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A Balls to the Wall Romance

 

Adam James is so far in the closet he could find Narnia. As an attorney for the homophobic WMA Development, he can’t come out without risking the million-dollar paycheck waiting for him once they push their big land development deal through the city council—money that will finally allow Adam to live according to his own terms. Then, on an early morning scuba dive, Adam meets a tall, lean rebreather diver named Sky who makes him want to hug a tree.

Sky Sea Mickeljohn stands for the environment, world peace, and being openly gay. He won’t compromise his principles for anyone—even the damned lying developer lawyer he can’t help lusting after. True, the WMA land development deal could put thousands of people at risk, but Sky still wants to risk his heart. In the fight between freedom and integrity, is there a place for love?
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Chapter One

 

 

“WOULD YOU like anything else, Mr. James?”

Adam looked up at two big blue eyes and two good-sized boobs. He’d like sex, scotch, sunshine, and the hell out of this meeting, but he’d keep that to himself. “No thanks, Tiffany. I’m good.”

“You sure I can’t get you anything?” She leaned over, presenting the cleavage carefully arranged in a low-cut peasant blouse, for his appreciation. This girl didn’t know her customer. Of course in his case, no one else knew him either. “I’m sure, thanks.”

She smiled at the three other men at the table without quite the same level of gushing enthusiasm. “Can I get you anything?”

Bill Woolsey gave her a huge, slightly bleary smile. “Sure, sweetie, I’ll take another scotch and water. Light on the water.”

Ed Arturo looked up from his omnipresent smartphone. “Yeah, one more.”

Keith Milton shook his head.

The waitress blasted Adam with another smile and then scooted between the crowded cocktail tables toward the big center bar.

Bill burst out laughing. “It sure pays to be young and beautiful, Adam. I thought she was going to stretch out on the table and give you a piece.”

Adam smiled. “Really? I didn’t notice. I guess I’m distracted. Damn city council meeting, taking my mind off the important things in life.” He grinned and the guys laughed. Yeah, he might be distracted, but not by business. The council meeting might mean a million bucks to him, but right now he just wanted to get settled in at his buddy Carly’s place by the sea and let his cock do the working for a change. He’d had it with these guys, his business, and life in general.

Keith leaned forward. “Y-you still d-d-ating Miss N-November?” His stammer got worse when he drank.

Adam sighed. He hated to flat-out lie. “You know it’s hard to sustain relationships on our schedules.” Keith always asked about the gorgeous woman Adam had brought to a WMA Development retreat last year. Adam neglected to say he’d paid her to come.

Bill nudged him. “Hell, Adam, I keep telling you. Get married. Then you can have pussy at home waiting for you when you need it.”

“Not sure it’s worth the price.”

Bill barked out a laugh. “You got that right.” Bill was forking over big bucks to two previous Mrs. Woolseys. Mrs. Woolsey the third had a huge shoe habit.

Adam looked down at his tablet on the table. “Okay, have you got questions about any of the city council members? We know we have one sure vote.”

Bill nodded. “Good old Earl. Never can resist the wining and dining.”

Ed grinned. “Or the bribing.”

Adam pushed on. “Lilly March is the biggest worry. She’s a tree hugger and could prick the consciences of some of the others. The council has to believe we have the skill and money to handle the toxic cleanup, or we’re toast. We have to score points before the Newport Nature Preserve gets organized. They might command a lot of opposition, and the council could cave in.”

Ed shook his head. “Those pussies.”

Adam nodded and scooted his chair in as an older man from the next table pushed through. “Yeah. Well, let’s not get overconfident. You know how much money this represents.” He put the tablet in his briefcase beside his chair.

Someone next to him moved, and he found himself eye to eye with a smiling twink at the next table. Small, with longish brown hair and big eyes, the kid couldn’t be much more than twenty-one. Pretty in a flamboyant sort of way. The guy who left must have been his sugar daddy. The kid smiled and fluttered his lashes. Adam’s cock fluttered back.

Shit. That just showed how damned desperate he was. He straightened.

Keith had leaned in toward Bill, all hush-hush. “H-how did that w-work on the land go?”

Bill glanced at Adam and shook his head. “Oh, fine. No problems.”

Adam frowned. “What?”

“Nothing, buddy. Can’t compromise your legal ethics now, can we?”

The pretty Tiffany delivered the drinks, and Bill took a big slug as soon as the glass hit the table. The waitress flashed another smile at Adam and left.

Adam touched Bill’s arm. “Come on, Bill. You shouldn’t be doing anything that will put us in a difficult position legally. They have to check the parcel for environmentally sensitive habitat. It can’t look like we’re trying to hide anything.”

Bill waved a hand at him. “No worries.”

These guys loved to skirt the rules. Adam was no Boy Scout, but sometimes the WMA partners made him cringe. Fucking with the land before the city council ruled could bring down a flood of hot water.

Ed raised his lip. “Do you see that fag at the next table? He came in with some old dude. Man, that turns my stomach. I’m gonna see that picture all night in my nightmares.”

Adam held his breath. These guys hated anything gay. They just didn’t know who that included.

Keith grinned. “S-speaking of gay, did you hear about the two g-gay judges?”

Ed shook his head. “No. Tell me.”

“They t-tried each other.”

Ed split a gut. “What do you call fifty lesbians and fifty government employees in one room?”

Adam’s hands clenched. Shit, he’d heard this joke so many times. Today he wasn’t in the mood.

“A h-hundred people that d-don’t do d-dick. You told me before.”

Ed shrugged. “Still true.” He went back to his cell phone.

Bill nudged Adam. The guy had a shit-eating grin. “Know why so many gay guys have mustaches?”

Adam did not want to hear it. He shook his head.

“To hide the stretch marks.”

Ed and Keith laughed. Adam showed some teeth, but his face hurt doing it. “You’re funny, Woolsey.”

The guy was on a roll. “Yeah, and it’s a good thing they won’t find any fairy shrimp on our property. Get it?”

Enough. Adam pushed the chair back. “Excuse me, gotta go to the head.”

He walked down the hall and into the large men’s bathroom. Some days the huge paycheck wasn’t worth it. He took a deep breath and blew it out. Most days it was. This project was the one. His piece of the action would set him free, but he couldn’t blow it just because he was horny. So horny he could fuck a duck if it had good tail feathers.

He went to a urinal, reached in his fly, and hauled it out. God, just holding the thing made him want to shove it in a hole. The door to the bathroom opened. He glanced up in the mirror. The twink from the table came in.

Crap.

The guy affected a graceful sway as he sauntered to a urinal and unzipped. Adam stared at himself in the mirror. This was the wrong time for a bashful bladder. He breathed out and finally got a good stream going.

The kid glanced at him and smiled.

He smiled back.

That produced a bigger smile from the twink. “You waiting for someone?”

“No, just peeing.”

The kid pushed out his lower lip. “Oh, I thought you might be waiting for someone.”

Adam didn’t answer.

The kid produced a small stream and then jiggled his cock mightily. Adam tried not to check it out, but… damn. The boy had a nice penis, although Adam didn’t want to show appreciation. He squeezed out the last few drops.

The kid smiled real big. “You sure you wouldn’t want to be waiting for someone?”

Exactly what the hell did the twink plan to do with his sugar daddy? Ask Adam to fight for him? Nevertheless, his cock stiffened. “Sorry, kid, I think you got the wrong impression.”

The lip again. “Oh, did I?” He sneaked a peek at Mr. Half Mast. Then he smiled. A world of hard-won wisdom shone from those pearly whites. “Really sorry, handsome.”

Yeah, so am I.

Adam tucked, zipped, washed in record time, and pushed open the bathroom door into the growing crush of Friday-night happy hour. Shit, he was hard as stone. He had to get out of this fucking meeting and get to Carly’s.

Deep breathing the whole way, he walked slowly back to the table until his erection finally gave up. The guys had switched from gay jokes to a discussion of the various waitresses. Just great.

He pulled out his chair.

Ed pointed. “Hey, Adam, whaddaya think of the redhead with the gazongas? She’s new, isn’t she?” This was Bill and Ed’s favorite restaurant and bar, where they catalogued everything female.

Adam laughed. “Only the gazongas are new. I think she just bought them. I seem to remember seeing her before with a much less impressive rack.”

Ed fell back against his chair, clutching his chest. “Nooo. I want to believe they’re one hundred percent gen-u-ine. Don’t burst my bubble.”

Keith glanced up from the phone. “M-make sure you don’t b-burst hers.”

They should all go home to their wives. “Okay, gentlemen… and I use the term loosely.” He grinned. “We meet with the architect again on Monday to run through the presentation.”

Bill nodded. He had a lot of extracurricular activities, but underneath he was all business. “Yeah. I’m playing golf with Earl Hamston on Sunday. Want to come?”

Hell no. “Sorry. Have some family duties this weekend. Call me if you need me and leave a message. I’ll be checking in.”

Bill cocked his head. “Thought your family was back East somewhere.”

“Yeah, uh, extended family.”

Ed laughed. “A weekend with family. Thrill a minute.”

If they only knew. It wasn’t their fault he was so deep in the closet he could find fucking Narnia.

 

 

ADAM RANG the buzzer on the gate in front of Carl “Carly” Cameron’s. He could see through the iron slats that a couple of cars were already parked in the circular driveway. Good. The gang was all there. God, he was so tired.

The speaker clicked on. “Yes, sir.”

He smiled. Waldo was safe saying “sir” to anyone coming to this house. Few ma’ams were allowed. “Hi, Waldo, it’s James Adamson.” He breathed in deeply. He loved being somebody else. There were days when Adam James’s life was shit, and this was one of them. Being James Adamson now and then kept him sane.

The iron gates opened. He drove the Mercedes in and parked on the far side of the fountain next to Ian’s Maserati and an unfamiliar red Ferrari. Wonder if Ian still had that adorable Latino boyfriend? No matter if he was alone, though. Ian didn’t turn Adam on. Too hairy. Adam glanced at the Ferrari, gleaming under a new coat of wax. New blood. Promising.

He’d kill for the balls to just come out and drive a “gay” car. He looked in the rearview mirror and ran a hand through his hair. It was too long, but he kind of liked it that way. Actually, he wished he had the balls to just come out, but way too tough on the income. He flipped up the mirror. WMA wasn’t his only client, but they were the biggest. His assistant, Cat, kept telling him he needed to change that. One of these days. Meanwhile, the Rendall Ranch project was more than a paycheck. Adam was in line for a percentage. A big one.

He popped the trunk, climbed out of the Mercedes, and grabbed his weekender. Mostly swim trunks and a lot of sunglasses, but Carly might throw a party requiring clothes. Of course, the dress code would be California casual, but these guys did fashion. He’d had to go to the back of the closet where he kept the Versace for something flashy enough for Carly’s crowd. He couldn’t wait.

Waldo held the door open with a big smile of welcome. “Mr. Adamson. Good to see you.” Waldo was only about five foot five and likely in his forties, but Adam had the feeling Waldo could handle himself in a fight. The term “fireplug” came to mind. Always the essence of polite and respectful, he was a great cook and probably a great bodyguard too.

“Nice to be here.”

“You’re in the usual suite.”

Behind him, the gate opened and Bruce Landon drove in. Adam waved, then turned back to Waldo. “It’s okay, I can find my way. You help Bruce. He always brings way too much stuff.”

“Are you sure, sir? Thank you. There are fresh towels and the shampoo you like in your suite.”

Adam grabbed his bag and walked into the house. The slate entry gave way to a huge living room that faced the pool and beyond it, the ocean. Carly’s voice floated in from the patio. If Adam stopped to say hi, he’d never get settled.

Some gorgeous portraits of nude men decorated the hall on the way to his suite. Adam recognized the brushwork. They were probably by Roman, a great painter whom Adam loved. He couldn’t have art like this in his own house, though. People might get the right idea. He grinned and followed the oriental runner to the door at the end of the hall.

His favorite suite. The sun shone through the tall windows, throwing streaks of light across the polished wood floors. His shoes sank into the large plush rugs sparked with bold graphic patterns. French doors opened out to a garden next to the pool deck. This room had it all—privacy and access.

He threw his bag on the king-size bed. It looked good. He could almost sleep for the whole weekend. He shook his head. Hell no. Sleep he could get at home—sex was tough to come by. The houses were close together in Newport Beach, and his neighbors knew his business. The occasional “watching football with a buddy” might work, but cars around overnight?

Wonder what the pickings will be like this weekend. Carly certainly would have invited someone Adam James, aka James Adamson, would like. Carly took his hosting and matchmaking duties seriously. Of course, the matches only lasted a couple of days.

Adam unzipped the bag, pulled out clothes on hangers, and carried them to the closet. The last time he’d been here a couple of months ago had been fun. He’d met that businessman from someplace in the Midwest. The guy had definitely been Adam’s type. Clean-cut and well-built, but not too hairy. And he liked to switch. Yeah, they’d fucked on the beach and in the car one night when they’d ventured out for some Mexican food. The man had an exhibitionist streak Adam hadn’t loved, but he’d still had fun. Mr. Midwest had said his name was Harry or Barry or something, but nobody really went by their own names at these parties or talked about themselves much. Everybody was here for the same thing—great, anonymous sex in a safe, upscale environment. Maybe Harry or Barry had come this time too.

Adam arranged his clothes in the drawers and toiletries in the bathroom. After he stashed his bag, he changed into shorts, a hand-painted T-shirt, and flip-flops.

He got halfway to the door when his cell rang. He glanced at the screen. Mom. Awkward.

He clicked the phone on. “Hi, Mom.”

“Hi, Adam. How are you, darling?” Bright and chirpy as usual.

“I’m good. In the middle of a big development deal.”

“Wonderful. I’m so proud of you.”

“Thanks, Mom. How’s the weather been?”

“Hot and humid as usual. Summer in Philadelphia. Your father and I are thinking of a trip to the Poconos.”

“Great idea. I’m sure that will be fun.”

Slight pause. “Is there any possibility you’d like to come with us?”

“Sorry, Mom. This case is huge, and I’m at the center of it. We’ve still got to work out the traffic planning and the environmental reports. We’ll be at it for months. You guys go and have a good time.”

Another pause. “So, you’re doing… well?”

“Yeah. I’m great. Just great.”

He thought he heard her sigh. “Well, all right then. It’s good to hear your voice. Take care, darling.”

“Bye, Mom.” He clicked off and stared at the phone. How would she have reacted if he’d said no, he wasn’t doing well? No, he wasn’t great. No, he could use more love in his life. No, he would like it if she knew something about him. He sighed. The chances of him saying those things to her were zip. They’d freaked when he came out of the closet and seemed perfectly happy when he’d shot back in. Now everyone was polite. He had a world full of polite.

He needed some impolite sex. Rowdy, rude, down-and-dirty sex. He shoved his sunglasses on against the last of the summer rays and headed out to the pool. The voices were louder than when he’d come in. More guys must be here. Good. He could start looking. He stepped onto the deck.

Carly waved. “Hey, James. Great to see you, buddy.” He was a fairly average guy. About five foot nine with brown hair and nice gray eyes. But what he lacked in physical beauty, he made up for in style and color. He wore yellow shorts and a brilliant print shirt that probably cost more than some people’s rent payments. After hugging Carly, Adam surveyed the three men in the group. Ian Brolly, Bruce Landon, and a guy Adam had never met. The Ferrari driver, no doubt.

He shook hands with Ian, then hugged Bruce. Bruce clapped his back. “How the hell are you, handsome?”

Adam smiled. “Hey, flattery will get you everywhere.” But they both knew that wasn’t true. Adam liked the tall, lanky Texan, but no sparks flew.

Carly put a hand on the new guy’s shoulder. “James, this is Gary Smith…. I thought you guys should get to know each other.” Carly winked.

Adam shook the guy’s hand. Good firm handshake, and he looked promising. Just the height Adam liked, a few inches shorter than his six two. The body under Gary’s shorts and tank top was fit and tan. The guy had medium blond hair with phony streaks, but they looked good with his big brown eyes.

Adam smiled. “Have you been in the water yet? How is it?”

Gary shook his head. “Not yet. I’m too busy sucking up Carly’s delicious mai tais.”

The problem with these parties was that the relative anonymity made conversation hard. Most of the usual chitchat about work and family got a little too close for comfort. Carly was the only one among them who was completely forthcoming about his identity. Of course, Carly knew who his guests really were. He just didn’t tell, which gave him huge clout he seldom exercised. When he did, he could get a judge appointed or a front-row seat at the Lakers when he needed it.

Adam nodded toward the drink in Gary’s hand. “I think I’ll follow your lead.” He walked over to the patio bar, where a huge jug of mai tais and a giant ice bucket of various wines commanded the counter. He grabbed a glass and poured some of the sweet, potent rum and fruit juice. He usually drank scotch, but hell, this was a party.

A hand touched his arm. He looked over his shoulder into Gary’s big brown eyes.

Gary smiled flirtatiously. “I’ve only been to one of these shindigs before, but I kind of know the ropes. I know a good-looking guy like you is watching for the best hookup, and right now I may look like it. No offense to the other guys, but I figure you know them and have ruled them out for one reason or another. Anyway, I know you may not want to commit in case George Clooney shows up later. But I want you to know that’s okay with me. I’d be happy to fuck now. Or suck if you’re saving yourself.” He grinned. “And we can both change partners later. I love variety, see. I wouldn’t even be true to George. So… you wanna fuck?”

Adam laughed so hard he sucked mai tai up his nose and had to cough. “I love a man who wants to be appreciated for his beautiful mind.”

“Hey, I figure we’ve only got the weekend. Might as well make the most of it.”

“Shit, yes.”

“Shit yes you agree, or shit yes you want to fuck?”

He smiled. “Both.”

Gary pumped his fist. “Shit, yes!” Other men looked up from their conversations.

Adam waved at them. “Hey, we’ll see you later, okay?”

Bruce slapped his leg. “Yee-haw. Not that’s what I call getting down to business, baby.”

Adam just grinned and followed Gary into the house with the sound of the other guys’ laughter floating behind them. He stopped inside the huge great room. “My place or yours?”

Gary grinned. “Mine’s closer. C’mon.” He took Adam’s arm.

“You have lots of supplies?”

“Yeah, I’ve got ’em. But everybody’s clean. Carly checks the medicals.”

“I still like condoms if we’re going to fuck.”

“You okay with sucking latex-free? Because, baby, I love to suck.”

Now that sounded promising. “You got it.”

Adam let himself be dragged to Gary’s suite. It was on the other side of the hall from his and lacked beach access, but the French doors led to a beautiful garden.

He barely got to notice the scenery. Gary closed the door and slammed Adam back against it. Adam’s shorts were down around his knees and his cock was headed straight for Neverland in about two seconds. Gary knew just what he wanted, and despite being three or four inches shorter and twenty pounds lighter than Adam, he had determination on his side.

“Whoa!”

Gary wasn’t kidding about loving it. He made deep moaning and mewling noises as he sucked, licked, and pumped. Hell, you’d have thought he was the one getting sucked, he was so into it. But Adam wasn’t complaining. He just closed his eyes and surrendered to some much-needed sexual bliss.

 

 

WHAT A great day. The sun reached through Adam’s skin right to his soul. The kayak bobbed on the small waves, and splashes of cool seawater made him gasp. The water didn’t usually warm up until September, so maybe he should have brought a wetsuit. But Carly’s didn’t fit him, and Adam had been in such a hurry, he’d forgotten to pack his own.

He adjusted his tanks and then tossed the small sand anchor over the side. He was probably far enough out to see some great fish. Plus he really enjoyed the peace. He loved being underwater for the quiet, loved the way the whole world slowed down and waved at him.

