”

      I made a face. “Ugh. Yeah. Fuck that noise.”

      We glanced at each other, and we both chuckled. The conversation fell into a lull, and we lay in comfortable silence for a while.

      Ethan shifted beside me, and a renewed blush bloomed in his cheeks. He seemed nervous again.

      “What?” I asked softly.

      “I, um…” He cleared his throat and finally met my gaze. “So you… What we talked about earlier. You said it’s not unusual for people to hire you for company and conversation? Not just sex?”

      I nodded. He didn’t need to know how unusual it was for anyone to hire me at all these days.

      Studying me, he quietly asked, “Would you be willing to consider that? As maybe a regular thing while I’m in the off season?”

      My heart skipped. Regular bookings? Even for a couple of months that would be a fuckton of money. I tried to sound casual, though. “Um. Yeah. Sure. That’s… If that’s what you want.”

      His brow pinched. “What about your other clients?”

      “What about them?”

      “I mean, would this screw with your ability to book other guys?”

      I almost laughed. Other guys? What other guys? But he didn’t need to know about that. “I’m available to whoever books me. If the same guy books me for a bunch of different dates…” Grinning, I half-shrugged. “Then I’ll see him for a bunch of different dates. The other guys can wait their turn.”

      “Oh. I just, um… I don’t want to monopolize you, you know? Do you have regulars who might get annoyed if they can’t get you?”

      Suppressing a shudder, I shook my head. It would be highly unprofessional to mention that the only somewhat regular I had was one I really didn’t mind not seeing any time soon. Especially if I was making bank from someone who got off on making me get off.

      “It’s fine,” I whispered. “I mean, if you wanted us to be a bit more flexible, I can deactivate my profile until the off season is over.”

      His brow pinched. “You’d do that?”

      “If you’re willing to pay to have me here as often as it sounds like you’re talking about, it’s fine. Then we could meet up when we—when you want to, not just when the calendar says so.”

      “Really?”

      I nodded.

      “How would that work as far as pay?” He cringed. “God, that sounds sleazy. I don’t… I mean, I want to pay you. Because this is your job. But I don’t want you to be at my beck and call or anything. I know we wouldn’t be dating or whatever, but… You know what I mean, right?”

      “I do,” I whispered. “Maybe a flat rate. For the off season. Something that’s reasonable for you.”

      His eyes lost focus. “Okay, so, the off season is about three months, with formal practices starting up during that last month.”

      “So would that still be… I mean, would we… ?”

      He shrugged. “We can play it by ear? I play hockey all summer just to stay in condition, but the first week or so of practices can be a little rough. After that, there’s pre-season games in and out of town, so I won’t be around as much.” He met my gaze. “So, I’d probably see you less, but I’d still like to see you.”

      Nodding, I said, “Okay.” Then I cringed. “But I normally charge five grand a night. For an entire summer…” Holy shit, that was so much money. So fucking much money. I was a little dizzy just thinking about it, but also kind of sick because once he crunched the numbers, he’d probably realize this was a terrible idea.

      “What else am I spending my money on?” Ethan laughed softly and ran his fingers through my hair. “I’m sure plenty of people would think it’s wasteful, but they probably don’t understand how hard up I’ve been for human contact.” Leaning in, he murmured, “Or how good the human contact is now that I have it again.”

      His words had me tingling all over even before his lips met mine, and we let a lazy kiss linger for a long moment. This? All summer? Uh, okay.

      Ethan drew back enough to look at me, but he didn’t loosen his strong, warm embrace, and I was secretly grateful for that. He wasn’t the only one who’d been craving human contact.

      Holding my gaze, he said, “Quarter of a mil.”

      I blinked. His kiss had thrown me off enough that it took a second to catch up. Then I realized what he was saying, and I stiffened in his arms. “A quarter of—are you serious?”

      He nodded. “Figure the off season is ninety days, minus fifteen that I’ll probably be dealing with League shit and pre-season games, cut that in half since I really don’t want to monopolize your time…” With a half-shrug, he said, “Two-fifty, give or take, should cover your rate and a decent tip. I think?”

