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Chapter One

 

“Hell, no,” Dekker said a little too loudly. His friend Alek shushed him as several heads in the restaurant turned at his raised voice. Dekker leaned across the table and repeated more quietly, “No, no, and no. I’m not doing it.”

“It’s for charity,” Alek said for the tenth time.

“And whose brilliant idea was that, huh? What guy in his right mind would willingly do that to himself?”

“Hey, it was my idea,” Alek said defensively. “We have to do something to bring money into the clinic. I’m open to other options if you’ve got any.”

Dekker leaned back in the booth with a silent huff. He hadn’t meant to insult his friend, but the last thing he wanted to do on a Saturday night was take part in a beauty contest/dating show. What Alek was doing was noble. Dekker wouldn’t deny that. HIV was a disease that needed to be eradicated. The Cleo Farnes Clinic, where Alek worked as finance director and spearheaded fundraising events, serviced those already infected. HIV wasn’t just a gay man’s disease, and the clinic treated all men, women, and children, but Alek’s idea for this fundraiser was solely directed at gay men. The clinic was largely dependent on federal funds that always fell short and a whole lot of volunteer hours. Providing low-cost and sometimes-free care wasn’t free for those offering the help. They had bills. Some had salaries. Supplies and medications cost money. Money the clinic was very much in need of, but this?

“Would it really kill you to just sit in a chair without a shirt on and answer a few questions? Who knows? You might actually meet someone. Did you think of that?” Alek asked.

Dekker lowered his eyebrows. Alek was becoming desperate. The man was close to begging now. Dekker blew out a breath and crossed his arms over his chest.

“Fine. I’ll do the dating game, but I’m not doing that catwalk thing,” he said.

Alek’s face instantly changed. He became more animated, relieved that Dekker had finally caved. It would seem Dekker’s agreement to the dating portion of his fundraiser wasn’t enough for him, however.

“The modeling show is what’s bringing in the most money. Ticket sales for that have already gone crazy. Once I add you? Whew, look out. Although once I post pictures of you and Aaron for the dating show portion, it will get more attention. Who wouldn’t want to see men like you paired off? Hell, who wouldn’t want to be paired off with men like you? You’re fucking hot.”

Dekker blushed slightly at the compliment. He didn’t see himself that way, and he was continually amazed that other men did. His brown hair was cut in layers and hung to his shoulders. He had hazel eyes, and he was muscular, but nothing about his appearance in the mirror stood out to him. He worked out because it was a great stress reducer for him, and he liked how he felt when he finished. The bonus was that other men found his body attractive.

“Thanks,” Dekker mumbled and took a sip of his iced tea to hide his sudden discomfort. He hated being the center of attention, and he had just agreed to put himself in the spotlight. He already regretted it.

“Come on, Dek. You’re going to be in jeans, a cowboy hat, and nothing else at the dating show. Is it really going to matter that you’re shirtless and in leather pants for the modeling show?” Alek leveled a look usually reserved for children. “Josh and Logan are doing it, and Rex and Justin.”

That was the best Alek could come up with? Everyone else was doing it? Dekker closed his eyes, quietly sighed, and nodded.

“So you’ll do it?” Alek asked.

“Yes,” Dekker grunted.

“Excellent. I’m so excited. I’ll email you all the details tonight. Thank you so much.”

Alek pushed out of the booth, clapped his hands, and grinned like an idiot. He leaned down and kissed Dekker on the cheek and then practically skipped out of the restaurant.

Dekker took his time finishing his tea. He looked out the window at passing pedestrians and wondered why he hadn’t been able to make things work with Alek. They had tried dating twice, but it just never went anywhere. Alek had told him both times the “spark” was missing. Dekker was beginning to think the “spark” didn’t exist, whatever the hell it was. He left enough cash on the table to cover the bill and a healthy tip and headed for the gym. He had some serious nervous energy to work off this afternoon.


Chapter Two

 

Dekker stood in front of the three-way mirror staring at his reflection but not really comprehending. Chaotic activity had swallowed him up the moment he set foot in the community center. Alek’s fundraiser had drawn quite the crowd. Every seat in the lobby was filled. Several friends of his were also taking part in the modeling show, but he was the only one dreading it. Everyone else seemed to be swept up in the excitement. Logan and Rex were standing a few feet away near the makeup table, chattering away about all the hot asses around. Dekker felt like he was staring at an oncoming train. Justin and his identical twin, Josh, walked over to their boyfriends who quickly shut up.

Josh smacked Logan on the shoulder. “Don’t even pretend. I know you’re looking.”

Logan pulled Josh into his arms. “Yes, but I’m going home with you. Always, you,” he said. Holding Logan’s gaze, Josh leaned in closer.

“I know,” Josh said softly. He ran a hand through Logan’s short raven hair, tousling it and making it look like Logan had just rolled out of bed. “Better. Gotta make these boys jealous.”