The serenity was so different from his daily life. So different from last night! He chuckled. Man, Gary had sucked him dry. Or so Adam had thought until they’d had dinner and gone back to the bedroom, where he’d returned the favor by hammering Gary’s ass into submission. Even Gary the Energizer Bunny had finally said uncle, falling asleep on his back with snores that shook the walls. Good thing Adam hadn’t planned on sleeping with the guy. He’d crept back to his suite, crawled into bed, and slept like an honest man.

Adam awakened full of energy, longing for sunshine and water. The rest of the house was still asleep or at other pursuits. He’d found Carly’s tanks, mask, and fins, and here he was.

The sand anchor seemed secure. He tumbled over the side.

Wow! The cold water struck every nerve. He gasped and bounced, trying to get used to it. A swell splashed him in the face, and he tasted salt. He rinsed his mask, put it on, and stuck in the mouthpiece. The air rushed into his lungs. He let go of the kayak, and the buoyancy vest took him down.

He loved this moment. The murky water seemed impenetrable at first. Then his eyes and skin began to adjust. Fish darted in small schools, not much different in color from the blue-brown water. He wasn’t too deep, only twenty-five feet or so, and the water became clearer as he got to the bottom. Hillocks of sand met small gardens of kelp with shiny silver residents.

Bubbles rose up around him as he breathed. He didn’t have a plan. He just wanted to see stuff and drift…. Coral grew close to the bottom, and he swam down to peer at its brightness against the brown sand. He looked around. Nothing too interesting. Maybe if he got a little closer to the drop-off….

He grabbed the anchor cord and hauled the kayak with him as he swam, checking out a big halibut on the bottom. Cool. Maybe he’d see a thresher shark. A bit farther, kelp blocked his way for a few feet, and he skirted the patch of weed.

Movement, but not a fish. Is that a diver? Adam swam toward the wavering outline. No bubbles. Couldn’t be a diver. A shark? Excited, he swam closer. No, it was a person. The diver’s wet-suited back was to Adam. The tall, lanky guy seemed to be studying something closely.

How the hell did he get around so freely? His tanks were small, light. Rebreather tanks, probably. That system reused the exhaled oxygen and scrubbed the carbon dioxide. Rebreathers didn’t need such big tanks because nothing was wasted. Plus no bubbles. Adam had never seen a rebreather rig up close. Not a lot of sports divers used them.

Who was this guy? He might as well be standing in his backyard, he looked so at home. What’s he doing?

Adam floated a little closer. He caught his breath. An octopus. The guy was looking at an octopus. Maybe better to say he was kind of dancing with it. The octopus still had a few of its arms inside a hole in some coral, but the rest were waving from side to side, kind of like it appreciated the guy but was telling him not to come too close.

Okay, Adam was losing it. Anthropomorphizing an octopus.

His bubbles flowed upward as he swam closer. The other diver turned, his movements languid. His hand rose up toward Adam, warning him off.

Well hell, it’s not his octopus. Adam swam to the right, and the guy blocked him. Asshole. Adam rushed to the right again and got around him just in time to see the octopus pull back into its hole and disappear. Shit!

He turned toward the guy. Hell, all he’d wanted to do was see the fucking octopus. He put his hands on his hips, trying to show his pissed-off-ness. The guy shook his head and waved his arms at Adam. Double asshole. Adam turned back toward the hole where the creature had vanished. Maybe he could get the critter to come back out. He swam forward.

A hard hand grabbed his arm.

Damn. Who did this guy think he was? Adam whirled as ferociously as the ocean, a mask, regulator, and two huge tanks would allow, and the other diver backed off with his hands up. Adam frowned and then realized how stupid that was. The man couldn’t see his expression. The octopus was completely invisible, so there wasn’t much going on. Adam wouldn’t get in an underwater fistfight over a vanished cephalopod.

The other diver still watched Adam closely.

Shit—done. No octopus. No peace. He might as well go back to Carly’s and have sex. With a push of his foot, he swam toward the surface.

A half hour later, he lay on the sand, still annoyed about the asshole and the octopus. Why had the guy been like that? They could have shared the creature.

Oh well. He should go back inside and get another hit of Gary, but it felt good just lying on the sand. He’d purposefully chosen a stretch of beach without many kids. Less noise but still close to Carly’s.

He raised himself onto an elbow. Everyone else would be up by now. Way up. Maybe he’d see who he could find. If he was honest, Gary was almost too much of a good thing. The guy swore he wouldn’t care or be jealous. Of course, he’d had heard that before. He shrugged and glanced over at the kayak full of Carly’s scuba gear. Might as well get to it….

There he was—rising from the sea like some merman. Not a bubble. Not a ripple. The diver just appeared, manifested by Neptune. It had to be the octopus guy, right? A tall, slim figure strode through the shallow water, navigating the surf like it wasn’t there. Like it couldn’t drag him down and out to sea.

Octopus-man stopped at the waterline and pulled off the tanks, unfastened the hood of his wetsuit and shoved it back, then shook his head like a dog and fluffed out light brown curls that surrounded his head like a halo.

Perfect, because from this distance the guy’s face looked totally like an angel. Wide eyes, full lips, and high cheekbones that gave him a slightly hollow-cheeked look. The diver walked a few more steps and dropped the rig, then dragged down the wetsuit, revealing a long, lean body, thin but well-muscled, like a long-distance runner He must spend a lot of time in the sun if he was a diver, but his skin was only a pale tan. Man, under his bathing suit he would be alabaster.

What else was under that bathing suit?

Adam forgot to be pissed. The guy started to gather up his stuff, and Adam jumped up. “Excuse me.”

The angel face turned toward him. Neutral. Maybe he didn’t recognize him from the underwater encounter.

Adam took a couple of steps toward him. “Hey, I’m the guy you chased off the octopus down there. I know you got there first and all, but hell, all I wanted to do was see the thing. You didn’t have to make a huge deal out of it.”

A crease appeared between the arched eyebrows. “Your bubbles. They were bothering her. I’d been coaxing her out for over an hour, and then you came barging in like some hippopotamus.” The guy picked up his tanks and started walking.

“Wait!”

Angel face stopped and looked back.

Okay, why did I stop him? “I’m, uh, sorry. I didn’t realize. I just saw the thing and really wanted a better look.”

“There’s a nice aquarium in Long Beach.”

“Hey, I said I’m sorry.” He walked up to the man. The diver had an inch or more on Adam. Funny, he wasn’t used to looking up. Adam stuck out his hand. “Ad—uh, I’m James.”

The guy stared at the offered hand, then his gaze dropped to Adam’s feet and slowly rose. Talk about appraisal. Shit.

Adam assumed he was weighed and found wanting.

A long, lean hand grasped his. “Sky. I’m Sky.”

“You’re a diver?”

“Obviously.”

Jesus. This guy was tough. “I meant by profession.”

“Yes, among other things. I’m a rebreather diver.”

“I figured that was a rebreathing rig. I’ve never seen one before.”

Silence. And not a comfortable one. The guy just stared at Adam with slightly narrowed, stormy eyes. Adam looked back at Sky, his mind working without his permission. “Uh, there’s a bar up there at the hotel. Maybe I could buy you a drink to apologize.”

“It’s 10:00 a.m.”

“Bloody Mary? Mimosa?”

He got a tiny curve of the lips for that. Sky nodded toward his tanks and wetsuit. “Sorry. I don’t want to haul this stuff around. And you’ve got your kayak.”

Adam pointed toward Carly’s. “It belongs up there. Tell you what. Help me haul it back to the house, and I’ll go in and get us some fresh-squeezed grapefruit juice and bring it out. You stay with your gear, and I get to say I’m sorry.”

He got that level gaze again. The guy’s big eyes were just like his name. Sky blue on a very cloudy day. “Sure, why not? I love grapefruit juice.”

Son of a bitch. “C’mon.” Adam grabbed the end of the kayak, and Sky picked up a side and his own gear too. After a short, awkward haul, Sky dropped off and let Adam take it the rest of the way to Carly’s. Adam looked over his shoulder and saw Sky sit on the sand facing the surf, his curls rippling in the light breeze off the water. Adam stowed the kayak and headed into the house toward the kitchen, hurrying. He didn’t want Sky to give up and leave.

Well, hell. He stopped in the dining room. What am I doing? This man was not really friendly, Adam had no reason to think he was gay, and even if Sky was gay, he was not what Adam would define as his type. Why had he even spoken to him?

And why the apology? His beautiful face? Adam didn’t like pretty guys, usually. And he didn’t go for tall and lean. Short and built was his type.

Different. Yes, Sky seemed different from anyone he knew. For some reason different was very appealing.

Adam scurried into the kitchen past a startled Waldo, grabbed the pitcher of fresh-squeezed juice from the refrigerator, poured two glasses, waved at Waldo, and went out the kitchen doors to the beach. He didn’t really want to run into the other guys just yet.

Sky hadn’t moved. He leaned back on his forearms facing the ocean, his head turned up a little toward the sun.

Adam walked up behind him. “Here ya go. As promised.”

Sky sat up and reached for a glass. “Thanks.” He took a sip. “Wow, good. Fancy too.” He lifted the cut crystal glass, clearly admiring it. Yeah, maybe that hadn’t been the best choice for the beach, but Adam had been in a hurry. A big hurry.

He grinned back, sat on the sand beside Sky, and sipped his juice. It really was delicious, with that tart-sweet flavor only grapefruit had. He nodded toward the spot up the beach where they’d met. “Are you doing underwater research?”

“Yeah. That’s one of my locations.”

“Do you specialize in octopuses or something?”

“Among other things. Until you came along.”

Adam eyed Sky, who was smiling. Sky jerked his head toward the house. “Do you live there? It’s quite a house.”

“No. It’s just a friend’s house. I’m here for a weekend house party.”

Sky looked back toward the sprawling beach “cottage” spread out around its patio and lawn, which verged on the sand. Carly and two of his late-arrival guests were sitting in chairs on the patio, eating breakfast. Adam didn’t see Gary, who was probably doing his vacuum cleaner imitation on someone else.

Sky stared back at the ocean and took another drink. “I don’t see any women.”

Okay, so why had the guy made that observation? “That’s because there aren’t any.”

Sky took two more sips. He seemed to be savoring every mouthful. He glanced toward Adam and then away so fast his eyes seemed to bounce. “You gay?”

Two could play that game. Adam took a slow sip of his juice. Was he going to share his carefully guarded secret with a stranger? Hell, why not? He was James today. He could be gay. “Yep.”

They both drank simultaneously. Apparently Sky digested the information with the citrus. Only the waves broke the silence.

A standoff. So Adam would ask the obvious because, frankly, he was dying to know. “You gay?”

“Yep.”

Adam looked toward Sky and got the full blue-gray gaze. Then Sky smiled. The storm clouds broke. It was like he’d been given a gift—white, beaming with dimples for miles.

There was no possible way not to return that smile, so Adam did. “That’s nice to know.”

“Yeah.”

They went back to sitting and sipping.

Adam got to the bottom of his glass. “I don’t suppose you’d like to come in and meet the other guys. I mean, it’s no big networking thing. Everyone kind of stays to themselves, if you know what I mean. But you could have a drink… of grapefruit juice.” He cast a sideways grin at Sky.

At least he got a smile back. “Thanks. Can’t. I have some business to attend to today.”

“Underwater?”

He shook his head, curls bouncing. “Dry land.”

Okay, one more shot. “Uh, there’s going to be a cocktail thing around seven if you happen to be free.”

“Here?”

Adam pointed at the terrace. “Right there.”

“Could I just show up? No one would mind?”

“No. It would be fine.” I hope.

“I can’t say. There’s a chance.” He looked at Adam. “I guess you’d need to know for sure.”

“Heck, no. Show up if you get free.” His heart was beating fast.

“Yeah. I might do that.” He handed Adam the glass, picked up his dive gear, and walked away down the beach. Tall and thin, with curls bouncing almost to his shoulders, Sky was sort of like Shirley Temple meets Clint Eastwood.

Adam looked down at the empty glasses. So what the hell was that all about? He’d just invited a stranger to crash Carly’s party. Nobody crashed Carly’s parties. His host was going to think Adam had lost his mind. He agreed. But his half-hard cock did not want to hear about how crazy it was, so he’d better go face the music.

He went onto the terrace. The two guys with Carly were new to him. “Hi. I’m James.” He stuck out his hand and met them both.

“George.”

“John.”

Carly pointed his chin in the direction of the beach. “Who’s your friend, darling?”

Adam sat in the extra chair at the iron table. “A guy I met diving. We had an altercation over an octopus.”

George laughed. “What?”

“It’s a long story.”

Carly grinned. “Pretty as hell.” He never missed much.

Adam grinned back. “Yeah.”

“Does he play for our team?”

“So he says.” Adam stared at the ocean. “I, uh, invited him to cocktails tonight.”

“Here?” Carly asked.

“Yeah.”

He breathed through the silence. He didn’t want to talk first. Make Carly object.

“So. He’s real pretty.” Carly got it for sure.

Adam laughed.

 

 

SKY LOADED his gear in the back of the Prius, stalked to the driver’s side and got in. What exactly are you considering? That made him grin and frown at the same time.

He started up and pulled out of the parking area, crossing the highway to head left toward home. Time to trade fish for a dog, a cat, and dinner and petting for all. Well, petting for Gore, his mutt, and Cousteau, the cat, but none for Sky.

Maybe that’s why I didn’t shut that guy, James, down. Sky might like animals more than people, but his cock didn’t and he sure as hell wasn’t immune to dark hair and big brown eyes above an athlete’s hard body. James looked to be a major player, but for a night, Sky could use some playtime. Funny, he usually wouldn’t mess with a rich-bitch corporate type like James, but something in those wide eyes spoke of a longing for freedom. That desire Sky understood down to the ground.




Chapter Two

 

 

ICE TINKLED in glasses. Adam could hear that so clearly over the rumble and roar of waves breaking. The sun sat low on the horizon, shooting pretty streaks across the sky. He swirled his grapefruit juice and soda. Conversation buzzed around him while Carly kept giving him quick glances and little smiles.

True, he was acting weird. For one thing, he wasn’t drinking booze. What was he thinking? That Sky would just show up at the front door? Hell, did the guy even know which house it was from the street? One crappy job of lining up a date, James! Still, a couple of the other guys seemed more than willing to stand in. He should take them up on it, but hope sprang eternal. If Sky showed, it would be some kind of victory.

A hand clapped his shoulder. “Hiya, handsome.”

Adam smiled back. Gary had done a good job of relaxing Adam yesterday, and he seemed interested in another go. Why resist? Hell, he’d been walking the beach, chatting with the guys, and reading on the sand all day when he could have been getting sucked into oblivion. It seemed like Sky had touched something rare, but Adam couldn’t explain what.

Chemistry? Definitely. And the guy appeared to have a self-awareness Adam didn’t see in a lot of people, gay or straight.

“Hey, look at that.”

“Who’s that?”

The guys nearest the beach started laughing and pointing. What’s going on?

He looked at Gary, who shrugged.

Adam pointed toward the commotion. “I’m going to go see.” He walked out onto the grassy verge that led to the sand where he’d been sitting earlier with Sky. The guys were still laughing. One asked, “What’s he gonna do?”

Adam pushed into the line of men all facing the ocean and pointing. “What’s happening?”

Ian said, “This crazy guy is standing there in the water like he’s headed for us, but he’s not moving. Looks like the Creature from the Black Lagoon.”

One of the other men asked, “What’s he wearing?”

Carly smiled at Adam. “It’s called a dry suit, and it looks to me like he’s waiting for someone. Wonder who that could be?” He laughed.

Waist-deep in the water stood a tall man in a full dry suit complete with hood and mask, his mouthpiece dangling. He had a little bottle of what must be oxygen on his chest.

I’ve got a funny feeling about this. When Adam stepped off the lawn onto the sand, the figure in the suit began to pace out of the water with a slow and deliberate stride.

The “creature” analogy was dead-on.

When the creature got out of the surf, he stopped to peel off the mask and hood, revealing curly hair.

Adam smiled. He’d know those curls anywhere.

Sky came a few feet closer. Even in the fading light, Adam imagined he could just make out the blue-gray eyes.

Sky stopped again and began to unfasten the dry suit. What kind of show were they in for?

Slowly the puffy dry suit peeled down the tall body, fully dressed in a Hawaiian shirt and cargo shorts. A patter of applause started, and Sky kicked off the suit to reveal flip-flops. Jesus, he must think he was James Bond or something. By this time everyone was clapping, and Sky gave a little bow.

Son of a bitch, the guy has a sense of humor. He’d rigged this whole elaborate entrance just to get a laugh. But looking at that lean, hard body in those shorts made another part of Adam’s anatomy very happy.

Sky picked up the dry suit and walked the ten feet to Adam. “Hi. I believe I was invited for cocktails.”

No recourse. He just laughed. “You do know how to make an entrance.”

Sky grinned. “I wasn’t sure how to get into the house from the street, so I knew I had to come from the ocean side. Seemed only right I should dive in.”

Adam pointed at the little breathing rig. “What’s that?”

“It’s a pure oxygen rebreather. It’s lightweight.”

Adam took the bulky suit over his arm. “C’mon, let’s stow this gear and get you a drink.”

He escorted Sky onto the patio. Carly wore a wide grin, and Ian looked surprised. Not everyone had their date arrive underwater. Adam introduced Sky to Carly, Ian, and some of the other guys. Sky towered over most of them. He must be six three or a little more but probably weighed less than Adam.

Bruce shook Sky’s hand. “That was great. How the hell did you pull it off?”

Sky smiled. “I parked my car one cove over and dove in.”

“So a dry suit really keeps you dry.”

“Yep.”

“Just like in the movies.”

“I wouldn’t want to try it in a tux, but it might work.”

Bruce grinned. “You live in Laguna?” Strictly speaking, that question was against the party rules, but it was hard to remember the boundaries when you were making conversation.

“Yeah.” A short answer. Sky seemed to realize the general need for anonymity.

Gary touched Adam’s arm. Shoot. Was this going to be awkward? The guy stuck out a hand to Sky. “I’m Gary. Good to meet a friend of Handsome’s here.” Gary claimed to be nonterritorial, but there was a little edge to the greeting.

Glancing at Adam, Sky shook Gary’s hand and said, “You’ve got a point.”

Gary cocked his head. “What?”

“He is handsome.”

Bruce and Carly went still, like a gauntlet had been tossed, but that declaration made Adam’s day. He forced down the shit-eating grin trying to press his lips upward. “That’s nice, fellas. Don’t fight.”

Gary held up his hands and laughed. “I’m a lover, not a fighter.” The other guys chuckled.

Sky nailed Gary with the same steady gaze that had about felled Adam earlier. “I’ll bet you are.”

Whew. Adam pulled on Sky’s arm. “I promised you that drink. C’mon.” He laid the dry suit and tank on a chaise, went to the bar, and turned to Sky. “What’ll you have?”

Sky gave him a half smile. “I’m not much of a drinker.”

“I kind of figured that out. Here, try this.” He offered the grapefruit and soda he had concocted.

Sky took it and sipped. Watching his lips touch where Adam’s had been produced a little thrill. “Hey, that’s good,” Sky said.

“Keep that. I just made it. I’ll get another one.” He took a glass from behind the bar, poured himself some juice, and added sparkling water.

Sky drank some more. “I figured you for a drinker.”

“I’ve been known to take a drink.”

“Yeah, I’ll bet.” He sat on a barstool. “Is Gary your lover?”

Adam shook his head. “You don’t mince words, do you?”

“Not often.”

“He and I have had sex.”