      I stared at him. “Did… Did you just calculate that all in your head?”

      Ethan laughed. “Hey, just because I get paid to chase a puck around doesn’t mean I’m stupid.”

      “No, but I need scratch paper or my phone to do math, and you were just kissing me and I can’t think at all when you do that.”

      “Just don’t ask me to spell anything, and we’re good.”

      I chuckled. “Okay, so the gods favor no one.” Sobering, I looked in his eyes. “Are you serious? You’d pay me…” I swallowed. “You’d pay that much just to…”

      He also turned serious, and he nodded. “I don’t think you understand how much I’ve been needing this.”

      And there’s no way you can understand how much I need that money. Or how much it’ll unfuck my world.

      Twin crevices formed between his eyebrows. “Is that enough? We can negotiate if—”

      “Enough? Are you kidding?” I slid my hand up the middle of his chest. “That kind of money is… That’s insane. I can’t even get my head around it.”

      He tilted his head. “Really? I would’ve thought you were making money hand over fist. Err, so to speak.”

      I laughed humorlessly and avoided his gaze. “No. Not really. I, um…” I debated how much to tell him. If I tipped my hand too far, I might lose some attraction. What if he’d booked me because he thought I was in high demand? Because he thought charging as much as I did meant that I was special somehow? If I took away that mystique…

      Ethan touched my arm. “Luca?”

      Oh, why not? If we were going to see each other all summer, he was bound to find out sooner or later that I wasn’t living the high life. I swallowed as I lifted my gaze to meet his. “The truth is, I’m broke as hell. I’m in the kind of debt that keeps me awake at night.”

      His eyes widened. “You are?”

      Face heating up, I nodded. “Yeah. School is killing me, and I’ve got some medical bills from a while back that…” My heart was speeding up just talking about it, so I cleared my throat and shifted gears. “So I raised my prices, you know, trying to get my head above water… But I think the higher prices scared off my regulars. I haven’t had a booking in months before you.” I paused, then decided to just go for it: “I’ve actually been making more money driving for Lyft and Uber, if that tells you anything.”

      “Oh. Wow. That sounds stressful as hell.”

      I breathed a quiet laugh. “You don’t know the half of it. So, um…” I scratched the back of my neck and avoided his gaze. “To tell you to the truth, there’s no reason I should be charging any more than any of the other guys.” As soon as the words were out, my stomach flipped. I dropped my hand. Trust me to say too much. Wasn’t like I could take it back, though, so I said, “Look, if you want to work out a lower price for the summer since—”

      “Whoa, whoa.” He shook his head as he squeezed my arm. “Slow down, there. We don’t need to renegotiate.”

      I looked in his eyes. “We don’t? But I basically just told you I’m overpriced and—”

      “And everything you’ve done for me so far has been worth every penny. My offer stands.”

      I just stared at him, disbelieving. I’d basically just thrown it out on the table that I was grossly overcharging him, but he didn’t want to change his offer? Was he serious?

      Ethan covered my hand with his and brought it up to kiss my palm. “You can think about it. We don’t have to sign anything in blood.”

      “There’s nothing to think about, honestly,” I whispered. “I’m in. Definitely.”

      “You are?”

      “Fuck yeah, I am.” I laughed softly. “That kind of money is going to turn my entire life around. You better believe I’m in.”

      His brow pinched, and my heart sank.

      Here it comes. Now he’s going to want to—

      “It’ll make that much of a difference for you?” he whispered.

      Mute, I nodded.

      “Then I’m definitely in. But…” He chewed his lip. “I don’t want you to feel like you have to. Like you’re, you know, chained to me or—”

      “I don’t. Not at all. The money is amazing, but you don’t exactly have to twist my arm for the rest.” I lifted my chin and kissed him. “Let’s do this.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Are you?”

      “I’m in if you are.”

      We held each other’s gazes. Then Ethan grinned. So did I. He pulled me closer, and the kiss was long and deep and absolutely did not belong in bed between a prostitute and a john. Because we could dress this up and call me an escort and him a client all we wanted, but that was the reality of things. It just… didn’t feel like that right now. There was money—so much money, oh my God—and there was sex, and I doubted either of us had forgotten what this was, but it didn’t feel sleazy or dirty.