Dekker nearly jumped out of his skin when a warm hand pressed against the bare skin of his lower back. He had been watching the exchange between Josh and Logan, once again wishing he could find that kind of love. He had completely forgotten where he was for a moment. He caught Justin’s gaze in the mirror just as Justin pressed his chest against Dekker’s back and slid his arms around his waist, resting his chin on Dekker’s shoulder. They were both shirtless and wearing scandalously tight, low-hung pants. Dekker stiffened and glanced at Rex just a few feet away.

“Relax, Dek. You look great,” Justin said.

“There are hundreds of men out there,” Dekker said.

He fisted his hands at his sides and then stretched his fingers spasmodically. The closer the time got for him to walk out onto that stage, the more nervous he got. His heart was pounding. He felt hot, and his breathing was shallow.

“You won’t be able to see any of them. The lights will be low over the audience, and the spotlight will blind you,” Justin said. He grabbed hold of Dekker’s belt loop and tugged him around to face him. “Just walk to the edge of the stage, strike a pose, turn around, and walk back. No biggie.”

“I’m half naked,” Dekker whispered. He really, really did not want to do this. He wasn’t shy, but he wasn’t an exhibitionist either. Justin glanced behind Dekker and gave a pleading look. Dekker turned to see Rex joining them, carrying a leather vest that matched Dekker’s pants. Rex handed it to him, and Dekker pulled it on. The vest left his arms and a good expanse of his chest uncovered. It stopped just below his navel, but the low-riding leather pants were a good inch or two below that. He still felt exposed.

“Better now?” Rex asked.

“Not really. But honestly, I could walk out there covered head to toe and still be uncomfortable,” Dekker admitted.

“Why? You’re a beautiful man,” Josh said. Logan had taken a seat on the tabletop, and Josh was nestled between his legs, Logan’s muscular arms engulfing the slimmer man. All four of his friends were watching him, waiting for his answer.

“It’s not about my body. I know I look good. It’s just walking out there and having hundreds of men I’ve never met looking me up and down and…judging.” Dekker rubbed his palms together and looked at the floor. He hated how insecure he felt at the moment.

“I’m glad you agreed to the dating show later. We need to find you someone who will prove to you how wonderful you are,” Justin said and lightly ran his palm down the center of Dekker’s chest. Dekker was always amazed at how freely the twins touched other men when their partners were right there.

“Places, gentlemen, places,” Alek yelled over the din of voices.

The men taking part in the modeling portion lined up in their predetermined positions. Justin caressed Dekker’s cheek. He smiled and winked as he and Josh made their way to their spot in line. The twins would be going out together wearing worn denim jeans and nothing else. Their dirty blond hair and blue eyes, combined with their flawless fair skin and toned muscles, always caused a stir. Rex and Logan took their spots behind the twins. They were wearing workout pants, tennis shoes, and tank tops that showed off their impressive biceps and tattoos. The men were big and totally ripped. Dekker stood frozen in place. He was supposed to be after Logan, but he couldn’t make his feet move. Alek walked up and offered him a slight smile. He put one hand on the back of Dekker’s neck, slid the other into his hair at the back of his head, and pulled Dekker’s forehead to his. Dekker held the other man’s waist like a lifeline.

“You’re going to be fine,” Alek whispered, looking into Dekker’s eyes. “I really appreciate you doing this. Do you know the number of men wanting to sign up for the dating show tripled after I posted that you were one of the eligible bachelors? You’re a hot commodity, baby.”

“That’s not helping,” Dekker said as his pulse began thundering in his ears. Alek chuckled and pulled away, letting his hands drop to Dekker’s shoulders. He ran his hands up and down Dekker’s biceps.

“Piece of advice—give yourself tunnel vision. Keep your eyes on the guy in front of you. Don’t look around. Maybe pretend you’re walking into the bedroom for a little hanky-panky, and your boy is on the bed. You want to impress him, turn him on, and make him all hot and bothered. When you get to the end of the stage, give your best ‘come fuck me’ look and then turn around and walk off,” Alek said.

Dekker was so focused on not hyperventilating and listening to Alek’s words that he hadn’t realized Alek had walked him to his place in line. Alek swatted him on the ass and walked away to see to the other men lagging behind. Logan looked over his shoulder at Dekker and then moved up to whisper in Josh’s ear. Josh looked back at Dekker and smiled before coming back and plastering himself to Dekker’s chest. Before Dekker could process what was happening, Josh was kissing him, slipping his tongue into Dekker’s mouth, nipping at his bottom lip. As quickly as he’d thrown himself at Dekker, Josh just as swiftly returned to his spot in line beside his brother. Dekker was completely thrown off balance. That had to have been one of the fastest, most distracting kisses Dekker had ever experienced. Logan chuckled and Dekker stared at him, dazed.