The big eyes peered at Adam over the edge of the glass. “Planning on having more?”

Jesus, this guy would make his head explode. He didn’t follow any rules. “Look, I spent most of the day having my friends think I lost my mind because I was sitting around hoping you might show up tonight.”

Sky took a drink of juice. “I thought a lot about you too.”

Well, hot damn. Adam’s grin spread all the way to Sky’s face.

Sky set down his glass. “Want to take a walk?”

Walking wasn’t exactly what he wanted, but… okay. “I guess I remember how to do that.”

They meandered around other partiers to the patio’s edge and stepped onto the grass, accompanied by a few mild catcalls from the guys. When they reached the sand, Sky stuck out his hand. Adam looked at it. The sun was nearly down, but if they were holding hands and ran into someone he knew, he couldn’t say he was just with a friend.

He sucked in a deep breath and took Sky’s hand anyway.

Sky glanced at him. “That seemed harder than it should have been.”

“It’s complicated.”

His hand stiffened. “Are you partnered?”

“Hell, no. I play the field, and I’m not a cheater.”

He relaxed. They walked a few more steps.

“Just a coward,” he added. “I’m pretty far in the closet.”

“Sorry.”

“Yeah.”

God, he actually wanted to tell this guy why. Adam wanted to pour out his whole story. The work, the clients. Even the family. But that was a crappy idea.

The narrow sand beach walled by high rocks opened to a small cove. Two runners jogged past near the water, but the area at the back of the cove was vacant with just the evidence of earlier sunbathers—flattened areas—on the sand. Sky led Adam there, then released his hand and sat.

Adam gave a quick thought to his very expensive slacks, then sat beside Sky, who nodded back toward Carly’s. “That’s why you’re at the party. Only chance you have to be gay?”

Adam nodded. He was chickenshit, and this guy saw it all. “Carly’s a good friend. He understands. Most of the guys are in similar positions. Not all. Some of them just like Carly’s mai tais. He’s kind of the lonely-hearts club for closeted business executives. He does it because he loves to party, and it gives him a lot of clout when the chips are down.”

“He knows where the bodies are buried?”

“Literally, but he never seems to take advantage of his knowledge.”

“So you get to be gay once a month.”

“Something like that. I guess you’re out and proud?”

The curls bounced. “It doesn’t come up much. I’m just gay.” Silence. “I appreciate you spending some of your precious gay time with me.”

Adam laughed, but Sky’s face was serious. He meant it.

Adam shrugged. “I don’t know why, I just like you.” He shook his head. “That didn’t come out well. I mean, there are lots of reasons to like you, but this isn’t quite my usual scene. Long walks on the beach. World peace. You know?”

Sky smiled. “I’m into world peace too.”

Adam grinned. “I was afraid of that.”

The waves pounded, birds chirped, gulls squawked, breezes blew, the sun set. He barely paid attention to these things normally, but right now they seemed a part of Sky. Like his curls were one with the wind, and his eyes a part of the darkening horizon.

Poetry? What the hell did this guy do to him?

Sky looked at him. Adam felt the heat of his gaze and turned toward the angel face. Sky’s lips were barely parted. Full and wet. So beautiful.

He leaned toward Adam. Adam closed the rest of the distance.

Their lips touched.

Soft. Very soft. What did he expect from angel lips? An even softer tongue caressed his mouth and then pushed inside. Oh shit. Sweet velvet.

Sky scooted closer and rested those long fingers against Adam’s cheek. The tongue got more demanding, pressing deep. Every soft caress kicked sparks directly to his cock. He heard himself moan. More. God, more.

Sky pushed Adam back. He let go, hit the sand, and the long body came down on top of him. Hard chest to hard chest. Hard cock to hard cock. Heat and fire. His hips pushed up, and Sky pressed down on Adam’s throbbing erection. So good…. He wrapped his arms tight around that impossibly lean, muscled back.

A rock pushed into his right shoulder. Sand grated on his hair. Wait. They were on a beach, and night hadn’t fallen. Shit. What the hell was he doing?

Sky responded instantly to the tension in Adam’s body by rolling off. “Sorry.”

Adam’s heart throbbed way too hard, but not as hard as his cock. He sat up. “Not your fault. I wanted it.”

Sky sat with his head hanging. His boner pushed out his shorts as if his cock had taken up camping.

Adam stared at that erection. All for me. He grabbed Sky’s hand. “No past tense. I do want it. Now. Come back to Carly’s with me.”

Sky seemed calm, if Adam didn’t count the massive erection. That pup tent looked really promising. “World peace isn’t your scene. That place back there isn’t mine. All those rich guys pretending to be someone they’re not.”

Adam dropped his hand. “Yeah, well, I’m one of those rich guys pretending.”

“I know, but I don’t want to fuck the rest of them.”

Adam grinned. “You want to fuck me?”

Sky pointed toward his pants. “This ain’t Cirque du Soleil.”

Adam fell on the sand laughing. “Hell, I’m so desperate, I’ll fuck you right here.”

Sky took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Any way to get into that den of iniquity without advertising the length of my dick?”

Adam nodded. “We can go around the side and sneak in the kitchen. I can’t guarantee we won’t run into any of them, though.”

“That’s okay. As long as I don’t have to walk straight through the terrace.” He pointed down again. “Because I’m not expecting this to go away anytime soon. Not if I’m around you.”

“You are so damned sexy, you know that?”

Sky smiled. “God knows I try.”

Adam jumped up and extended his hand. “Come on. I’m about to ride your cock right here, and that mother with her seven kids may not want them to get that kind of education so early.”

Sky glanced at the empty beach and then gave Adam a sideways look with narrowed eyes.

Adam laughed. “Gotcha. Come on.”

Man, he felt like a kid figuring out how to play hooky. Or better yet, the horny teenager he’d been, sneaking out to have sex with the football player down the street who had just as much to lose by being discovered as Adam. But that was another story.

Pulling Sky by the hand, he ran down by the waterline. Behind him, Sky loped like a gazelle. They raced to the other side of the house, came up the beach, through the bushes, and into the kitchen door. Some of the guys on the terrace may have seen them running, but they wouldn’t necessarily know where to. He grinned.

A startled Waldo took a step back as they flew in the door.

“Sorry. Just passing through.” Adam laughed. He hadn’t laughed this much for a while. Out of the kitchen, down the hall, and into the suite undetected. Home free! He slammed the door, ran across the room, and collapsed on the bed laughing.

 

 

PANTING, SKY looked around the big suite. “This is quite a place. No wonder you like visiting.” The terrace doors were open onto a small deck with a fountain, its splash barely heard over the pound of the surf. Even with the noise, he could clearly make out the men’s voices coming from the big patio. No way. No intrusion. He walked over and closed the terrace doors, then pulled the curtains over them. Instant cozy.

He turned and looked at James. God, what a handsome man. Dark hair, almost black. Beautiful brown eyes. Chiseled face—all carved jaw and cheekbones and shit. Hell, no wonder the guy could hide in the closet. He was the last person Sky would ever have marked as gay. “I’ll bet you played sports in college.”

James nodded, lying flat out on the mattress looking like perfectly heated temptation. “Yeah. I played soccer, some football, but my real sport was water polo. I loved it. I was captain of the team.”

Sky grinned. “Playing grabass under the water.”

That got a small frown. “Actually, I was still fighting my desire to grab those guys’ balls.”

“In college? You still weren’t sure you were gay?”

James shook his head. “I was pretty sure but hiding it from everybody, including myself.” Then he smiled. “But I’m sure now, and if you don’t get onto this bed soon, I’m going to come grab your ass.”

Oh, baby. Sky hauled his Hawaiian shirt over his head without unbuttoning it. He kicked off his flip-flops, then slowly unzipped the cargo shorts.

James’s eyes widened.

“Surprise!”

“I guess it was too warm in that dry suit to wear underwear?”

“Yep.” He nudged the zipper a couple more inches over the big bulge pushing out the front of the fabric. Sprong. Out popped the happy camper—and he was happy. James did it for him. Even when they were fighting underwater, he’d noticed that hard-muscled ass and long, lean limbs. Jesus, James was hot. Sky could take most guys or leave them, but this one he planned to take.

James swallowed noticeably. “I see you’re packing heat there, cowboy.”

“Yep.” And he knew how to use it.

“I guess a wrangler like you needs a big horse to ride.”

“Yep.”

James stretched out with an arch in his back.

Man. Gorgeous.

“What you planning for that mighty steed?”

Sky walked toward the bed. God, his cock hurt, it was so hard. “I think he needs to be stabled.”

James was breathing fast, and his eyes looked as though they might pop out. James wanted it, and Sky wanted to give it to him.

James unfastened his belt and pants, then rolled back to scoot the pants and underwear out from under his hips. The roll took him back up to sitting, and he tossed the expensive-looking slacks a few feet onto a chair. Pret-ty. Carved and muscled legs. A thick, long dick peeked out from under his shirttail. The thought of it beneath him brought a bead of cum to his own cock. “I see my steed has a pretty fancy stable mate.”

James ran a hand up a mighty fine eight or nine inches of rod. “We aim to please there, pardner.”

He was cute. Sky grinned. “Excuse me. Texas just called, and they want to prosecute for the poor use of their accent.”

“We’ll take it to arbitration.” James yanked off his shirt, then stretched out on his back, stark naked. A fine smattering of dark hair covered the broad, muscled chest and narrowed to an arrow pointing to a delicious cock stretched well above his navel and dripping.

“Looks like your mount needs some attention, cowboy—he’s all wet. Nobody been taking care of him?”

James looked straight up at him. “I don’t think he wants any other bronc buster but you.”

Hell. Sky knelt on the bed, crawled like the animal he wanted to be, and stretched himself slowly onto that powerful body. Oh God, the scrape of chest hair, the tickle of leg hair, and finally the twining of pubic hair as he nestled his stiff cock next to James’s….

Sky loved being gay. He’d never had a moment’s doubt that hard muscle and coarse hair were for him. James felt so good. Still taking most of his weight on his arms, Sky rocked forward and back, forward and back, so their cocks rubbed. Perfect friction.

He got a nice moan from James. “Mmm. You tryin’ to kill me, big guy?”

“With kindness, son. Only with kindness.”

He dropped his full body weight onto James, rubbed against that sweet flesh, then rolled to the side, pulling James along. Sky reached between them, grabbed both their cocks, and starting rubbing. “Gonna build a fire, baby.”

“You already got one here.”

He leaned in close to James’s ear. “Wanna get fucked, baby? Do you like to bottom?”

The whisper was soft, almost reverent. “Yeah.”

“I’ll bet nobody lets you bottom, do they? Big strong guy like you.”

“Sometimes, but I top more.”

“Think you’re up to having Seabiscuit here in your ass?”

James raised his big brown eyes, pupils dilated, and looked deep into Sky’s. “Hell, yeah.” James’s breathing was rapid.

“You got some supplies?”

James rolled until he could reach the bedside table and took out a strip of condoms. Oh baby, Sky felt like he could use them all. A big bottle of lube followed.

Sky laughed. “You obviously had big plans.”

James scooted back, holding his prizes, and grinned. “Maybe it was a premonition that I was going to find the biggest stallion in the rodeo.”

That stallion was rarin’ to go. Sky sprang up onto his knees and grabbed the stuff. “Lie on your back and let me take care of you.”

James turned onto his back with wide eyes. Anticipation? Fear? Maybe both.

Sky was hung compared to most guys. “Don’t worry. I’ll be gentle.”

“Hell, I can get gentle any day. I want to feel that thing.”

Good. He tore off a condom pack. “Glad you use extra-large.”

James laughed. “I’m glad I do too.”

Sky grinned. He ripped the package with his teeth, spat out the plastic, and pulled the lubed condom onto his cock. He eyed James’s gorgeous little hole. The guy might be excited about bottoming, but it was likely going to take a lot of lube. Sky poured some gel into his palm. He wanted James hard as stone before he tried to get in. He grabbed James’s cock from his belly and stuffed it in his mouth.

“Shit!” James’s hips jerked, thrusting his cock right down Sky’s throat.

Sky pulled back to keep from choking.

James was gasping. “Warn a guy before you swallow him whole.”

Sky grinned, but he didn’t want to stop to laugh. He licked up one side, around the fat mushroom head, and down the other. At the same time, he pushed a well-lubed finger into James’s ass. Yeah, nice and hot. He wiggled his finger and then sucked the cock deep.

“Fuck, that feels good.”

James’s hips were pumping. He tasted so good. A little salt from the beach but mostly clean soap and musky man. Suck, lick, and fingerfuck at the same time. A favorite trick of Sky’s.

“Oh God. Oh, fuck.”

Yeah, he liked it. Sky stuck in another finger and wiggled to find the prostate while sucking harder.

“Whoa. Sky, quit. Wait.”

He didn’t stop. James might protest, but those hips told another story.

The guy was gasping but managed to get out the words around the breaths. “Please. I love it, but I don’t want to come this way, okay?”

Sold! Sky popped off his mouth, wiped some more lube on his fingers, and spread it on his condom-covered cock. He picked up James’s legs and pushed them back around his ears.

Oh yes, full display. Look at that pretty thing. Just a little bit of peach fuzz around a dark pink rosette.

James pulled his cheeks apart, spreading that little hole wider. Sky’s eyes fixed on the waiting channel. Had to fuck. Had to. Sky rose up on his knees, adjusted his cock so it rested against that inviting entrance, and pushed.

 

 

ADAM GASPED. Holy shit! That was a lot of cock. More than he’d ever had. He closed his eyes and breathed out. The huge head slipped past the ring and invaded his body with intention, along with a distinct burning sensation.

Adam winced, but the truth was, he almost liked the pain. And he wanted every hard, throbbing, hot, slippery inch of the beast. He called himself a switch, but he was really a bottom, pure and simple. Nothing matched a cock in his ass—if it was the right cock. Sky’s was the right cock in spades. “God, that is so great.”

Sky paused. “You serious?”

“Hell, yes. Fuck me. Come on, fuck.” He raised his hips to push in another inch. “Give me more, Sky.” He was losing it. Every nerve tingled and trembled. Nothing mattered but that huge invader. More, more.

Sky seemed to catch his fire. He pushed in with force. Yes. Another hard ram. Adam opened his eyes and saw Sky watching his face. “Don’t worry. I love it. Just give it to me.”

“Okay, baby.” The big, lean body pressed forward. Sky used his arms to brace himself and pushed down on Adam’s legs. Ram! In to his balls, out to the tip, then hard in.

Every stroke screamed past Adam’s prostate. Fire flashed through his cock, groin, brain. Overload, so great, so amazing. His cock rubbed hard against his chest, and every harsh pump sent electrical currents into his balls like lightning bolts. Oh God. Oh God….

He didn’t want it to end, but he couldn’t tell Sky to slow down. It was too great. Hard. Hot. Sky’s dick was buried to the balls. Oh shit. Oh shit. “Oh shit!” Wham. Adam’s hips thrust up like they had their own mind and hot cum spurted all over his chest. He panted like a blown racehorse. Flashes of electricity shot out from his cock to his head every time the cum spurted.

Sky’s hard-driving rhythm faltered. “Oh, oh, goddamn, goddamn.” He froze, and his hips shuddered. Sky’s arms shook, but he seemed unable to bend them. Head thrown back. Curls shaking. Beautiful, just beautiful. “Yes, yes, yes.”

The lean body fell on him, matching Adam’s shakes. When had he ever felt like this? When?

Never.

Sky rolled off him, pulling his softening cock from Adam’s ass. Adam’s heart hammered like an army of construction workers. He took a deep breath.

This was the moment when he always felt the irresistible urge to get up and go home. Of course, he was home. At least for tonight. Sky would have to get up and do the leaving.

Adam threw an arm over his eyes. The words pushed out, words he never thought he’d hear himself say. “Will you stay with me tonight?”

“I shouldn’t. I have a big meeting tomorrow. I have to get ready.”

“A meeting on Sunday?”

“Yeah.”

The silence felt cold. No, that was his own heart.

Sky sighed, rolled over, and hugged Adam, cuddling him tight.




Chapter Three

 

 

SKY SAT on the edge of the bed and stared down at James. James’s dark hair shone in the soft light from the bathroom. Man, he looks pretty. He’d hate that, being called pretty. Handsome was better.

Hell, he should be long gone. Nothing about James appeared to be his type, but there was something about this guy.

Sky leaned down and kissed the side of the softly open mouth. Sweet. They hadn’t kissed much in that mad fucking session. Yeah, mad was the word. He pressed his tongue gently against the full lower lip, saying good-bye.

He spied his clothes in the heap he’d left them in on the floor.

James moaned softly. Oh baby, he’d moaned plenty when he was getting fucked. Sky had been with a lot of bottoms because he liked to top, but no one had ever loved to take his cock like James. Those lips were so sweet too. He kissed James’s soft mouth again with just a little pressure. Loved those little prickles of a day’s growth of beard around his lips.

James clutched Sky’s hair and crushed his lips against Sky’s. His tongue surged deep into Sky’s mouth. Whoa. The devil had been playing possum.

His turn. He slipped his arms around James’s broad shoulders and pulled him upright, still kissing like mad. Sky pulled his mouth away, nibbled along the stubbly jaw, and around to James’s ear. “Hi.”

“Hi. Been awake long? What time is it?”

He flicked a tongue into James’s ear and appreciated the little gasp. A quick glance revealed morning wood. Of course, that matched his own. Yeah, they had the makings of a bonfire. He should go, but…. “It’s about five thirty. I went to the bathroom. Need to go?”

“Where the hell would I put that?” He pointed at his hard-on.

“I know how to get rid of it.” Sky flicked the tongue into James’s ear again.

Another little gasp. “You do?”

“Hell, yeah.” He tugged on James’s right arm until he got the message, turning to balance on hands and knees with his ass right at cock level. Pretty baby. Sky scuffled in the covers until he found the condoms. Rip, tear, pull, and one was on. He grabbed the lube and started poking it hard into that waiting hole with two fingers. James was actually mewling, he was so anxious. Jesus. This was so out of control.

James pushed his face into the pillows and waggled that ass in killer invitation. Sky threw the lube on the bed and put his cock against the weeping asshole. With one big push, he was back where he belonged. “Shit, shit!”

A wail poured from Adam’s throat. “Yes. Oh God, fuck me!”

The house probably heard that, but Sky couldn’t care. “Fuck.” He pounded hard.

James took it and pushed back with so much power he almost knocked Sky over. The bed was huge and well anchored, but it still creaked and pounded so hard the banging could be heard above the sounds of water and surf. “Jesus, James, you are fucking great!”

“No. Adam. Please, call me Adam….”

 

 

OH MY God, my ass hurts. Adam wiggled his hips slowly to the left, then to the right. Tender barely described it. Those shooting pains went straight to his cock, as though saying “good morning.” He smiled. No, he’d had his morning hello a while back. But he always had time for another one. It would hurt like hell, but he didn’t care. It would hurt good.

He stretched out an arm. Bare cool space beside him. Gone. How did he feel about that? Odd. Different. He took a breath and let it out. Shit.

He sat up slowly. Guess he’d be sitting on one asscheek for a while. He certainly wouldn’t forget Sky anytime soon, at least not until his hole went back to normal.

He might as well get up. He took a shower, then threw on some board shorts and a T-shirt. Jesus, I’m hungry. They’d fucked through dinner. Sky’s cock might be better than prime rib, but Adam sure as hell needed breakfast. He glanced at the clock. Almost nine. He couldn’t escape the guys this morning, so he’d better face the music.