      If there was any man in this city who could persuade me to be his regular Gentleman for an entire summer, it was definitely the one who wanted me as turned on as he was. I mean, I wouldn’t have said no to anyone, not even his asshole teammate, for a chunk of change like that. The fact that the offer was coming from Ethan? Yeah, twist my arm.

      Ethan nudged me onto my back. Partway over me, he broke the kiss and started down my neck. As he explored my throat, his hand drifted beneath the covers, trailing down my abs toward my groin, and somehow I still jumped when his fingertips brushed my dick.

      “You all right?” The grin in his voice suggested he wasn’t all that worried.

      “Yeah. I’m…” I closed my eyes and arched off the mattress as he started stroking me gently, bringing my cock to life with a slow, sexy touch.

      “I’m figuring this out as we go,” he murmured against my throat, his strokes still long and lazy. “I’ll follow your lead. All I want…” He paused to suck my earlobe between his lips, and I bit my lip as a whimper escaped my throat. He went back to kissing the side of my neck and growled, “The money… Don’t care. Name your boundaries. I just want more of this.”

      “We can…” I licked my lips. “We can negotiate. Maybe when we’re not…” I shivered again as his hand crested the head of my cock.

      Ethan laughed softly. “Maybe when we’re not so hard?”

      “Yeah. That.”

      “Can do.” He kissed my neck again, letting his lips linger against my skin. I was totally aroused now, and I rocked my hips to push my dick into his tight fist. He responded with slightly faster strokes. Not super fast, but definitely enough to have my full attention.

      The covers were getting too hot, so I clumsily shoved them off.

      “That’s much better,” he breathed. “Now I can see you.”

      I bit my lip. I’d only been trying to cool off, but now I was even hotter from the way he was talking to me. “Fuck…”

      “You’re gorgeous,” he whispered, lips grazing my ear. “God, Luca, I can’t get enough of you.” He pumped me harder. “I mean it—I want you. As much as you’re willing…” He nipped my skin. “I seriously can’t get enough.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut and moaned. “K-keep this up, you can have as much as you want.”

      He growled something I didn’t understand, and I dug my fingers into his arm and thrust my cock into his hand. His lips, his hand, his presence, his words—everything about him he made my whole body tremble with need, and I didn’t give a damn if this was a transaction. It was hot. He wanted more and so did I, and nothing else mattered.

      “I’m gonna come.” The words tumbled off my lips, and I shivered, arching off the mattress.

      “Mmm, yeah,” he purred. “Come for me again. Let me feel you come.”

      I couldn’t have held back if I wanted to, and I cried out as I came all over his hand and my stomach. “Fuck…”

      “God, that’s hot.” He nipped my earlobe. “Definitely worth the price of admission.”

      With a delirious laugh, I sank back onto he mattress, completely spent and out of breath. He cleaned off his hand and my skin, then draped his arm over me, sliding in close enough for his fully hard cock to brush my hip.

      “Mmm, I still gotta get you off,” I slurred.

      “You don’t have to.” He kissed my cheek. “Watching you get off is hot as hell for me.”

      “But you’re…”

      “We’ll get there.” He started down my neck again, the soft kisses after such a powerful orgasm making my breath catch. “I’m not in any hurry if you’re not.”

      “N-no. Definitely not.”

      Ethan lifted his head. Our eyes met, his gleaming with a subdued kind of hunger, as if he really did want me, but he had the patience to let this play out slowly. No rush. No demands. The look in his eyes reminded me of the way a long ago boyfriend had looked at me on a weekend getaway. Like we had what felt like all the time in the world, and he intended to enjoy every minute of it.

      I slid a hand into Ethan’s hair and drew him down, and oh yeah, his kiss echoed everything I’d seen in his eyes.

      No rush.

      No demands.

      See this guy on the regular? Make enough money to really put a dent in my financial worries? Have this kind of sex, like, all the time?