“You’re welcome,” Logan said.

Dekker followed the line as it progressed, vaguely aware of being nudged from behind when it was his turn. He was still completely distracted by Josh’s kiss and the fact that Logan had put him up to it. How secure did that relationship have to be for that to happen without any kind of backlash? And Dekker knew there wouldn’t be any. He was envious as hell. None of his past boyfriends had been that trusting. It was exactly the kind of love he wanted.

It wasn’t until he’d reached the end of the stage that he was yanked back to the present by an explosion of catcalls and applause. Rex and Logan were flexing their muscles as they passed him on their way back. Insecurity swamped him, and he tucked his hands into his pockets, smiled shyly, and then turned and made his way to the back of the stage. He cast one last quick glance over his shoulder at the darkened room before dodging backstage.

The second and third times he went out were easier, though no less uncomfortable. He was convinced Alek had chosen the most outrageously scandalous clothes for him to wear. Now, Dekker once again stood in front of the mirror and waited for the dating portion of the evening.

“You did good,” Alek said and kissed Dekker on the shoulder. Dekker turned around to stare at the man who, until tonight, he thought was his friend. After seeing the clothes Alek had him wearing, he wasn’t so sure anymore. He held his arms out.

“Seriously, what is with the clothes?” Dekker asked. “I feel like a buffet set out in front of starving men.”

“Oh, darling, if only you knew how true that analogy is,” Alek said with a laugh.

Dekker let his arms fall to his sides. Alek had him wearing torn jeans, cowboy boots, a too-small denim shirt with the sleeves rolled up over his biceps, and a cowboy hat. All the buttons had been removed from the shirt so Dekker couldn’t close it over his chest if he’d wanted to. And he very much wanted to. He felt exposed.

“I have to tell you, Dek. You looked smoking hot out there, and that shy act on stage has bears and twinks alike wanting to be the one to draw you out. You and Aaron are the bachelors, but there are four men for each of you on the other side of those barriers. You don’t know what they look like, but they were in the audience for the modeling show so they know what the two of you look like. I can promise you, all eight were hoping like hell it was you they got a shot at,” Alek said. He looked Dekker over from head to toe. He must have liked what he saw because his smile was blinding. “Damn, man. The money you brought in…” Alek pursed his lips and rolled his eyes heavenward.

“Great. Now I feel self-conscious and cheap,” Dekker told him.

“Don’t sell yourself short. You brought in thousands of dollars in donations.”

Dekker’s eyebrows lifted in surprise. Thousands? He turned to look at himself in the mirror again. He didn’t see whatever it was these men obviously saw. He was handsome, he knew that, but there were plenty of men who looked better. He had just shared a stage with twenty-three of them. Pushing his confusion aside, he focused on the upcoming dating show. There would be no disappearing quickly with this one. He would be sitting in a chair in the middle of the stage in front of hundreds of men while he and four others he couldn’t see asked questions of each other. He turned away from the mirror as Alek ushered him toward the stage for yet another humiliation.

“So, what kinds of questions can I expect?” he asked.

“Anything goes,” Alek answered.

At Dekker’s panicked expression, Alek laughed, clapped him on the back, and walked out onto the stage. The only rule he had given Dekker earlier was that he wasn’t to look at the stage while Alek was introducing the four men hoping to “win” a date with him. It was an easy rule to follow. Dekker couldn’t look in the direction of the stage at all and manage to remain calm. Justin, Josh, Logan, and Rex stopped by to wish him luck, staying with him until he was called out. He tried to focus on his friends as he listened to Alek whipping the crowd into another crazed frenzy. Dekker was apparently the favorite of the crowd, so to make sure the majority of people stayed the entire night, Alek had put Aaron’s portion of the show on first. If the noise level was anything to go by, everyone had waited around to watch Dekker choose a man. It sounded like the place was still packed.

Alek brought out all four hopefuls at once. He introduced them to the crowd and instructed them to take a seat, any seat. He listened to the men’s names with little interest: Jack, Brandon, Slade, and Randy. He had no idea what each man looked like because Alek had been very careful to keep him and Aaron separate from the eight men. He also knew the order of the names wasn’t indicative of the contestant numbers. The men were given their numbers after they randomly chose their seats. In a matter of minutes, it was Dekker’s turn to be introduced. He glanced nervously at his friends who all smiled excitedly and gave him the thumbs-up.

Dekker kept his eyes locked on Alek as he walked onstage to exuberant applause and whistles. He shoved his hands into his pockets and shifted nervously from foot to foot as Alek made him sound like an oversexed Thor. He ducked his head to hide his blush behind the cowboy hat. He really wished Alek would just shut up. There was no way Dekker could live up to the expectations Alek was creating. He glared at Alek as he was escorted to his seat. Alek chuckled softly as he took his seat beside Dekker.