He followed good aromas and loud conversations out onto the terrace where they’d gathered last night. Umbrellas shaded the two round breakfast tables where Carly and company were eating, shielded from the bright morning. As Adam stepped out of the great room, Ian started clapping and several of the others joined in, reminding Adam of Sky’s entrance the night before. Might as well follow suit.

Adam bowed, then pulled out one of the heavy iron chairs.

Bruce grinned. “You certainly had a good night.”

One of the other guys—Bill something?—joined in. “And a very good morning.”

Hell, had they been that noisy? Their early morning roll in the hay had been spectacular. He smiled and reached for a pitcher of OJ and a clean glass. “What’s good?”

Carly pointed toward the kitchen. “Waldo’s making omelets to order. Go tell him what you want.”

“Hell, yeah. I’m starved. I’ll be right back.”

He stood again, feeling every nerve in his butt, and walked into the house drinking his juice. He peeked into the kitchen. “Hey, Waldo, can you make me something with cheese and a lot of vegetables?”

“Sure, Mr. Adamson.”

“Good man. Thank you.” He turned and practically ran into Carly, who wore a knowing smile. But what could he know? “Yeah? You have a question?”

“Nope. It’s pretty obvious you had more than your usual quota of fun.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Hey, anytime you yell so loud I can hear you in my suite, I know you got something special going on and probably going up your ass.”

“Why did I ever get drunk and confess I like to bottom?”

“Hell, my friend, I don’t mind a good poke in the butt myself. Nothing wrong with that. But even on the bottom, I don’t think you lose control much.”

That struck a chord. “Yeah, so?”

“So you didn’t sound like my favorite control freak last night, that’s all. Where’d your friend go?”

“He had some kind of meeting today.”

“What’s he do?”

“Underwater research of some kind. I didn’t get too specific. Something to do with octopuses.”

“No kidding. Are you going to see him again?”

That was the question. “I guess not. I don’t know how to get in touch with him.”

Carly grinned. “You might want to check with Waldo about that. I hear your friend said good-bye as he left at the crack of dawn.”

“No shit!” Adam turned toward the kitchen again.

Carly laughed. “My, we are anxious, aren’t we?”

Strange. He actually was.

In the kitchen, Waldo was waving a note with his equivalent of a Cheshire cat smile. “Sorry, sir. You left before I could give this to you. I thought you might not want to receive it around the other gentlemen, so I was going to put it in your suite.”

“What time did he leave?”

“About 6:00 a.m.”

So Sky had fucked and fled. Adam took the note. “Thanks a lot.” He stuck the note in his shorts pocket and went into the hall for a little privacy. He wanted to go read it in his room like some teenage girl. Yeah, he was cracked, but that didn’t seem to stop him.

In the suite he closed the door, leaned against it, and fished the note from his pants.

You’re great.

What the fuck had he expected? Poetry? He’d have to wait another day for Byron. Ah, but there was a phone number. He smiled until his cheeks hurt. Sky’s phone number was better than Byron.

He unlocked the room safe, pulled out his wallet, and folded the note into it, trying not to make too much of the sacredness of the act. Hell, he had an omelet waiting.

He arrived at the kitchen to see Waldo transfer an egg dish of the gods onto a plate.

“That looks wonderful,” Adam said.

“I’ve set a place for you on the terrace. I’ll bring this to you, sir.”

“That’s okay. I want to smell it all the way to the table.” He took the plate.

Waldo got that grin again. “Your friend seemed like a very nice young man.”

“Yeah.”

“Different… in a good way.”

Well, hell. Why did Waldo’s judgment of Sky seem more real than anyone else’s?

“Thanks. Yeah, you’re exactly right.” He carried his omelet back to the terrace.

The day was even more beautiful than it had been a few minutes ago. Seagulls. Sandpipers. And a phone number in his wallet.

He sat at the place Waldo had set, barely feeling the pain in his ass. Carly, Bruce, Ian, and Gary were all in various states of meal completion.

Adam leaned down and inhaled the aromas of omelet, hash browns, and raisin-nut toast. “Carly, you better keep Waldo under lock and key, my man. Jesus, he can cook.” He took a sip of juice and then dug into the food.

They chatted about the weather and politics until Ian and Bruce, who had apparently hooked up, left to go inside. Gary leaned over. “You don’t seem to be partnered today. Want to come back to my place?”

Did he? The guy was all the things Adam usually liked, to say nothing of the best blowjob master he’d ever met. Well, with one notable exception. “Actually, I, uh, got a text, and I have to go back early to take care of some business. So I’ll be leaving right after I finish this. Sorry. It was really great meeting you.”

Gary looked disappointed before his gaze began to roam over the men at the other tables. “No, I understand. Business before pleasure and all that. Great to meet you too.” He stood and headed for another group of men.

Carly bit into his toast and chewed, giving Adam a funny look. “So you’re leaving?”

“Yeah.”

“Business?”

“You know I’m all about the job.”

Carly started to laugh and kept on laughing until a few of the guests looked over. Oh hell. Adam laughed too. They both knew his business was a phone call to a tall, skinny diver.

 

 

AFTER ADAM got home, he stashed the swim trunks in the proper drawer and then pulled the pants and shirt he’d worn last night out of his suitcase. He took a quick sniff. Did they smell a little like Sky? Probably just his imagination. Those clothes had been off pretty fast after they’d gotten to the suite. He tossed them in the dry-cleaning hamper.

Okay, he was officially home. He put his bag in the closet and slipped on his flip-flops. Something cold sounded good. But first he took the wallet from his pocket and carefully removed the note. You’re great. You’re great. You’re great. He let that rhythm carry him out of the bedroom, down the hall, through the great room, and into the kitchen.

A quick survey of his fridge showed some bottled ice teas, and he grabbed one. He should do some grocery shopping. He could use some grapefruit juice. Maybe he could make dinner for Sky. Adam opened the bottle and took a swig. It was cold and just a tiny bit tart. Kind of like when he’d first met Sky, but the guy had warmed up considerably.

Adam stopped. I’m obsessing. But why? Why the hell was he focused on this man like some besotted teenager? They barely knew each other. They’d had a terrific hookup, but it was nothing more.

He went into the great room with his tea and sat on the big leather sectional. He liked being home, but this room wasn’t all that homey. He’d worked so hard to make it aggressively masculine with all the leather and oak that he’d failed to reflect himself. He wanted to feature one of Roman’s big nudes in here, but a client would crack a joke, and Adam would be tempted to deck the guy. Better to just not risk it.

He stared at the piece of paper in his hand. What would Sky’s place look like? A comfy cottage with pictures of fish. Maybe he had a dog or something. He seemed like an animal lover.

He really wanted to see Sky again, and he’d left his phone number. It must be mutual. But calling today? That was a little over-the-top. Not cool. Not the laid back, take-it-or-leave-it guy he usually played.

Who cares? He reached for the landline.

His heart was actually beating fast. He dialed. Would Sky answer? Adam had the privacy set so his number or name wouldn’t show on caller ID, so Sky wouldn’t know who was calling.

“This is Sky.”

Adam exhaled. “Hi. Uh, it’s—”

“Hi, James-call-me-Adam.”

Oh shit. That’s right. He’d told Sky his name. He was out of control. “Yeah, my friends call me Adam. Like from the last name, you know.”

“Then I’ll call you Adam.”

“Thanks.” Silence. Adam cleared his throat. “Have you got a dog?”

“What?”

Adam laughed. “I was just wondering what your place looked like and thought you might have a dog or something.”

“Want to find out what my place looks like and meet Gore and Cousteau?”

Adam smiled. “You’re kidding with the names.”

“Nope.”

“Meeting them’s kind of what I had in mind.”

“I think that can be arranged. How about Friday night?”

The words broke out. “It seems like a long time.”

“Yeah, it does. But I have to work. What about you?”

Jesus, what was he thinking? He had to convince a city council that a benzene-soaked plot of land could be remediated. “Yeah. Just kidding. I mean, it does seem like a long time, but I have a ton of shit to do before then. So Friday it is.” He couldn’t believe himself. He’d just forgotten the whole city council, the architect, and the entire gazillion-dollar project because of one great fuck. He really was crazy.

“So you want to come here and meet my dog.”

“Yeah. I’ll bring dinner, okay?”

He paused. “Okay. But you know, this man-in-the-closet routine may be tough on our acquaintance.”

“Yeah. I know.”

“Give me your e-mail. I’ll send you my address.”

“Uh, sure.” The closet had turned into a minefield. He rattled off the e-mail he kept for his alternate life. It started adamson@.

“I’ll see you Friday, and you’ll bring food. I’ve got a little wine but if you want more, bring it along.”

“Sure.”

Silence.

Sky spoke first. “Okay, great, then. I’ll see you Friday.”

“Okay. ’Bye.” He hung up and stared at the phone. Shit. That was not what he expected and not what he wanted. Not what he wanted at all.

He had a giant knot in his stomach. He tried to take a big breath, but he just couldn’t—his chest was too tight.

Dammit. Friday was five fucking days away. An eternity of stress lay between now and then.

No.

He grabbed the phone and dialed.

Sky answered on half a ring. “Yeah.”

“I hated that conversation. I don’t want to wait until Friday. I want to see you tonight. Now. I really want to see you.”

After a pause, the soft voice said, “Me too.”

“Can you come here?”

“Where’s there?”

“Newport Beach.”

“Can’t. I was serious about the work thing. I have a meeting tonight. But I can meet you for a little while.”

“That’s not exactly going to get your cock in my ass.”

“True. If that’s your single goal, then it’s not gonna happen today.”

Decision time. Getting together “for a while” meant conversation, and that meant revelation, and he still wasn’t sure how much he wanted to share with anyone.

Sky chuckled. “You’re quiet. Is that my answer?”

“No. Sorry. I was just thinking about a place we could meet.”

“How about Crystal Cove? It’s probably halfway between us, so I can get to my meeting. I’ll bet a high-roller like you doesn’t have a single friend who even knows how to get there, so you won’t have to dive behind rocks every five minutes.”

Adam laughed. “That’s true, because even I don’t know how to get there.”

Sky described a parking lot on one side of the Coast Highway and a walk to the other side and down a hill.

“Are you sure we have enough time to find this place?” Adam asked.

“It’s not as complicated as it sounds. There’s an outdoor restaurant there. It’s really popular so we may not be able to get in, but I’ll meet you beside it. Whoever gets there first can put our names in. We can have a late lunch, and that’ll keep me going tonight.”

“Okay. How soon?”

“How about an hour?”

“See ya.” He’d done it. He’d just violated all of his sexual-liaison principles. Thou shalt not get close enough for any gay guy to know who you are and blackmail you when he finds out he can. Between Carly’s parties, if Adam got so desperate that no amount of masturbation would do the job, he went way out of town to a gay bar, picked up a guy, and had some quick sex.

Now he’d just made a fucking date with an ostentatious man who lived in Laguna to meet in the open at some beach where anyone he knew could hang out. He’d go as James Adamson, but still, this was not a good idea. All the evidence said he had lost his fucking mind.

He really looked forward to it.

 

 

SKY SAT on the low stonewall and sucked in the smell of eucalyptus. In front of him, the ocean rolled onto a wide, curved beach.

I’ve got shit to do. Why am I here? He’d left one pissed-off dog, who strongly felt Sky should be staying home for at least an hour, in favor of arriving at Crystal Cover early in order to stare at the sea and moon over James Adamson. Bizarre. Yes, the sex was legendary, but purposefully pursuing human contact? Not his thing. Especially when the human smelled of big business, expense accounts, and corporate profits that didn’t get shared.

Like the knell of some mythical bell, his phone rang, and he grabbed it. Adam canceling? He glanced. No.

“Hello, Mother.”

“Sky, how are you?” Her voice sounded far, far away, not that the distance was unusual.

“Well.” They never had much to say to each other.

“I wanted to let you know that your father and I have extended the Africa trip an extra month, so we won’t be coming through California on our way home after all.”

“Oh. Sorry to miss seeing you.” Sorry but not surprised.

“Yes, well, the issues relating to the survival of the habitat here are excruciating. We simply can’t leave with the job half-done.”

“I understand.”

“How is your project going?”

“I think we have an excellent case.”

“Good. Send us details of the results.”

“I will.”

“Perhaps we’ll get by next year, or you can fly to Denmark.”

“Perhaps. My work keeps me here also.”

“I know. We’re proud of you.”

“Thank you, Mother. Tell Father I said hello.”

“I will. Good-bye, Sky.”

“’Bye.”

He stared at the phone. When had his folks transitioned from being parents to being colleagues? He half smiled. Never. They’d always been colleagues. They’d taken him underwater before he could walk. As soon as he took his first steps, they had him marching in his first protest parade. They led him to a life dedicated to service. Inspiring.

But here he sat, not working. Not serving. Waiting—for a guy. But what a guy. James—uh, Adam—was funny, charming, smart and inquisitive, fucking amazing in bed, easy on the eyes, and the only guy who’d done it for Sky in a long time.

What am I thinking? Answer—I’m not. But the fact was, a life of service might be inspiring, but it wasn’t always loving—or fun.

Fuck, he’d earned a few stupid fantasies, right? A guy couldn’t be serious all the time. If he didn’t get too close, he could enjoy the romance novel before he threw it in the trash.

 

 

ADAM DESCENDED a long, sloping path that started winding through bushes and ended between towering eucalyptus trees. A few little beach cottages served as art galleries and souvenir shops, but the place seemed miles from anywhere, though it was tucked away on the north end of Laguna Beach.

Stairs led to a large wooden building with a big open porch from which voices and music flowed. This place might be miles from anywhere but not from anyone. The porch was crowded with people eating and talking.

“Adam.” Sky stood at the edge of the building. He waved.

Adam went to Sky, trying to control his smile. “Hi.”

“Hi. I put our names in, but it will be a while. Want to see the cove?”

“Sure.” He’d worn cargo shorts figuring the place Sky described was pretty primitive, and he’d been right.

Sky led the way out onto the sand. At least he didn’t try the hand-holding this time, but shoot, that didn’t make Adam happy. One of these days he’d decide what he wanted.

The cove was gorgeous. Framed by high cliffs, a long curving shell of sand met the surf. A glance in the other direction showed flatter beach with a row of tiny, brightly colored cottages. He strode to catch up with Sky. “It’s really beautiful. I wish I could paint. This would be the perfect spot.” At low tide the waves were pretty far out, and they walked on damp, packed sand.

“Yeah, a lot of painters come here. You see them set up with their easels on the beach.” Sky ambled along the waterline.

“You ever hear of a painter named Roman? I really love his stuff. He does those beautiful nudes.”

Sky looked sideways at him. “I actually know him. Nice guy. He’s a friend of a friend.”

“No kidding. You probably didn’t have time to notice.” Adam grinned. “But Carly has quite a few of his pieces.”

“Yeah, I did notice. I gave him some extra points for taste.”

“What are the little cottages for?”

“People stay in them. I hear they’re a favorite spot for assignations.”

Adam laughed. “And you said I wouldn’t know anybody at this cove. Hell, it seems like half the guys I work with cheat on their wives. But they call gay guys promiscuous.”

Still walking, Sky pointed at some boulders at the base of the cliff. “Want to sit for a while?”

“Okay.”

Sky sank down on the sand beside the biggest rock. He scooted to the far side, which would make him invisible to anyone down the beach by the restaurant. He patted the sand beside him.

Adam sat, and Sky put an arm around him, pulling him close. Man, this was new territory. Adam took a deep breath.

“Is this uncomfortable for you?”

“No, just different.”

“Because you don’t go with guys in public?”

“Yeah. And when I am with them I usually top, so I take the lead.”

“Oh, sorry.” Sky started to withdraw.

Adam grabbed his hand. “No, I wasn’t complaining. Just explaining.”

Sky tightened his arm. “You like this?”

“Yeah. I do.” Adam wasn’t lying. Sky was angel-faced and almost girlie with his halo of curls, but he sure knew how to be a man.

“Good.”

The roar of the ocean and yammering of the seagulls almost overpowered the sound of his heart in his ears. This is so nice. Adam pressed closer and fit his head into the hollow below Sky’s collarbone. It was odd feeling almost… cared for. That wasn’t an experience he ever got. No one took care of Adam but Adam. Still, Sky felt good—warm and even a little safe, which was bizarre since he was threatening Adam’s carefully manufactured identity.

Sky palmed Adam’s cheek, then coaxed his face up. Adam looked into the blue eyes as Sky’s lips gently touched his. He nuzzled, then nipped, followed by a broad tongue lick full on the mouth. Adam laughed, but he had to admit it sounded a lot like a giggle. He buried a hand in Sky’s curls and pulled his head tight, tasting minty toothpaste and pure goodness.

Adam twisted so they faced each other and wrapped his other arm tightly around Sky’s waist, pulling him close. Sky’s tongue was deep and marauding, hot and wet. Adam’s cock sprang to attention like a marine on parade. Years seemed to have passed since they’d last fucked. Sky was a heady drug, and Adam was rapidly becoming an addict.

Somebody moaned. Adam wasn’t sure who, but he wanted more. He rose up on his knees and threw one leg across Sky’s lap, settled his butt, and leaned forward so their cocks pressed hard. Sweet Jesus, that feels good. He rode against Sky’s cock, and every thrust sent fire shooting through his balls.

Sky threw his head back. “Holy crap.”

What am I doing? Adam looked over his shoulder. No one was coming. Still, he should stop, but he couldn’t make his hips quit grinding against Sky’s cock.

Sky’s arms came around him. “You didn’t tell me you got rich doing lap dances, buddy.” His breath came so hard he could barely talk, and his hips pushed up rhythmically. “Hell, I’d pay a million bucks for you.”

Adam couldn’t quit. He reached in his back pocket for the cloth he used to clean his sunglasses. Leaning back a little, he opened Sky’s fly button and pushed a hand down the front of his board shorts. Sky’s cock was an iron rod leaking from the tip. Wrapping his hand around it, Adam began to pump. “I want you to be nice and relaxed for your meeting.” He pulled the zipper down farther, and then used both hands to circle and stroke that big dick.

Voices. They were coming from a ways off. Shit. Stop or go?

Go! He cranked that hard-on like a madman.

Sky’s head flopped, eyes squeezed shut, and his mouth opened. “Oh God, oh God.”

Harder. More.

“Oh God!”

Sticky cum flooded Adam’s hand, and he quickly covered the head of Sky’s cock with the cloth to catch the rest.

The voices got closer. Adam pulled his hand out of Sky’s shorts, scooted back off his lap, and sat on the sand in front of him like two guys having an earnest discussion. Sky slowly opened his eyes. Adam raised the cloth to his mouth, and just before the couple strolling along the waterline got beside them, he licked the cum with his tongue, soft and slow.

Sky chuckled. “Thanks, I needed that.”

“Anytime.”

“I’d like to return the favor.”

Adam looked over his shoulder again. A runner and a dog walker came around the bluff. “Our luck may have run out on the privacy. How about we rain check that until Friday night?”

“Deal.” He flopped back against the rock. “I may never move again.”

Adam laughed.

Sky took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “But I guess I have to. Want to get some food?”

“I just had my hors d’oeuvres.” Adam grinned.

“You are ridiculously sexy. How about a sandwich minus the body fluids?”

“Sure.” It was hard to walk away. Hard. Yes, that was the operative word. Adam shifted his package to get some more room in his shorts, but Sky had been so amazing to him last night. All night. He’d wanted to give some back.

After a short walk up the sand, they entered the outdoor restaurant. Nothing fancy, just a country front porch facing the beach. Adam glanced around. Thank God, he didn’t see anyone he recognized. Of course, if someone knew him, they wouldn’t necessarily assume anything about two guys having a bite to eat.