      Oh, baby, where do I sign?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      When I keyed myself into the crowded split-level at a little past two in the morning, I was dazed.

      Some of my roommates were still up, and it sounded like there were some friends or partners hanging out, though it wasn’t quite as noisy as usual. Someone was watching TV in the downstairs rec room. A few people were in the living room doing the same. It didn’t even register who was where, because my mind was still in Ethan’s condo.

      In my bedroom, I lay back on my bed and stared upward.

      This wasn’t real. It couldn’t be real.

      Except I couldn’t have imagined the whole thing. Not when I could still feel everything we’d done between conversations. The sex had definitely happened. I’d definitely been there with him, and we’d fucked and talked and…

      And he’d agreed to pay me a quarter of a million dollars.

      Exhaling, I wiped a hand over my face. Was this real?

      I took out my phone and opened the Emerald City app. In my profile—fuck me, there it was. It was listed as an extended booking. That was an option people used if, for example, they were hiring a Gentleman to go on a vacation with them, which happened more often than you might think. My Emerald City calendar was now grayed out until mid-September, and the booking showed $150,000 for me and $100,000 for Emerald City. Ethan had wrinkled his nose at the idea of the company taking that much, and he’d added a tip of $100,000 to make sure I got the full amount. I’d insisted that wasn’t necessary, but he wanted me to get the full amount he’d agreed to pay.

      So I was getting $250,000. For like two and a half months of sex and company. Fuck. I couldn’t even convince most guys I dated that I was worth the price of a bottle of wine, and Ethan was willing to cough up $350,000 just for a summer with me. That was probably sofa change for him, but still. Even after Uncle Sam came along and took his share—which he would, since Emerald City was a legit tax-paying company—that was a lot of money.

      Student loans? Gone.

      Credit cards? Paid.

      Medical debt? Gone.

      Rent? Paid.

      Car? Traded in and replaced.

      Savings? Holy shit, I could actually open a savings account and put something in it.

      Closing my eyes, I pushed out a breath and just let the relief crash over me. I didn’t try to fight it when my eyes welled up. I didn’t care how ridiculous I sounded when I laughed. I’d hardly be set for life after this, but I’d have my head above water. Hell, there wouldn’t even be water. I’d be safely on dry land. No more past due notices. No more lost sleep. Just the thought of going to the grocery store and not scrutinizing the prices on everything to make sure I was paying the absolute least possible price for every goddamned thing… wow.

      A quarter of a million dollars would only go so far in Seattle. There were probably places where someone could live like a king off that much for a while, but not here, and definitely not someone who needed to pay off as much debt as I did. Once I deducted the forty-five thousand dollars I would ultimately pay for my Bachelor’s (not including textbooks and whatever fees the university dreamed up), almost twenty-five grand in medical debt, about fifteen thousand in credit card debt from trying to make ends meet (and some bad financial decisions), and roughly seven thousand left to pay off my car, that was almost a hundred large out the door. If I moved out of the house and got a place of my own, I was looking at an absolute minimum of a thousand a month, plus all the utilities and crap. Probably closer to two thousand if I wanted, like, indoor plumbing.

      So I had no illusions that a quarter of a mill meant I was set for life. It was, however, a hell of a financial Ctrl+Alt-Delete. My debt would be wiped out. I could feasibly put aside forty or so thousand to pursue a Master’s and still have enough in savings to be ready for the next emergency, to invest, or to maybe put toward a down payment on a house someday.

      I hadn’t won the lottery, but I’d damn sure just come into some money that was going to change my life.

      There were people in this world—many of them close to me—who would turn up their noses at what I did. They saw this as selling myself. They were convinced I had no self-respect and that I rented my body out as a sex toy to be used and abused by gross, sleazy men.

      They’d never understand. Almost no one would. Especially not my parents.

      But they didn’t need to. I got it. By some miracle, I’d lucked into a client who was attractive and considerate, and who thought a summer in my company was worth a quarter of a million dollars. As long as I could continue to keep this job out of my parents’ sight, I wasn’t going to lose sleep about what people thought.

      In fact, I was pretty sure I was going to sleep better than I had in a long time.
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