“Keep your head up and the hat back. These people paid to see that gorgeous face of yours. Don’t disappoint,” Alek whispered.

Dekker blew out a nervous breath and did as he was instructed. He wanted to fidget. He wanted to try to close the shirt over his exposed chest. Somehow, he managed to remain still.

Alek lifted the microphone to his lips while watching Dekker from the corner of his eye. “Contestant one, what would you like to ask our bachelor?”

“Well,” said a disembodied voice from the other side of the barrier. “Like everyone else here tonight, I like to have a lot of sex.” Great, contestant one was a player, thought Dekker. “I’m curious what kind of stamina you have? Can you manage multiple orgasms in one night?”

Dekker groaned to himself as he slid sweaty palms over his denim-clad thighs. “Yes, I can,” he answered. Applause erupted in the audience, and he shot Alek a pleading look. This was beyond uncomfortable. Alek smirked as he continued on.

“Contestant two, what’s your question?”

“Yeah, I prefer experienced men, so I’m wondering when you lost your virginity?” came a voice that was higher and younger than contestant one.

Dekker took a deep, fortifying breath. When he had lost his virginity said nothing about his experience level, but whatever. “Fifteen with a girl, eighteen with a boy,” he answered. He dipped his head down to hide the embarrassment, but a gentle nudge to his ribs from Alek had him raising his head again.

“Okay, contestant three, your turn,” Alek prompted.

“I have to admit, I’m eager to see you naked. How many dates would I have to get through before that happened?”

Contestant three’s voice was deep and gravely, like a smoker’s, with a slight southern drawl. Dekker caught Alek’s eyes. He imagined Alek was eager for that answer, as well, since they’d dated for months without it ever progressing to the bedroom. He scrubbed his face with both hands before answering.

“Um, I don’t know. Depends on the connection, I guess,” he answered. He’d had sex on a first date, but also never had sex at all with some men despite dozens of dates. Alek shook his head.

“Man of few words. Contestant four, you’re up,” Alek said.

“What would a first date with you consist of?”

Dekker shifted in his seat. Contestant four’s voice was warm, husky, and slid over him like honey. His entire body took notice. Damn, the man’s voice was sexy. He didn’t realize his thoughts had drifted until Alek addressed him over the mic.

“Dekker, what’s your answer?”

Dekker rushed to cover his sudden distraction and arousal by clearing his throat. He’d never been turned on by just a voice before.

“Sorry. I was thinking,” he said and once again scrubbed his hands down his pants. “There’s this indoor skydiving place that I’ve always wanted to try, so we’d do that first. After that I’d take you to the Tibetan restaurant I like. Then…I guess we’d decide if we still like each other’s company and go from there.”

“Wow. That’s certainly different,” Alek said with a smile. Dekker shrugged. “So what question would you like to ask your hopefuls?”

Dekker had known this was coming. Alek had told him that each man on the stage was allowed to ask two questions. Where he was expected to answer eight different questions, two for each contestant, all four contestants would be answering the same two questions from Dekker. He had complained to Alek how unfair that seemed considering he was the one who was supposed to pick a man. These guys would know more about him by the end of the game than he would know about them. Alek’s response was to “make the questions count.” He had also told Dekker that it was deliberately skewed so that Dekker would make the man he chose feel more special on the obligatory date because he would want to know more about him. Dekker had spent the entire week leading up to this night trying to figure out what to ask so he could get the most information.

“What personality trait is the most attractive to you?” Dekker asked.

“All right. Contestant one, your answer,” Alec said, lifting a brow and nodding slightly at Dekker.

“Bold and daring. I like my men to be adventurous in bed,” the man answered.

Dekker suppressed the urge to roll his eyes. The guy was obsessed with sex. Dekker doubted his soul mate was on this stage tonight, but he already knew for a fact he would not be picking contestant number one.

“Contestant two,” Alek prompted once the catcalls from the audience died down.

“I suppose it would be faithfulness. Can’t be having my man sleeping around on me, know what I mean?” A mixture of boos and applause greeted the answer. Alek smiled and shook his head.

“Number three, you’re up.”

Dekker’s body tensed the closer he got to hearing contestant four’s voice again. For the first time since arriving here hours ago, he was actually excited about something. Was it bad that he wanted to choose number four right now based solely on the man’s voice?

“I think it’s a tie between honesty and faithfulness. Like my opponent here, I can’t have my man lyin’ and cheatin’.”

Dekker had no idea what was happening on the other side of the barrier, but the audience laughed loudly and clapped. Dekker shifted in his seat uncomfortably. His nerves had been a stone in his gut all night. All it took was the promise of the deep, sexy voice of number four to transform those nerves into butterflies that suddenly took off in a flutter.
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