Sky glanced at his watch. “I just have time for a quick sandwich. Our walk took a little longer than I expected.” He grinned.

“Oh, I don’t know. I thought we moved pretty fast.”

They sat down, told their server they were in a hurry, and started on two quick iced teas. Man, he hadn’t drunk so much soft stuff on a weekend in years. It felt kind of good.

The middle-aged waitress took them seriously about the timing and brought Sky’s veggie burger and Adam’s tuna melt quickly.

“Are you vegetarian?” Adam shoved a little lettuce in his mouth.

“Mostly. I eat a little fish sometimes, but there are so few species that aren’t overfished. Since I’m underwater so much, I guess I’m really aware of it.”

Man, this guy was one serious departure. “That’s pretty fancy equipment you dive with.”

Sky wiped a little mustard from his lip with his napkin. “Yeah. I’ve been a rebreather diver for a few years. No bubbles. I can get close to the sea life without scaring anything away. Unlike some octopus terrorists I know.” He grinned.

“Yeah, well, I’ll always be grateful to that octopus.”

“Me too. It’s a special species called the Yentapus.”

Adam laughed. He liked that Sky made him laugh. Sky also didn’t ask a lot of personal questions, which Adam liked even more. The day might be coming when he’d share his whole story with Sky. Strange to even think that could happen, considering how many years he’d been careful. But Sky seemed trustworthy. He had integrity.

Still, Adam couldn’t share on one day’s acquaintance. Hell, they hadn’t even traded last names. Not real ones.

“Can I ask why you’re still in the closet? Don’t tell me if it’s too personal.” Sky ate the last bite of his sandwich.

“It’s not an interesting story, really. I’m from back East. I came out to my family and friends when I was seventeen. There was this football player I thought I loved. Anyway, it went badly. My parents freaked, and I wasn’t allowed to see the guy again. His parents shipped him off to military school like in some movie cliché. Huge shit-hitting-fan scene. I went away to college, crawled back into the closet, moved away from my family permanently, and started over. I decided seventeen was too young to configure your whole life path. I wanted another chance. And here I am. This is my second chance.”

“Are you happy?”

Hell, Sky did have a way of getting to the heart of the matter. “Happy enough, I guess.”

That level stare rested on his face. “Good.” Sky looked at his watch. “Sorry to eat and run, but I gotta get going.”

Adam flagged the waitress and made a scribbling motion. “Let me get the check, and I’ll walk you to your car.”

“That would be great.”

Adam thanked the waitress and tossed some bills on the table but refused to let Sky add any. The two of them walked up the path toward the parking lot on the other side of the highway.

When they got to the tunnel that burrowed under Pacific Coast Highway, Sky called, “Hellooo, Adam,” then cocked an ear to listen to the echo. He was half philosopher and half kid. And all okay.

In the parking lot, Sky walked toward a periwinkle blue Prius. It figured. Somebody with pets named Gore and Cousteau must do some serious recycling.

Sky clicked his key fob, and the car beeped. He opened the door to sit on the driver’s seat with his long legs still on the ground. “Thanks so much for meeting me.”

Adam squatted down beside the open door in front of Sky. “Hell, I’m the one who’s thankful.”

Sky grinned. “Yeah, well, I got the better end of the deal today.”

“You can owe me.”

“With pleasure.”

Adam looked up into the stormy eyes. Was he going to do it? After all these years of caution, was he going to kiss a guy in a parking lot?

Hell, yes.

He tipped up his chin and leaned in. If Sky didn’t want to, all he had to do was lean back, but he didn’t.

Sweet. Sky’s lips were so soft. Like a girl’s, almost. But that tongue was pure male, pushing hot and hard between Adam’s lips. Sky grabbed Adam’s head with both hands. He almost toppled over backward, but Sky held him and plundered his mouth. Man, his cock was throbbing again. On fire. He wanted to climb into the back seat and ride Sky all the way to oblivion.

Sky ripped his mouth away and looked at Adam fiercely. “Crap. I was so nice and satisfied, and now I’m crazy to fuck you.”

“Likewise.”

“Don’t know how I’m going to last until Friday, but I guess we gotta. My life’s not my own for a few days.”

“How about the middle of the night?” Adam was only half kidding.

“I can’t even predict my nights until the weekend.”

“I understand. I have a pretty busy week too.” That was an understatement.

“You in business?”

“Lawyer.” His heart was thumping. That’s the most he’d ever told any guy he fucked.

Sky grinned. “Oh, like the ones at the bottom of the Mariana Trench?”

“Yeah, a good start.”

Sky leaned forward and gave him a quick peck on the lips, then pulled his legs into the car. Adam stood, and Sky closed the door, pushed a button on the dash, and the car hummed to life. Whir. Ping. Jesus, those cars made weird noises.

Sky reached a hand out the window. Adam touched his fingers to Sky’s, and Sky smiled. “See you Friday.”

“Yeah.”

“I miss you already.” He drove off, the Prius weirdly silent.

Adam could barely catch his breath. Miss you already. Shit. That guy was the most dangerous combination of deadly honest and completely irresistible.

Adam was about to risk everything for a guy. That sounded way too much like high school. If he had one ounce of fucking sense, he’d cancel the date and never see Sky again.

But that feeling in Adam’s chest was not fear. That throbbing in his cock seemed unlikely to stop anytime soon. Chances of walking away from Sky? Zero.

 

 

ADAM SIPPED his iced tea and glanced over at Bill Woolsey, who was flipping through his papers and mainlining coffee. It was show time, and Bill looked like he was hiding his nerves. They only had to walk out of the restaurant and across the street to make it to the council chambers on time.

Adam stared down at his laptop screen one more time. There it was. Sky@mailserve. I miss you like crazy. Can’t wait until Friday. If you could wear away an e-mail by looking at it, this one should be long gone. He’d glanced at it every few minutes on Monday during the rehearsal with the architect and planner.

Then he’d gone home and jerked off for half an hour while picturing Sky in every erotic pose possible. In Adam’s dreams, Sky looked great with his legs over his head while Adam hammered his hole. Bet that lean, lanky body could do it too. He probably practiced yoga.

On Tuesday, while they finalized the exhibits, he’d dreamed over his e-mail again until Bill asked him what was so interesting on his computer. After that Adam had started to pay more attention to the project. This distraction wasn’t like him. WMA Development trusted him because he was a fanatic for detail and precision, and he knew the law. They’d given him equity in the deal to further inspire him to ensure this project was approved.

So far so good. The land was toxic. Very toxic. It had been a drilling site for years and needed serious remediation before the big, mixed-use development could proceed. Fortunately, WMA was tried and tested at remediation.

But something nagged at him—like a nasty little itch in the back of his brain.

Now the council meeting waited right across the street, and it still bugged him. Adam didn’t like that. He’d built his reputation on careful consideration of every subtlety and nuance of a project, and if anything went wrong, the shit storm always hit him first.

Bill looked at his watch. They were hanging out preparing in peace instead of sitting in the packed council chamber all night. A bunch of other issues were being reviewed before they went on, so they might as well be comfortable. Bill had his assistant, JT, stationed over there, ready to call when they got close to their spot on the agenda.

The itch made Adam wriggle. “Hey, Bill.”

Bill looked up. That silver-fox hair of his shone in the bright restaurant lights. “Yeah?”

“You mentioned on Friday that you were doing some work on the land.”

“Did I say that?”

“Yeah.”

“Must have been drunk. Friday happy hour verbal diarrhea. Don’t worry about it.” He went back to his notes.

True, Bill had been pretty hammered on Friday, but he wasn’t denying that they had done some unauthorized work.

“You know we could be in deep shit if we do anything to that land until we have approval. The habitat has to be inspected before we can remove it. If it’s ESHA, we’re toast.”

Bill frowned. “Environmentally sensitive habitat, my ass. It’s just a lot of pucker brush and chaparral. It’s our land.”

“We paid for it, but we could be left holding a big parcel of environmentally sensitive habitat if we don’t get past this meeting and the next one. The Newport Nature Preserve could be out there riling up the homeowners right now.”

“Earl’s in our pocket.”

“Good, but one vote won’t do the job, as you well know. We need a clear majority, and we’re pretty sure that Lilly March will be against us, so we need three more votes. Marcuso might abstain. He’s kind of a chickenshit and doesn’t want to commit to much. He makes it even harder to win.”

Bill waved a hand. “Yeah, yeah. Just don’t worry about it, okay?”

Itch unscratched. But hell, if Bill wouldn’t talk, what could Adam do? He looked at the e-mail one more time and closed the computer. “Maybe we should get over there?”

“Don’t be nervous. JT hasn’t called us yet.”

“I’m not nervous.” That was a lie. A million dollars could make your palms sweat. “I just want to scope out the opposition. See how many of the homeowners are there. JT won’t recognize them.”

“Sure. Go ahead. I’ll be over in a little while.”

Adam gathered his computer and notes, and then headed out into the cool summer evening. Lido Village was hopping even on a Thursday, and music and laughter drifted from the cafés and bars. Bet they were having more fun than he was. He’d love to take Sky someplace like this. Imagine going where they could dance. Was there such a place? He sighed. Concentrate.

He crossed the street to city hall and entered the council chamber. The place was crammed. A man stood at the lectern on the floor presenting an issue about tree trimming. JT waved from the next-to-last row of visitors. He had stuff on several chairs he was holding. Adam scooted past a couple of people and sat in the uncomfortable seat. He leaned over so he wouldn’t disturb anyone. “Where are they?”

“We’re after the next presentation, but they sure are taking forever with these fucking trees.”

“Yeah, trees are big. You probably better call Bill.”

“Okay.” JT slid out the other way. He couldn’t make a call inside the chamber.

A few people in the audience looked like the homeowners who lived next to the project, but this far back in the room, he couldn’t be sure. He stood and sidestepped past the big man beside him. The guy gave him a look. “Sorry.”

Adam walked down the side of the chamber against the wall, then stopped and looked back. Yeah, he recognized maybe five or so of the homeowners, but where the hell was Biloxi, the head of the nature preserve? A couple of other key players from the opposition were also missing. He’d love to believe they’d given up. That would be way too much to hope for. He blew out a long breath. He loathed not knowing—but he had lots of practice.

He glanced up at the council sitting on the dais in their big old Naugahyde chairs. Earl Hamston was looking at him and gave a little wink. Adam didn’t like the guy much, but Hamston represented a lot of money in Adam’s pocket if he helped WMA Development win. Adam closed his eyes for a second. It’s not the money. It’s the freedom. Hell, maybe I’ll even come out of the closet.

Whoa. Had he really just thought that? Would he do it? After constructing this huge life, would he let it all fall down? Would he change people’s perceptions of him, piss off a bunch of clients, and generally threaten his whole business? Jesus, what a thought. But imagine being able to be who he was. Have real friends who knew him and go out with other gay guys in public. Maybe have a boyfriend. Maybe have Sky. The idea took his breath away.

Don’t get ahead of yourself. You haven’t won this deal yet.

Bill entered the back of the chamber with JT. Keith and Ed must have arrived while Adam wasn’t looking, because they were sitting in some of the chairs JT had saved. Adam walked back to them.

One of the council people leaned forward and spoke into his microphone. “Item twelve on the agenda has been continued. We move on to item thirteen.”

Adam grabbed his computer. “We’re up.”

He and Bill led the group with Keith and Ed bringing up the rear. At the front, Bill signed them in. Earl Hamston passed copies of their exhibits down the council table.

Bill walked to the microphone. “Good evening, gentlemen.” He nodded at Lilly March. “And lady.” The chubby blonde ignored him. Scary. She was no friend of theirs. “Thanks, Earl, for passing out the exhibits. I hope everyone had a chance to review the presentation before the meeting.” Bill looked back at JT to see if he had attached the computer to the projector. JT nodded, and Bill faced front. “There are a number of points I’d like to cover in our few minutes of presentation time, but nothing is more important than what this project can mean to the city. Not just in tax revenues, but in services for children and adults.”

Adam smiled. Bill opened with the biggie—tax revenues—so the council members would be salivating too hard to worry about anything else.

Bill pushed the remote in his hand, and a full-color rendering of the project as imagined by the architect flashed on the screen. The assembled crowd murmured softly. The WMA team had worked hard to make this rendering fabulous. Fountains, parkland, commercial space, entertainment, and of course, houses. Bill’s voice rose. “What community wouldn’t welcome such amenities in their neighborhood? Imagine….”

Noise came from the back of the hall, the sounds of footsteps and voices. Adam looked back and saw two of the key players from the nature preserve stalking down the aisle. Shit. Did they plan this disruption? The man and the woman came directly to the front, where two other people stood and gave them their chairs. That sure as hell was orchestrated.

When the noise died down, Bill continued. He showed plans, discussed needed variances, and emphasized revenues while glossing over the issues of toxic remediation and traffic, which were the weak points in the presentation. The details weren’t worked out yet. He simply emphasized that WMA had extensive experience in remediation of toxic areas, and that the cleanup would be a huge boon to the neighborhoods surrounding the project. Good man.

Bill turned and smiled at Adam. “And now I’d like to introduce you to another member of our team, Mr. Adam James, who will conclude our presentation.”

Adam stood and took Bill’s place at the lectern. He flashed the pearlies. “Ladies and gentlemen, I’m a lawyer.” He remembered Sky’s old joke. “Fortunately, I’m not one of those at the bottom of the Mariana Trench, though it is a good start.” A few people laughed. “I don’t have much to say except to assure you that we are dotting our i’s and crossing our t’s on this project. We’re making every effort to follow the city’s regulations to the letter because we know what a benefit this development will be to the residents. The land as it stands is polluted and toxic. It may even be a danger to the people who live near it. It’s exciting to imagine putting this polluted land to use for the welfare of the residents of Newport Beach. I’m one of those residents, and I’m honored to be able to help improve my city. Thank you so much for your kind attention.”

The mayor leaned forward. “Thank you, gentlemen. We’ll now hear from all interested parties.”

Wham. The back door opened again. Adam turned. What the hell? Were they at this again?

At least sixteen people walked into the council chamber, led by Michael Biloxi, the young tree hugger from the preserve. Damn. Biloxi had been trying to drum up support, and it appeared he’d succeeded. He walked straight to the lectern. “Ladies and gentlemen, I’m Michael Biloxi. I head an organization called Newport Nature Preserve that is trying to purchase this land with the long-term goal of maintaining it as open space—among the few remaining parcels of open space in the entire city. But as Mr. James has pointed out—”

Okay, they were listening.

“—this land is deeply toxic. So much so that we maintain that it cannot be remediated by the developer’s methods. Not sufficiently to be an appropriate environment for housing and commercial property where children will play every day. To support this point of view, the nature preserve has asked an expert in environmental science to represent us here. I would like to introduce the council to Dr. Sky Sea Mickeljohn.”

The name rang through the big room. Adam wheeled toward the door along with everyone else in the chambers.

Bill grabbed Adam’s arm. “What the fuck is Mickeljohn doing here? This deal is too small for him. I can’t believe he’d take on a bunch of bleeding-heart homeowners.”

Adam shook his head. “No idea. Who’s Skizie Mickeljohn?”

“A killer environmentalist, but he usually only handles big Coastal Commission stuff. And it’s not ‘Skizie.’”

As the tall, lean figure walked into the room wearing jeans, a sport coat, and glasses, curls bouncing, the snarky retort Adam planned caught in his throat and threatened to suffocate him.

“It’s Sky.”

Fucking hell. Sky. His Sky.

 

 

SKY MANAGED to put one foot in front of the other by taking deep breaths. There he was. He’d heard that voice on the other side of the door and wanted to puke. Tall, handsome, lying bastard. Sky stared forward. The walk to the front of the chamber felt like the length of a football field. Everyone stared at him. Including Adam.

Adam. How could this happen? Adam James. How the hell could he have fallen for a man like this? A developer aka rapist, marauder. Sure, he’d known he and Adam were different. Adam wasn’t like anyone he would have chosen on purpose. But when he’d seen him on that beach….

Oh crap. He wanted to run. No, he wanted to kill. So Adam was out to rape the environment? Fine. He’d show the asshole what he was up against.

He stepped up to the microphone. “Ladies and gentlemen, I’m Sky Sea Mickeljohn. I only have three minutes, but other members of our group will come forward and, in their few minutes, present additional data that I have collected on this project.”

He couldn’t keep his eyes from stealing over to Adam. The man’s gaze looked horrified. It ought to be, but it still put a bad taste in Sky’s mouth.

“As Mr. Biloxi stated, this land can’t be made suitable for people anytime soon… and probably never. It contains chemicals such as benzene and toluene that not only cause cancer but can alter human DNA.” The noise level in the room rose. “Nothing this development firm can do will make the project habitable. Instead, the land must be subject to phytoremediation, which will gradually restore the balance of nature. We also have reason to believe that there is precious, environmentally sensitive habitat on that land that cannot be disturbed.”

The council clerk called out, “Time.”

He smiled. “Thank you.”

A lady from the community came up to the mike with the paper he’d written for her. She talked about the sensitivity of the environment. The presenter after her outlined the traffic issues.

As she began to speak, Sky turned. Adam’s deep brown eyes looked wide and shiny. Yeah, you’ll be more in shock when I’m done with you, developer.

 

 

THE WORDS flowed around Adam like a river of sewage. Environmentally sensitive habitat. Benzene, xylene, toluene. Glaring omissions in the environmental impact report. Carcinogenic and mutagenic. And the unkindest cut of all, fairy shrimp. Little protected crustaceans the preserve maintained were found on their land.

Every word hammered on his bank account, but Adam couldn’t focus. His heart beat to the name Sky, Sky, Sky.

WMA might very well be screwed. Screwed because he had wanted to screw Sky. Sky could have been the head of the EPA, and Adam wouldn’t have noticed. Adam wanted Sky, and he’d thought with his cock.

He stared at the back of the curly hair. Even Sky’s posture radiated indignation. Those gentle kisses, his sweet words when they parted. I miss you already. Long gone. Here in this room, Sky looked at Adam with disgust, maybe even hatred.

Bill and his partners trembled with panic. They whispered and made frantic notes for their redirect. Adam leaned over and put a hand on Bill’s arm. “Let me.”

Bill stared at him. “Really? You want to take this on?”

“Since I’m clearly not in the loop on some issues, I have plausible deniability.” Adam cocked his head at Bill, who had the good grace to look embarrassed. Adam forced a smile and continued. “Plus I’m not going to make any claims. We don’t have time to tackle this diatribe point by point.”

“Okay.”

The chairman called for redirect, and Adam walked up to the lectern. Time to look totally trustworthy. He tried not to glance at Sky but failed. God, the man looked so angry.

“Ladies and gentlemen, we appreciate so much all of the effort that has gone into this presentation. And we sincerely empathize with the homeowners who face the prospect of construction in their backyard for a year. This is disruptive and annoying, even when it ultimately benefits you and the community.” He smiled and could practically feel Sky bristling at the condescension. Good. “We haven’t discussed some of the toxic pollutants because, quite simply, WMA Development has dealt successfully with such remediation in the past and is more than prepared to do so again for the benefit of Newport Beach. As you’ve seen, every detail of this project has been thought out. We ask for your approval.”

One of the councilmen tapped his mic. “Mr. James, from what in this report am I to conclude that all traffic issues have been resolved?”

“Our traffic engineering consultant assures us that the flow on the access roads will be within the regulations, and we’re negotiating turn lanes.”

“I want to see a complete report.”

“Yes, sir.” That meant no approval today, but they hadn’t really expected that. He needed the time to get the traffic issues handled anyway.

Lilly March leaned forward to her microphone and held up her copy of their presentation. “Mr. James, I believe this report on environmental impact to be seriously understated. Dr. Mickeljohn has raised issues I consider frightening. I will never approve this project unless every question raised by Dr. Mickeljohn and the Newport Nature Preserve is satisfactorily answered.”

Well, shit.

The mayor looked at Lilly March. “Since two of our members are requesting additional data, we will continue this issue for one month. Please see the clerk for a date. Let’s move on to item number fourteen on the agenda.”

 

 

ADAM THREW his keys on the hall table and looked into the mirror. So this was what it meant when people said you looked tired. After the meeting, Bill and the boys had microscopically examined every detail of the presentation while consuming vast amounts of alcohol and ranting at every member of the community and city council. Special curses were reserved for Sky Sea Mickeljohn, “the goddamned tree-hugging, whale-kissing pervert.” Adam wanted to vomit.

He pulled off his suit jacket, threw it over a chair, and carried his laptop into the living room. What a mess. All through the dissection, he kept thinking about the e-mail he wanted to write to Sky.

Adam needed to explain, though he wasn’t sure how. They had a difference of opinion. Sky thought the land was more toxic than the developer did. There had to be a compromise. Sure, one of them would win, but that was the nature of the game. You did your best, you moved on.

He opened the lid of the computer, and his screen sprang to life. Five e-mails from the WMA partners already. God, he’d just left them. There it was. Second from the top. S. S. Mickeljohn.

A kick in his gut. The e-mail address was different than the one he’d used on his earlier messages, the ones that said I miss you so much. I can’t wait until Friday. No more Sky@mailserve. Crap.

Adam didn’t want to look.

Click.

In light of our obvious differences, I feel the need to cancel our engagement on Friday.

S. S. Mickeljohn

Apparently Sky didn’t miss him anymore.




Chapter Four

 

 

HIS TEACHER’S voice flowed like oil over the class. “Sun salutation, please. Pronam, backward bend, and inhale. Relax, flow, listen to your breath. Mindful, ever mindful.”

Sky breathed deeply. He stepped out into a long lunge, brought his hands together high above his head, and leaned back in a big arch. Every move felt so good.

But not as good as pushing his cock into Adam Fucking James. Crap. Sky wobbled and almost fell over. Oh God, what am I going to do? Nothing. It’s over. No, it had never been. Before that council meeting, they hadn’t even known each other’s real names, and he sure as hell hadn’t known the guy was a fucking developer. He hated developers. He and Adam had nothing.

Have to get out of here. Quietly he rolled up his mat, gathered his carry bag, gave a small pronam to the teacher, and hurried out of the yoga studio.

Out in the parking lot, he ran to the Prius and managed to get the door open. Heat pressed behind his eyes. Jesus. He was Sky Sea Mickeljohn. He didn’t cry over some guy. Dead whales and oil-covered ducks, yes, but not a man. Especially not an attorney hired by developers, hired guns who were no better than whores.

He stopped and leaned on the hood. I like Adam so much. No. Liked. Past tense. Footsteps sounded behind him. He took a breath and started to get in the car.

“Hey, Sky. How ya doin’, man?”

Sky glanced back. “Hi, Jerry.” Jerry was a great guy. He’d never say anything mean.

“You okay?”

“Yeah, kind of.”

“Never saw you wobble an inch in yoga before. Made me feel like not such a klutz, ya know?”

Sky smiled at the handsome blond firefighter and surfer. “You’re far from a klutz, man. You ride a half-pipe like a winged god.”

Jerry’s bright eyes crinkled at the corners. “Hey, thanks! I gotta remember that one. Maybe I’ll ask Roman to paint me on a surfboard some time. You should pose for Roman, ya know. Bet he’d love to paint you.”

Sky sighed. “What would he want with a skinny wrangler like me?” Shit. The words were out, and all he could hear was Adam’s voice. The heat pressed at his eyeballs again. “I should go.”

“You want to talk about it?”

He shook his head, then leaned his forehead on the car, the metal warm from the sun. He took a breath of the fresh air, and words just poured out. “I met this guy. I really liked him. Really, really liked him. You know I’m not great with people. Hell, I like sharks more than most humans. Then I found out the guy wasn’t who I thought. He’s like a symbol of everything I hate. I’m just disappointed.” He raised his head.

“You seem sad to me.”

He turned back to Jerry. “Yeah, I guess.”

Jerry shrugged. Totally laid-back. The guy relaxed you just looking at him. Bet he was cool in a fire. “Ya know, sometimes we have ideas about what we love or hate, but I don’t think that makes much difference. We want what we want. You’re smart. If you liked the guy a lot, there had to be a reason, don’t ya think? Just figure out what you liked and go with it.”

Sky smiled. “I liked my cock in his ass.”

Jerry grinned. “Hell yeah. But you know us guys. If you want to fuck one guy in particular, you’ve probably got it bad.” He laughed his funny hiccupping chortle.

“You make it sound simple.”

“Hey, love is never simple.”

“Who said anything about love?”

Jerry grinned and popped the dimples. “I think you did.”

 

 

DAMNED OCEAN. So fucking noisy. Adam stared out the french doors of his suite at Carly’s. Face it—he was hiding. Eight great guys were out there, many of whom would be happy to fuck him senseless… and he was holed up in his suite feeling like he’d lost his last friend. Maybe he had.

The Friday of his supposed date with Sky had come and gone, and two Fridays since. Adam coped by working. In fact, he’d done nothing else. He shouldn’t even be at Carly’s. He and his clients had to go back before the city council on Thursday. But he’d done his part. He’d worked out the traffic problems with the city and obtained the approvals. Completing the traffic requirements with all the extra lanes and right-hand turns was going to cost three times as much as expected, but he’d done it. Now the environmental shit was in Bill’s hands.

Adam sighed. When Carly’s invitation came, he’d thought he wanted to go. To forget. To drown in sex. Now, he didn’t think he could get it up for Brad Pitt.

Adam opened the computer again and looked at his e-mail. Bill said they had a new consultant who would trump Mickeljohn. The consultant swore the remediation methods used by WMA would do the job. He swore there was no environmentally sensitive habitat. That was good. Wasn’t it?

A piece of him didn’t want to defeat Sky. Fucking crazy. He sighed. Okay, enough of this shit. He didn’t get to come to Carly’s often.

He closed the computer, grabbed his windbreaker, and headed toward the patio. The sun was down, the beach was getting dark, and the twenty-degree drop in temp that heralded the evening had set in. Big surf hammered the shore, shaking the flagstones.

Carly waved to him from the edge of the patio, where he stood with four other guys. Everybody new this time. Adam hadn’t even learned their names.

He walked over.

Carly raised his glass. “Thought we’d lost you to the work monster.”

Adam smiled. “Theoretically I’m ready for the week ahead, but you know how that is.” He stuck out a hand toward the first guy. He seemed kind of geeky but good-looking, expensively dressed in skintight clamdiggers and a pink shirt.

“Hi. I’m James.”

“Maurice.”

Adam smiled.

The guy stuck a hand on his hip. “Yeah, I know. Every gay guy in every joke is named Maurice. But I didn’t make it up.”

Adam met the other three men, but their names went out of his head. Not paying attention. One of them was just his type too. What the hell is my type? Six foot three and skinny, he very much feared.

Carly put a hand on his arm. “You okay, buddy?”

“Sorry. I’m just distracted. You know, I think I’m going to walk on the beach for a while.”

Carly raised an eyebrow. “You did not really say that.”

Maurice smiled. “I could go with you. I love long walks on the beach.”

Adam smiled back. “Thanks, but I’m trying to work out some stuff. I just want to think a little. We’ll talk later, okay?”

Maurice batted his lashes. “I’ll count on it.”

Adam kicked off his flip-flops, pulled on the windbreaker, and set out across the beach. He walked as close to the waterline as the pounding surf would allow and felt the cold scrape of wet sand on his soles.

That guy back there. Maurice. He was what people thought of as gay. What would it be like to be with a man like that? He sighed. Sky looked kind of girlie, but he wasn’t. He was such a guy. Adam liked that. Stop it. Drop it.

He breathed deeply. His windpipe burned a little from the salt in the air. Hell, he’d barely been outside in the last three weeks, so this was good for him.

Quit thinking. He looked up where the line of gorgeous beach houses ended and a sea wall began, where he’d been sitting when he first saw Sky. Maybe he’d rest awhile.

He plopped down. Interesting how he’d gotten more accustomed to sitting in stuff he would have once considered dirty. Wonder why that is?

Oh, right.

A fingernail-thin moon shed just a hint of reflection on the rolling, pounding water. Still, the peaks of the waves glittered with phosphorescence. Some of them were pretty high. He wouldn’t be able to stay long because the rising tide would eat the sand completely in an hour or so.

God, so tired. Both exhausted-tired and tired of… fill in the blank. Tired of hearing slurs on everything and everyone from his WMA partners. Tired of feeling uneasy about the environmental issues on the land. He sighed. Tired of not seeing Sky. Crap, he missed him so bad he ached.

Adam leaned back on his forearms. The sand felt cold and damp under a thin layer of dry and warm. The ocean was so pretty and… he sat up fast.

What the fuck? A man rose out of the foamy surf—and he knew which man. It was like he’d just manifested Sky out of a dream. His heart slammed against his ribcage.

The tall figure in full wetsuit ambled forward a few steps and pulled off his mouthpiece and hood.

Sky looked up.

Adam held his hands to his mouth and shouted. “What are you doing here?”

Sky shook his head and took a couple steps in. He was on hard-packed sand, still bubbling from the last wave.

Adam tried again. He came closer, still yelling, “Why the hell are you here? Did you know I’d be here?”

Sky shook his head again, but this time he seemed to have heard. He frowned and shouted, “I work out there, idiot.” He leaned over and pulled off his flippers.

Well, hell. How could one man be so sweet and so mean too? Adam threw his arm up and gave Sky the one-fingered salute. “Fuck you!”

Sky frowned. “No, fuck you. And I have!” The bastard took another two steps toward Adam, and then his face changed. He hobbled and fell onto the sand, clutching his foot.

What happened? Holy shit. A huge wave gathered right behind him. Up and up. With a crash, it broke on top of him.

“Sky! Sky!” No response. Adam raced down the sand into whitewater soup. Sky was on his back, flailing. Adam grabbed him by the arm and dragged him farther up the beach, away from the surf.

Adam let go of Sky’s latex-covered arm, and he crumpled onto the soft sand, still clutching his foot. Blood. Blood was running down his ankle. Sweet Jesus. Adam hunkered down. “What happened?”

“Glass, I think.”

Adam ripped off his jacket. It was soaked, but the nylon windbreaker had kept his shirt moderately dry in spots. He needed a bandage. A closer look at Sky’s foot showed a lot of blood and not much else.

“Do you think the glass is still in it?”

“I can’t tell. Hurts like hell, so maybe.”

Without clean water, Adam couldn’t wash the wound to see what was going on. He grabbed an end of the shirt and pulled. Well, shit. It wouldn’t tear.

Sky gave a half grin. “Not as easy as it looks in the movies, is it? Here, let me.” He held out his hand for the shirt, and Adam handed it over.

The wind was cold too. Sky shuddered, his blood staining the dry sand. He held the ends of the shirt and spun it into a roll, then wrapped it around his foot and tied it tight.

Adam stood and reached out his hands to Sky, who took hold. Arms and legs went everywhere, but together they managed to haul Sky to his feet. Adam wrapped an arm around Sky’s waist and started a slow, step-by-step hobble up the beach.

Every time Sky had to put the injured foot down even a little, he winced. “Just get me to my car.”

“Like hell. You can’t drive. I’m taking you to Carly’s. Then I’ll drive you to the emergency room.”

“You were at Carly’s?”

“Yes.”

Sky’s body tensed. “Looking for some more random guys to suck in with your two-faced charm?”

“Shit! You asshole.” He almost dropped the guy. “I didn’t suck you in, as you would clearly see if you weren’t so blinded by the radiance of your three-hundred-and-sixty-degree spherical ego.”

“My ego? What about you, who thinks he can wrap the whole fucking city council around his lying little finger?” Sky raised his voice to a mocking squeak. “‘WMA Development has extensive experience with remediation like this.’”

“That’s not a lie.”

“Then you’re even more of an idiot than I thought.”

“Shit!” Adam punched Sky’s arm, putting them both off balance.

Sky put his foot down. “Ow. Hell!” The tall human edifice toppled and headed toward the sand in slo-mo, still clutching Adam.

“Whoa. Hang on.” Damn, he couldn’t. Down he went and landed flat on top of Sky. He rolled quickly to the side. “Sorry. I’m so sorry. Are you okay?”

Sky’s body shook.

“Are you okay?” Adam put his arm around the lean, latex-covered body, which was emitting muffled gasping noises. Was he cold? In shock? “Sky?”

Laughing. The damned man was laughing.

Adam lay back. “I’m glad you think this whole thing is funny, asshole.”

Sky stopped laughing but he still grinned. “Sorry. But you’re so self-destructive, you hit the guy you’re trying to hold up.”

“Okay, it was dumb. I admit it.” Adam took a deep breath. The cold sand prickled his bare back. “I don’t know about you, Mr. Wetsuit, but I’m freezing my ass and you’re probably bleeding out, so can I take you to Carly’s before I have to drive your skinny ass to the morgue?”

Sky struggled up onto one elbow. “Jesus, you are so melodramatic.”

“You should talk. That entrance at the city council could have been written by Andrew Lloyd Webber.”

Sky sputtered, but it sounded more like a laugh than indignation. “I don’t want to go to Carly’s.”

“Why? It’s right here. We can put some bandages on your foot, and I can get my fucking car.”

Sky shrugged. “I just don’t want to.”

“Crap! You sound like a little kid.” He went singsong. “I just don’t want to.”

The stormy eyes glared at him. “I don’t want to run the fucking gauntlet of your fucking lovers past, present, and future.”

Adam glared back at him. “There are no fucking lovers. I’ve been sitting in my room all day wishing I was with you, asshole. That’s why I was walking. To get away from the guys. To think about how you’ve fucking wrecked me.”

“You’re serious.”

“Yes.” He looked down at Sky’s foot. “Jesus. The shirt is bloody.” He struggled to his feet. “Come on. Quit arguing.”

He clumsily managed to get Sky up and moving again. The slow trip back to Carly’s felt like it took a year. They limped up to the windowed kitchen door, and Adam banged.

Waldo looked up from his vegetable chopping.

Adam yelled, “Help!”

Waldo rushed to the door and pushed it open. “What happened? Oh dear, this is your young man.”

No time to argue the point. “He’s bleeding. Help me get him somewhere where we can look at the wound.”

Waldo took Sky’s other arm, and they helped him into the kitchen and onto a straight-backed chair. A trail of blood stretched across the slate tiles back to the door. Shit. “I’ll go get my car, Waldo. I have to get him to the emergency room.”

“There’s a doctor here, Mr. Adamson. One of Mr. Cameron’s guests. I’ll get him. Wait with your friend.” Waldo hustled out of the kitchen.

Sky looked up at Adam. “I’m bleeding all over the pretty floor.”

“That’s the least of our worries.”

“Maybe not to Carly.”

“He’s actually a good guy.”

Waldo rushed back in with the flaming queen called Maurice. Son of a bitch. He immediately knelt beside Sky. “Waldo, I have my bag in my car. Would you get it, please?” All efficiency. Never judge a book.

Waldo ran out of the room. One of the guys brought in a warm blanket, and Maurice wrapped it around Sky. Waldo came back in with the bag. Maurice gloved his hands and unwrapped Sky’s foot. All the skin was red from blood. He stood and tossed the shirt in the sink.

A hand clasped Adam’s shoulder, and he looked back to see Carly. “Hey, buddy, you must be freezing. Why don’t you clean up while the doc takes care of your friend?”

Adam didn’t budge. Yeah, he was really cold. Half from the temperature and the wet, and half from the sight of Sky’s blood, but he needed to know if Sky was okay.

Dr. Maurice carefully cleaned off Sky’s foot, getting blood on his tight clamdiggers. “OK, this is a bleeder, but it’s not too bad. I can stitch it up, and you’ll be walking on it in three or four days.”

Distaste and gratitude warring on his face, Sky looked around at the men who were hanging back but still watching the whole deal. “Thanks, thanks a lot. That would be great.”

Adam took a deep breath and shivered. Yeah he was cold. Most of the guys seemed daunted by watching a needle go through human flesh, so all but one or two left to go back to their party. Adam put a hand on Sky’s shoulder. “I’m gonna go get cleaned up. I have some clothes you can wear when you’re done.”

He didn’t smile. “Thanks.”

Carly followed Adam back to the suite. Inside, Carly leaned against the doorjamb and eyed Adam. “Where did he come from? I got the impression you guys weren’t together.”

“He was in the same place I met him originally. I guess it’s his research site.”

“How’d he get hurt?”

“We were yelling at each other, and he didn’t see the glass. Shit.”

“You get pretty worked up over that guy, one way or another.”

Adam shrugged.

“Just sayin’, girlfriend. Now go get cleaned up.”

Carly left, and Adam hit the shower. God, the hot spray felt good.

Carly was right. Adam had gotten worked up over Sky. He wanted to hate himself for it, but he couldn’t. The guy was maddening but sexy as hell. Sky threatened everything Adam wanted, but he admired Sky, who really believed in his causes.

Could Adam say the same for himself?

He turned and let the water beat on his back. The tingle against his butt made his cock twitch. He could jerk off right here. He needed it. But he had places to go, environmentalists to see.

He turned off the water, stepped out, and wrapped himself in a towel. At least he was warmer. He grabbed another towel, leaned over and dried his hair, then threw the wet terry in the hamper and walked back into the bedroom in search of clean, dry clothes.

Sky lay on the bed, foot bandaged, wearing Adam’s shorts and shirt. Hel-lo, angel.

“I helped myself to your stuff. I hope this isn’t what you were planning on wearing.”

Adam stared. The shirt was skimpy but the shorts fit fine, confirming that they were probably about the same weight, even though Sky was taller.

Seeing Sky in his clothes was heart-stoppingly sexy. Why should that be? No idea, but his cock rose just looking at Sky. Adam glanced down. A tent rose in the towel.

Sky grinned. “Happy to see me?”

Jesus. Half-embarrassed and half-turned-on, he hurried to the closet and grabbed a pair of shorts. “How are you feeling?”

“Pretty crappy, but the doc gave me some mild painkillers. He says the stitches will take care of it. Since it’s on the side of my foot, I should even be able to walk in a pair of flip-flops.”

“Good.”

“The doc’s a nice guy. Do you know he’s a pediatrician?”

Adam shook his head. “None of us talk about work. But can you see a lot of these guys have good reason for being in the closet? Some parents would shy from having a gay pediatrician.”

“That’s stupid.”

“But it’s a fact of life.”

“And who wouldn’t know that Maurice was gay?”

Adam smiled. Point taken. “Sometimes people don’t like having their suspicions confirmed.”

He sat on the bed by Sky’s feet. High arches and long toes. Sexy feet on a sexy man. With one finger he gently touched the white bandage. “I’m sorry you got hurt.”

Sky’s blue-gray eyes narrowed. “Are we talking about my foot?”

Adam sighed. “We could be.”

Breathless silence. Sky reached out a hand, and Adam took it. He scooted closer until he was sitting beside Sky’s chest. Sky touched Adam’s bare torso, then threaded his fingers through Adam’s hair.

Sky sighed. “Why did you have to be Adam Fucking James?”

Every cell in Adam’s body screamed in longing. Longing for Sky’s touch. And more. Longing for his trust, his friendship. “Maybe I could be somebody else?”

“I can’t begin to tell you how much I wish that were possible. I’d do the same if I could. But this isn’t happening, Adam. It makes no sense. We’re too different. Even if we weren’t on opposite sides of a huge issue that can literally mean people’s lives and health, I don’t want to be with a man who’s in the closet. It doesn’t work for me. I’ll never out you, but I can’t be with you either.”

“You didn’t say that before.”

Sky stared at him. “I didn’t know how much I cared before.”

“Shit.”

“Yeah.” Slowly that hand tightened in Adam’s hair and pulled his head down. Sky’s lips touched Adam’s. Soft. His mouth opened, and Sky’s tongue caressed Adam’s lips, then slipped inside. Adam moaned and heard a sound from Sky that was almost a cry. Another hand grabbed his hair, and Sky devoured Adam’s mouth, tongue pressing in so far Adam could barely breathe.

He didn’t care. He wanted to dissolve into this man and be whomever Sky wanted, do whatever Sky wanted, as long as they never had to stop kissing.

Adam found himself shaking, but now he was shaking from the warmth, not the cold.

Sky dragged Adam across his body, gasped, and then jerked back, wincing. “Damn.”

“Did you hurt yourself?”

“Yeah.”

Adam sat upright and watched the war in Sky’s eyes.

Finally Sky took a deep breath. “I’ve got to stop this. It’s bad for me. You’re bad for me.”

Adam’s breath caught. His heart stopped. All the light in the world seemed to disappear. “Is this good-bye?”

“No. We’re still going to see each other across a hell of a lot of issues. This isn’t playtime for me. I’m serious.”

“So am I.” He was, wasn’t he?

“I’m sorry.” Sky hauled himself upright off the pillows. “Will you take me to my car?”

“You shouldn’t drive.”

“The bandage is on my left foot, in case you hadn’t noticed.”

“Still.”

“Please.”

Adam stood slowly, feeling exhausted, as though he could sleep for a year. “Okay.” He helped Sky off the bed and accepted part of his weight as they walked slowly to the bedroom door. The warmth of Sky’s skin seeped into Adam’s body—but he couldn’t get rid of the cold.




Chapter Five

 

 

JERRY POINTED to Sky’s bandage. “What happened to your foot?”

Sky finished his mineral water. Glancing at the waiter, he cocked a finger toward his glass and then looked at his three friends. Friends he didn’t see enough. Friends he ignored in favor of octopuses and fish—just like he’d been taught.

Rodney and Hunter sipped their wine. The two of them, the tiny painter and the tall, hunky teacher, made Sky smile. The odd couple—but not as odd as he and Adam. That was too odd. Wasn’t it?

He sighed. “I stepped on some glass. Anyone need anything else to drink before we order?”

Jerry leaned back in his chair. “No, I’m good. Hey, man, you’re usually so careful. Was it dark?”

“Yeah.”

Rodney pushed pink bangs out of his eyes with a graceful hand. “It certainly is bandaged, darling. Was it really bad?”

“No. Couple stitches. This doctor did it for me, so I didn’t have to go to the emergency room.”

Jerry chortled. “You were on the beach at night bleeding. How the hell did you come up with a doctor?” Jerry seemed like an airhead, but he didn’t miss much.

“Uh, this guy I know was there, and he helped me back to this other guy’s house. They were having a party, and the doctor was a guest.”

Jerry leaned in. “Was the guy you know diving with you?”

“No, he was on the beach.”

“Waiting for you?”

“No. He just happened to be there.”

Jerry’s eyes narrowed. “Is this the guy? You know, from yoga?”

Sky sighed. “Yeah.”

“So you two are back together? That’s great, man. I knew it would work out.”

Rod smiled at him. “That’s wonderful news. Do we know him? Who is he?”

Sky’s stomach fell to the floor. “No, nobody. He’s nobody. We’re not together. We’ll never be together.”

Warm, comforting hands touched Sky’s arms, Jerry on one side and Hunter on the other.

Jerry patted him. “I’m sorry, man.”

Sky shook his head. “It’s okay. You don’t have to feel bad for me.”

Jerry patted his arm. “You don’t let us in often. I think you want to tell us, ya know?”

Sky stared at his hands. Is that why he invited them to dinner? Was Jerry right? “We just met by accident.”

Rodney put his hand over Hunter’s. “I thought you seemed upset tonight. So you ran into this guy by accident, and he helped you?”

“Yeah, but he distracted me. That’s why I didn’t see the glass. His fault. So he had to help me, didn’t he?”

“It seems like this guy really gets to you.” Though spoken softly, Hunter’s words sounded like a bugle.

“He’s a fucking developer.” He looked up at the people at surrounding tables. He didn’t want to make a scene, but he couldn’t stop shaking. Shit. He shouldn’t talk about this. “Jesus, at my parents knee I learned ‘See Spot Run’ and ‘Developers are environmental rapists.’ It’s in my blood.”

Rod leaned across the table. “I know some developers who are really nice people.”

Sky shook his head. Why did he always want to cry over Adam? “Not this one.”

Jerry smiled. “What don’t you like about him?”

Sky swallowed hard. “He’s a lying snake who’s trying to push a toxic development through in Newport Beach, and on top of that, he’s in the fucking closet.” A man and woman at the next table glanced at him, and he lowered his voice. “I’m going to crush him.” Jesus. The words came down on him like a hammer. Crush Adam? Could he?

Jerry’s hand tightened. “You care about him, buddy. You’ve got to figure out why. What do you like?”

Sky shook his head again. “I don’t…. He’s funny and has this sweetness under the hardboiled exterior. His charm isn’t phony. People really like him.”

“So he cares about stuff?”

“I suppose.” He sighed. “Just not the right stuff.”

Jerry shrugged. “I think he cares about you.”

Did he? Did Adam care? Sky remembered Adam’s face as they’d left his bedroom. Pain. At least as much as Sky’s own. Shit. “Caring about me isn’t the right stuff.”

Hunter shared his beautiful smile. “Sounds like it to me.”

 

 

THIS GUY’S a phony. Adam glanced again at the page of data he’d just searched on Clifton Westman III, then back up at the man himself, who was holding forth in the WMA conference room. The tall, white-haired man looked like an ad for an insurance company. Seriously trustworthy demeanor, and his credits seemed to support that idea on the surface. He’d been lead environmental consultant on a boatload of big cases. But when Adam looked deeper, he saw a pattern. Every case was questionable. Many of the projects were quietly dropped because the developers couldn’t afford to do the cleanup after Westman pushed them through the committees.

Adam sighed. Even the soft leather conference chair felt uncomfortable. Hell, his skin didn’t fit. He shifted.

Bill leaned over. He whispered because the other partners were hanging on Westman’s every word. “You okay, Adam?”

The answer to that question was a resounding no. Adam lowered his voice to a soft murmur. “I don’t like this guy. I don’t trust him.”

“He’s the best.”

“Maybe. But at what?”

Bill smiled, made a dismissive gesture, then sat upright in his chair. “Clifton, you’re quite sure we can discredit the evidence presented by the community’s expert?”

Westman smiled. “No problem. I know how Mickeljohn works, and we’ll be prepared.”

Adam frowned. “How does he work?”

“He’s an extremist and a pervert.”

Adam’s spine turned to ice.

Westman added, “Why would cities like him or respect him? They’re just looking for a reason to reject his evidence. I’ll give them a well-presented argument, and they’ll sign to get the tax revenues.”

Adam spoke slowly. “Our city council seemed pretty damned impressed by him. Why do you call him a pervert, may I ask?”

“Everyone knows he’s gay, Adam. Surely that’s not news to you.”

“Ah, I see. A gay pervert.”

His chilly tone must have alerted Bill, who looked at Adam and said, “Of course, Clifton is only speaking biblically, I’m sure. Mickeljohn can be whatever he likes. He just can’t wreck our plans for this project. The city needs the development, and we need the money.” He laughed.

Adam let his breath out slowly. The money. He needed the money. He needed the money? Odd how the whole thing changed with one question mark. “Excuse me, but can I interject something?”

Bill nodded.

“What if we win and it turns out Mickeljohn is right?”

Bill shook his head. “Not gonna happen—”

“Wait a second.” He stood and paced toward the wall of glass, staring at the view of Fashion Island. “What if the land is as toxic as he says? What the fuck do we do then?” His reflection was superimposed on the lights of the big, artificial shopping plaza. He turned back to the five men gathered around the table. “We’ll own it. How many millions would it take to attempt to remediate the land sufficiently to try to build on it? Have we really got an estimate of sewage disposal? Water? Hell, the traffic alone is going to cost three times what we calculated.” His voice got louder. “What if the pervert is right? It’s one thing to hoodwink a city council. Westman, here, has a track record of doing just that. But what about the cost to actually win? To build a project that people love and we can sell? Can we afford it? Can we sustain it?”

Bill smiled. “Hey, buddy. Take it easy. We got this. You know me. I never like to lose money, and I’ve got the most dough in this project. Trust me. We’re handled. We’ll go in there tomorrow night and kill it.”

Adam stared at his partner. “That’s what I’m afraid of.” He shook his head. “I’m done for the night. I have the traffic reports finished and the legal issues handled. I’m going home. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Sure, sure, Adam. We all appreciate your expertise and how hard you’ve worked. Get some sleep. We’ll see you at the meeting.”

He gathered his stuff. The room stayed quiet, and everyone seemed to be trying not to stare at him while treating him to their phony smiles.

Six pushes on the elevator button, and it finally arrived. Inside, he leaned against the wall and tried to breathe.

Home. He had to get home. When the bell dinged, the door couldn’t open fast enough for him. Outside, he took a deep breath, walked fast to his car, and started the engine. Home.

A half hour later, he was sitting on his leather couch in the great room with a bottle of scotch and a bottle of fresh-squeezed grapefruit juice on the coffee table in front of him. One glass. He stared at both of them. Choose. Past or future?

He sat in a room he didn’t love filled with things he didn’t need that his money had bought. He had friends who weren’t really friends and family that wasn’t really family, because they didn’t know him. He had a stake in a project he didn’t believe in that would bring him more money to buy more stuff he didn’t like. Shit, he ought to drink the scotch.

And he didn’t have Sky. Make that two bottles of scotch.

Adam poured grapefruit juice into his glass.

How the fuck had his life ended up like this? He’d planned it so carefully. The last spontaneous thing he’d done, if he didn’t count getting involved with his own worst enemy, was when he’d decided to come out to his family ten years ago. Since then he’d plotted everything as though his life belonged on a giant spreadsheet. Went to college and law school in California, three thousand miles from his family and everyone who knew he was gay. He’d dated girls and even fucked a couple because gossip was rife. That had taken a lot of alcohol. No offense to women; he liked them better than most men. Just not to fuck.

When he’d started out with a big law firm, he worked so many hours he didn’t have time to fuck anything but his right hand and hardly had the energy for that, but he’d gotten in good with the firm’s developer clients. When he’d left to start his practice, WMA had come with him. He was grateful. But they’d gotten a good deal. He’d worked his ass off for them and made everyone a lot of money.

He leaned forward and buried his head in his hands. And he was miserable. Being around someone like Sky made it worse. Even if Adam hadn’t wanted to screw the guy morning, noon, and night, the simplicity with which Sky embraced being gay slapped Adam in the face.

Sky. Adam sat up and sipped the grapefruit juice. The bitter sweetness puckered his mouth. Bittersweet, like the man whose influence forced Adam to drink this stuff like it was ambrosia.

What had Sky done? Adam had just spent a day and a half at Carly’s but had fucked no one. Not because he didn’t need sex. Shit. He was back to the fuck-a-duck condition. But nobody looked good to him. Not tall enough. Not skinny enough. No curly hair.

He leaned over to the end table and pulled out a bottle of lube he kept for just such occasions, lonely nights with only right-handed company. Squirt. He yanked down his sweat pants. Even Mr. Happy was in the dumps. He took hold and stretched himself out, then did the same to his balls. That felt good.

He remembered Sky’s tongue on his balls. That had been way better. Like when his cock slid into Sky’s hot mouth. Jesus. Phenomenal.

Okay, getting a rise out of him. Good hard strokes, up and twist, up and twist. Yeah. That’s good. Up and twist. Not as good as Sky’s giant cock buried deep in his ass. Oh God. That was the best. Every stroke tortured his gland in the best way ever. God. Yes. Harder. Yes. God yes. Harder. Harder. Harder.

Sky. Fuck me, Sky. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuuuck. Yes. Jism pumped into his hands until it squished out between his fingers. His body shook, and zings of electricity flashed from his cock up his spine into his head. Only one feeling. Only one thought. Only one.

Sky.

 

 

SKY LOOKED around at the community members and people from the Newport Nature Preserve. Good. They’d overflowed the lobby of the administration building, so he’d commandeered this meeting room. “Does everyone have their part and know their order?”

Mary Hayes smiled. “I think we’ve got it, Sky. We’ll keep the suckers here till midnight if we can.” She laughed. Mary was his mom’s friend. The reason he’d taken this project on. He never let himself get close to humans, but this time was different. He liked these people. A lot. Mary was a good woman—smart and capable.

Sky nodded. “Their so-called expert is a real crook, but he’s convincing as hell. So don’t lose your cool and start ranting at his bullshit. Just present what’s on your paper. I’ll spring the illegal grading issue, which may cause any council members on the fence to vote no. We’ll see. We’ve got a strong case.”

Mary cocked her head. “It would cost a lot to sue them, Sky. I don’t know if we can do it.”

“We don’t want to sue them. We want to scare them into selling to us. That’s our goal.”

One of the older men from the group cleared his throat. “Just wanted to say thank you, Sky. You’ve given us a chance here. I don’t want my grandkids to have to live through all that crap getting stirred up during the building, and I’ll move away before I let them play on top of it.”

Sky smiled. Yeah, they were all good people. “Hopefully you won’t have to make that choice, Joe.” He picked up his papers and files. “Let’s go in and let them know what they’re dealing with.” He stepped on his good foot and gently lowered the bandaged one to the floor.

Joe stepped up. “Can I help you, Sky?”

He almost said no. When would he ever learn to let people help him? “Sure, Joe, that would be great. If I can just lean on your arm, I’ll be good.”

Mary opened the door and led the group out into the lobby and down the hall to the council chamber. They stopped outside, waiting for him and Joe to make their slow progress. They were already expected in the council chamber, but what the hell. Why not do the drama? He nodded at Mary, who pushed open the doors, and they all filed in.

Bill was just walking to the microphone. Perfect timing. Sky hobbled up the aisle on Joe’s arm. He heard murmurs. Where was he? Sky didn’t want to look. Damned eyes. He couldn’t stop from staring all over the audience. No Adam. What the hell?

Once again people saved seats close to the front, so they walked down and took their places. Joe sat on one side of him and Mary on the other, next to the aisle. Sky looked over at Westman, the bastard. The guy nodded with a tight smile.

Bill glanced around the audience. He looked…. What? Puzzled? Concerned? He started to talk.

The chamber door opened again. Sky looked back. So did Bill. Adam entered and sat in the next-to-last row. What’s going on?

Bill seemed relieved and presented a traffic plan that had been okayed by Caltrans.

Mary leaned in to Sky and whispered, “They did a good job on that.”

He nodded. Impressive. “Yeah. But it’s a costly solution.”

“The council doesn’t care how much WMA has to spend. They’ll be rolling in the tax revenue.”

“True. But I’m surprised WMA doesn’t care.”

Bill must have liked the smiles and nods he was getting from the council, because he looked a lot more confident. “And now we’d like to address the environmental concerns raised by the council at our last meeting. May I introduce our environmental expert, Dr. Westman?” He blabbed on for a couple minutes about Westman’s credentials.

Westman got up and said everything Sky expected. He showed diagrams of the remediation methods that would be used and cited examples of other cleanups that had been done successfully using these techniques. Hell, if Sky hadn’t known better, he would have been convinced himself. The man was good.

Mary leaned over. “Whew. I’m worried.”

Sky blew out a breath. “We’ll do what we can.”

Then it was their turn. One by one, the community members came to the microphone and read their three-minute piece of the puzzle.

“Hi, my name is Joe Murch. My grandkids live with me. They’re five and seven. I believe that the construction of the site will subject them to all kinds of exposure to toxins of the worst sort.” He picked up his paper. “The study done on the site shows evidence of benzene and toluene….”

“I’m Wilda Kazinsky. I live right beside the ranch. My last two medical checkups have shown abnormally low red blood cell count. They can’t find a cause and have suggested it might be environmental. The levels of xylenes in the soil are off the chart and….” She read on until the timer flagged her.

Person by person they built their case. Sky glanced back toward Adam, who hadn’t moved.

Mary whispered, “Isn’t that Adam James back there? Why didn’t he present with the developers?”

“Don’t know.”

“He sure is quiet. God, if he doesn’t present, won’t it be better? I think the council likes him the best.” The lines on her face deepened as she smiled. “I certainly do.”

Sky’s laugh escaped. He clamped his mouth shut as two council members glanced up at him. “You bad girl.”

Her eyes twinkled. “No. That would be bad woman, and don’t you forget it, boyfriend.”

His turn. He glanced at Adam. Nothing. What the hell?

Sky walked to the mike and reintroduced himself. “Ladies and gentlemen, environmental impact reports are like the Bible. You can use them to prove anything, but that doesn’t make them true. In front of you is a very thorough soil analysis and environmental report from this property, taken two months ago.”

Bill’s head snapped up.

Worry, asshole. “The land is covered with environmentally sensitive habitation. Efforts have been made to mask this fact through illegal grading and scraping activities, which were done in the last month. The Newport Nature Preserve is currently filing suit against the developer for this illegal activity. It’s still being determined whether the city will be included in the lawsuit.”

The crowd rumbled. A couple of people shouted. Sky held up a hand. “Regardless of the outcome of the suit, the fact remains that the Coastal Commission will never approve the development of this environmentally sensitive land. It’s a nonstarter. On top of that, even if I was wrong and the site could be remediated for human habitation, the developer would never be able to justify the cost. It would take millions of dollars just to attempt the remediation. If I may adopt developer-speak, it won’t pencil. The site will sit unremediated as a danger to the surrounding community. The other option is that you allow the Newport Nature Preserve to purchase the land outright from the developer and instigate phytoremediation, which will cost tens of thousands of dollars versus millions. Nature cleans up itself and the site becomes a beautiful open space and a natural habitat to countless protected species—a significant enhancement to Newport Beach.”

The timer held up a hand.

The last speaker for the community got up. The head of the Newport Nature Preserve presented the proposal for purchasing the land from the developer and how they were raising the money.

They were done. Sky looked at the council members’ faces. Lilly March smiled grimly. Hamston looked disgusted. The other five appeared in various stages of confusion.

Sky glanced back at Adam again. Quiet. Still.

Bill stood up for the redirect. Obviously he was trying to adopt Adam’s easy, likable, trustworthy manner. Not by a mile, bucko. He did a little blah-blah-blah about their expert and experience, but he didn’t add anything new.

The second he finished, Lilly March leaned forward at the council table. “May I ask why Mr. James isn’t presenting with you tonight?” She nodded toward Adam in the back.

Bill shifted his feet. “Mr. James prepared the traffic report, ma’am.”

So that explained why it was so good.

She smiled like a mongoose staring down a cobra. “And yet he didn’t present it.” She looked up. “Feeling off your feed this evening, Adam?”

A few people laughed. Sky looked back at the tall, handsome man who drove him over the edge. Smart and dumb, trustworthy and lying, heroic and cowardly. God, what a package.

Adam stood. “No, ma’am. I prepared the report as Bill said.”

“And it was excellent, Mr. James, as always. May I ask why you’re not up here defending to the death the right of this project to exist?”

She was breaking protocol. Completely out of order. Sky grinned. Lilly was such a dragon lady that the mayor didn’t have the balls to shut her up. Besides, he bet everyone in the room wanted to know the answer as much as he did.

Adam shook his head a little but said nothing.

The chamber was silent. Everyone stared at Adam James.

Finally Bill Woolsey broke the silence. His voice sounded exasperated. “Mr. James is no longer involved with the LLC. Therefore, he does not need to speak for the project. Now, if I may conclude?”

Son of a bitch.

Noise rose in the chamber, but Sky barely heard it. Adam had walked away.

Bill said a few more words. Lilly March stood up and made a rousing speech supporting everything in Sky’s report and stating emphatically that she would never approve the project. Earl Hamston tried to counter her, but the dragon lady was better informed and a lot meaner. Two other members sided with Lilly, and the mayor caved as predicted. One more jumped on the bandwagon at the last minute, so the project was defeated five to two.

The chamber went nuts. Mary leaped up and threw her arms around Sky’s neck. “You did it, you did it, you gorgeous thing.”

“Actually, I kind of think Adam James did it.”

She winked. “Have you ever considered getting to know him better? I think he’s right up your alley.”

He knew his mouth was hanging open. “You can’t be serious.”

She shrugged and laughed. People slapped him on the back as the mayor tried to restore order for the next item on the agenda. Sky gathered his stuff and looked back.

Adam was gone.




Chapter Six

 

 

ADAM STARED out the window of his small, cozy office at the peaceful view of a little wooded courtyard and stream. The place felt more like home than his home, but he’d hardly been here in months. He’d spent all his time at WMA. Not anymore, he guessed. They hadn’t fired him when he’d pulled out of the LLC yesterday morning, but he expected it. Of course, WMA wasn’t his only client. Still, it represented about 45 percent of his business. A big gorilla. Shit.

The partners had been shocked when he’d pulled out, but he’d read both environmental reports, Westman’s and Sky’s. Jesus, talk about hours of boring detail. But the situation looked clear. The remediation would cost way more than estimated, if it could be done at all. So he’d walked away for nothing in return.

That wasn’t like him. But neither was grapefruit juice.

He rolled back his chair and propped loafered feet on the desk. A couple of ducks walked by the window, and he imagined their quacking. Bye-bye, million dollars. It would have been nice, but he really got that some things weren’t worth the price. He had some money in the bank and only two employees to support. He could get new clients, which Cat, his assistant, had been telling him to do. He hadn’t had time, but now he would.

He dropped his feet and grabbed the mouse. Might as well face the music. He stared at his inbox. Nothing from WMA yet, but one name leaped off the screen. S. S. Mickeljohn.

He clicked.

Want to talk about it? I’ll be having lunch at Crystal Cove today at noon. S.

Calm down, heart. How many ways could you say shit yes?

The clock said ten forty-five. Maybe he’d go down early and put their name in at the restaurant. He could beat the crowds. Walk on the sand. He looked at the crazy ducks. Bring about world peace.

Who am I?

He closed his office door and pulled his jeans out of the closet. He performed a quick-change observed by the ducks, added a pair of flip-flops, and headed for the outer office.

Cat looked up from the contracts she was creating, her long blonde bob swinging. Here she was, the woman he loved. His good right arm. One of the few people on earth who knew him.

“I’m going to lunch.”

She glanced at the clock and looked surprised, then gave him a slow once-over. “Playing hooky, are we?”

“Kind of.”

“That’s encouraging. Want to tell me about WMA? So I know what to say if they call.”

“I pulled out of the LLC.”

“Holy shit.”

“It wasn’t going to pencil. They’ll all be out of it before long. The costs to make it buildable are prohibitive.”

“They couldn’t have loved you pulling out.”

“No.”

“Can we afford to lose them? I keep telling you we need another big client.”

“Yes and no. Don’t worry. I’ve got some thinking to do.”

“Could be dangerous letting you think too hard.” She grinned.

“Point noted. See you in a few hours.” He walked to the front door.

“Adam?”

He looked back. “Yeah.”

“Do you have a new boyfriend?”

Did he? He shook his head.

“I thought maybe from your eager expression. Taking off in the middle of the day.” She shrugged. “I was kind of hoping.”

He smiled and walked out of the office. He was trying not to hope.

 

 

THERE HE came, tall and impossibly lean, limping a little in his flip-flops. Adam glanced at his watch. Only eleven thirty. Early by a half hour. He stood, and Sky raised a hand and waved.

Adam had gotten here about fifteen minutes before. He’d started to walk the beach but got antsy about missing Sky, so he caved and wound up sitting on a bench staring at the pathway like some kind of faithful pet or lovesick teenager. Now his heart was screaming at his brain, See, I was right!

Sky came up beside him. “Hi. You’re early.”

“I put our name in.”

Sky smiled. “I had the same idea.”

“How’s your foot?”

“Much better. Still a little tender but almost well.”

“Good. The place is filling up. Want to go in now?”

“Sure.”

They got a nice table by the front railing with a great view of the water. To the right, the little cabins that sat on the beach were visible. Of course, the whole outdoor part of the restaurant rested close to the sand, so nobody was far from a great view.

Sky ordered his veggie burger, and Adam went back to the tuna melt. The waitress supplied iced tea and left.

Sky cocked his head. “So tell me.”

Adam exhaled. “Look, I didn’t know about the ESHA or the illegal grading when I pulled out. Believe me, if I’d known, I’d have blown the whistle.”

“So if it wasn’t that, what made you change your mind on the project?”

Adam shrugged. “The cost of the remediation. I don’t know who’s right about the cleanup. Maybe it could be made habitable with enough money thrown at it, and maybe it can’t ever support humans. I honestly don’t know. I read your report and Westman’s from end to end and I still don’t know for sure. But I do know that WMA can’t afford to do it and still make money on the project. So I pulled out.”

Sky frowned. “So it’s all about the money.”

“If I told you I suddenly realized the world needed to stop pouring concrete and create more forests, you’d never believe me.” Adam sipped some iced tea, his heart hammering.

“You’re right, I wouldn’t believe you, but that doesn’t mean I agree with your money-grubbing attitude.”

Adam threw up his hands. “Don’t be so stubborn! I’m a developer. I actually like building shit for people. I know some people love living fifty miles from the nearest neighbor and hope the movie theaters rot in hell, but most people don’t. Most people like nice shopping centers and restaurants and entertainment venues, and I like giving it to them. You live in Laguna Beach. That ain’t exactly off the grid, buddy.” He crossed his arms over his chest and huffed.

The waitress arrived at that moment. Indignation was suspended as she served the food, seemed to sense the tension, and rushed off.

Sky looked like he was fighting a grin. “I like a good movie theater as much as the next man.”

“Well… good.” Adam took a deep breath. “Maybe we could go sometime.”

Sky raised both hands. “What? Go to a public movie theater together? How does that work? There are no theaters in the closet, girlfriend.” He grabbed his sandwich and took a bite.

Adam shrugged. How would it work? “Guys go to movies together.”

“What if I want to see a rerun of The Notebook?” Sky’s eyes narrowed. Testing, one, two, three.

Did he have an answer to that? Would he go to a girlie movie with another man? This man? “Maybe. If you buy the popcorn.”

Sky laughed and took another bite, but no chance Adam passed the test. He reached for his tuna melt.

Sky looked up from his sandwich. “Did you really read both of the reports?”

“End to end. Those reports made legal briefs sound elementary. And exciting, I might add. Hell, I never thought I’d be so fascinated by a sea of chemicals.”

“I’m impressed that you wanted to know that much.”

“Hey, I’m not just a pretty face.”

Sky gazed at him. “But you sure are a pretty face.”

Did he remember how to breathe? “Sky. I’ve been thinking a lot and—”

“What the fuck is the meaning of this?”

What? Adam looked around to see where the voice had come from.

“Adam, what the hell are you doing?”

He peered over the restaurant’s rail to the walkway below. Shit, Ed Arturo—the nastiest of the WMA partners. What the fuck would he be doing at Crystal Cove? A glance at pretty Tiffany, the redheaded waitress, on his arm and their general direction toward the cottages made the situation fairly obvious. “Hello, Ed.”

“What the hell are you doing here?” He pointed at Sky. “With him? Is this the deal? You’ve been colluding with the other side this whole time you’d been hired to work for WMA.”

Shit. He’d been so worried about appearing gay, he hadn’t thought what this must look like businesswise. “No. Nothing like that. Sky and I… well, no. I haven’t been colluding at all. He can tell you.” He nodded toward Sky.

Sky started to speak, but Ed cut him off.

“Why the fuck should I believe him?” His voice rose, and people in the restaurant turned to stare. “I can’t believe this. You’ve been telling the other side our whole plan. I’m going to Bill. We’ll go back to the city. I’ll tell them.”

Adam leaned toward the rail. “Look, the city has nothing to do with this. Just calm down—”

“Don’t tell me to calm down.” Ed was sputtering. “How could you spy for this fucking pervert?”

Sky put a hand on Adam’s arm, but he shook it off and stood. He leaned over the railing toward Ed and the seagulls and the growing crowd gathering from the beach. “I didn’t spy for Sky, you idiot. Why would I? I had as much to lose as you.”

Ed sneered. “I don’t know why. But this looks really bad, Adam. I’m telling Bill you sure look like a damn spy to me.”

“Oh shit, Ed, we weren’t spying. We were fucking!”

Ed’s mouth stopped at half-open, and his eyes widened. “Wha-what?”

Adam threw his arms to the sides. “We’re lovers. I’m a pervert too.”

It was like the world went quiet. He barely heard the people in the restaurant applauding, the sea gulls squawking, the waves pounding. It was the kind of quiet he hadn’t felt in ten years.

Ed stared at him like he’d grown another head. Sky remained expressionless.

What the fuck did I just do? Come out, yes. But with no thought or planning or preparation. Shit, this was so not like him. “Sky. Sorry. I need to go.”

The beautiful face looked neutral. “Okay.”

Adam reached for his wallet. Sky raised a hand. “I got it. Least I can do.”

Adam descended the steps of the restaurant, ending up on the same walkway as Ed, who still stared at him with Tiffany clinging to his arm.

“Hey, Ed. Is it better to be a cheating heterosexual than a lying homosexual?” Adam turned and strode deliberately to the parking lot, though he really wanted to run.

 

 

HE PUSHED open his office suite door and hurried across the outer room. Cat started to say something, but he waved her off and headed to his inner office. Inside, he put his back against the door and tried to catch his breath.

Gradually his heartbeat began to slow. Okay, he’d done it. Irrevocably. WMA might not advertise his gayness to the world, because that would make them look stupid. Confirmed homophobes not being able to tell one in their own nest! But the gossip would spread. Ed would tell the partners, they’d share with a few others—in confidence, of course—and pretty soon all of southern California would whisper that Adam James was gay.

Slow exhale. He walked over to his desk chair and sat. Every instinct said run. He could do it too. He had no ties except business. Move to northern California. Start over. Or Chicago, or Dallas. It would be fun. Free. Be whoever he wanted to be. Hell, maybe he’d even be gay. Make some real friends with people who didn’t know he’d been lying all these years. He could have a boyfriend. A boyfriend. Sky. Shit.

He shook his head. Don’t get ahead of yourself, idiot.

Just breathe. He grabbed the phone and dialed. It rang.

“That you, Adam?” That was the deep, rumbly voice whose owner he’d worshipped as a kid.

“Hi, Dad.”

“To what do I owe the honor?”

The words fell out. “How do you feel about me being gay?”

A small gasp. Silence. “Uh, after not having a personal conversation in ten years, you sure are making up for lost time.”

Adam got up and paced to the window. “I just want to know.”

“I sort of thought you had given up on the idea that you’re gay. You never talk about it.”

“It’s not exactly something you choose.”

His father’s voice sounded irritated. “I know that, Adam. But sometimes young adolescent boys are confused about their sexual identity. You were seventeen. Then you went away to school and never brought it up again. I’ve never seen you with a man or heard you express the slightest interest in one. How would I know?”

Adam leaned his head against the glass. It would leave a mark, but what the hell. He’d blamed his father for not knowing him, but maybe he’d never given his dad a chance. “Okay, pretend I just told you. I’m gay. Completely, unequivocally, never-had-a-good-time-with-a-woman gay. How do you feel about it?”

Silence again. “I wouldn’t choose such a life for you. I think it’s still a hard way to live, even though things are changing.”

“Yeah.”

His father sighed. “But if embracing the fact that you’re gay means I can have a relationship with my son beyond the weather and football, I’ll be happy to march in the gay pride parade.”

What? “You’re kidding.”

“No, I’m not. When you came out, I thought that was the worst thing I could imagine. Now I see that having a polite, two-dimensional relationship is a hell of a lot worse. I’d trade all the conversations we’ve had in the last ten years for this one, even though I’m uncomfortable as hell.”

He was seventeen again, and tears prickled hotly behind his eyes. “Really?”

“Yes, really.”

“For me too.”

“So come home and we’ll talk about it.”

He shook his head. “Can’t yet. I still have to work some things out. But I will, I promise.”

“Good. I’ll tell your mother.”

“She may not want to talk about it.”

“You’ll be surprised. She misses you, Adam. The real you.”

“Okay. See you.”

“Can’t wait.”

He hung up. The real you. The real you.

Who the hell was the real Adam James?

He looked through the window at the mallards. The last few weeks had given him some serious clues to his identity. The real Adam James liked building stuff that helped people and still made money. The real Adam James liked peace underwater. The real Adam James liked grapefruit juice and passionate men who believed in things with their whole heart. The real Adam James liked ducks.

He dialed one-one-three. Cat answered. “You okay, Adam?”

“Yeah, come on in. We have some planning to do.”




Chapter Seven

 

 

“THANKS, GORDON. I look forward to working with you.” Adam rose and shook hands with his new client. The guy was tall, slim, and decidedly effeminate… as well as one of the killer developers in the more chic areas of southern California. Beverly Hills, Malibu, Montecito. A good client. The man’s hands were soft, but the grapevine said his negotiating skill made Attila the Hun look like a wimp.

“My pleasure,” Gordon said. “I’ve heard such good things about you for some time. Imagine my surprise when I discovered we bat for the same team. I have to be careful who I work with, as you can imagine. I’m delighted to be working with you.” The long lashes fluttered. “I’m sure we’ll make beautiful money together.”

Adam glanced at him. “But you are concerned about the environmental impact of the development, right?”

“Of course, darling. Nothing but the best LEED-certified architects and environmental consultants. It’s just good business.”

“We’re on the same page.”

“I want you to come to the house soon and meet my husband. He’ll love you too.”

Whew. Brave new world. “Thank you. I’d love to.”

Gordon slipped his tablet back into its case. “Are you still working with WMA?”

“They haven’t fired me yet.” Surprising as hell.

“Ah, yes. Dear Bill. Not the most tolerant of souls, but he is a good businessman. We’ve done two projects together.”

“Really?”

Gordon laughed. “Oh, he never lets his prejudices get in the way of his paycheck. Thanks again, Adam. Come to the office Monday and we’ll get started.”

“Look forward to it.”

“Great ducks, by the way.” He laughed as Adam walked him out to the front office and shook his hand as he left.

Adam turned toward Cat, who was beaming like the Cheshire version of her name. She stuck up a hand, and he high-fived her.

She laughed. “I gather we have a new, very fabulous client.”

“Yep.”

“Well, boss, you’ve got big trouble.”

Adam frowned. “Why?”

She smiled and handed him a contract. It said WMA Development at the top.

“What’s this?” he asked.

“Apparently your contract with WMA was up, and they wanted to be sure you were going to renew. At least, that’s the message I got from JT, who sent it over.”

“Son of a bitch. Gordon just said Bill never lets his prejudices interfere with his paycheck.”

“You know where a lot of bodies are buried in that company, Adam. They don’t want that roaming around without a contract attached to it.”

“Maybe so. I’ll bet they’ve seen the money problems with the project and want me to negotiate with the Newport Nature Preserve. That should be fun. The gay guy in the office full of homophobes. My next meeting over there will be uncomfortable as hell.”

“I doubt it. They’re great at pretending stuff doesn’t exist.”

Adam laughed. “Not as good as I am. Speaking of which, take the rest of the week off.”

She grinned. “Thanks, boss. You are so generous at four thirty-five on a Friday.”

“Except look at that stack of résumés over the weekend. We’re going to need some help.”

“Thanks. You’re all heart. What are you going to do?”

“Oh, I’m planning to spend some time underwater.”

 

 

THE TRAFFIC on the Pacific Coast Highway getting to Laguna sucked ass. Summer weekends. He touched the phone and listened to the ring over the car speaker.

“Cameron residence.”

“Hi, Waldo, this is, uh, James Adamson. Is Carly there?”

“I’ll check, sir.” Good old Waldo. He’d never commit Carly to talking to anyone, including his mother. No, especially his mother.

“Hey, my brother. Where are you? Are you coming to the party?”

“Hi, Carly. Actually, I want to do some diving and wondered if I could use your kayak. I have my own gear otherwise.”

“The kayak’s out, but you can take the Zodiac. It’s better. Your suite is waiting.”

“I may not need it, but thanks.”

“Interesting. Now I’m even more anxious to see you.”

“See you in a few.”

He clicked off. Yeah, he was anxious too.

A few minutes later, Waldo helped him haul his tanks and other gear into Carly’s pool house. “You sure you won’t want the suite, Mr. Adamson?”

“Thanks, Waldo. No, go ahead and give it to another guest. I’m good.”

Or rather, he hoped he’d be. He changed into his swim trunks, grabbed his tanks, regulator, and vest, and went onto the terrace, where the guys were gathered around sipping Friday evening mai tais.

Carly gave him a big wave. “Hi, buddy. You look far too athletic for a Friday.”

Adam laughed. All the guys were new, except for Bruce. He gave his friend a quick one-armed hug and then stuck his hand out to one of the men he didn’t recognize. “Hi, uh, I’m Adam James.”

Carly turned to stone. Bruce just stared like Adam had lost his mind. He hoped he’d found it.

Carly came alive. “Was that intentional?”

“Yeah.”

“My, my. Things have changed in a couple weeks.”

“Yeah.”

“So, out and proud, are we?”

“I’m trying.”

Bruce gave him a Texas-sized slap on the back. “Good for you. Show us all how it’s done, Adam.”

Adam held up his hands. “Nothing to show, you guys. I just needed to make a change in my life. We’ll see how it goes.”

Carly grinned. “Is today’s dive a coming-out activity?”

“Of a sort.”

“Good luck. Seriously, great luck.” Carly gave him a hug and a smile.

Adam needed all the luck he could muster. He walked onto the sand and grabbed the Zodiac. With only a little trolling motor, it was pretty lightweight. He piled the gear in it and hauled it to the water. Waves splashed him until he was past the surf, where he leaped in and started to paddle. He wasn’t supposed to use the motor until farther out.

After a few minutes, he reached open water. Could he find the spot again? He started the engine and looked back toward the beach as he maneuvered a little farther south. It took a few minutes before he lined up with the spot where he’d seen Sky come out of the water—twice.

Hell, here goes. Sky might not be there. Maybe I’ll get lucky. He dropped the sand anchor and, skipping a wetsuit, pulled on the buoyancy vest over skin. He strapped on the tanks, popped in his mouthpiece, and slipped over the side, his heart beating hard—and not from the cold water.

He sank to the sandy bottom. The water was clearer than on his previous dive. He could see the waving kelp with little armies of fish playing tag through them—but no humans.

Okay, which way is the drop-off? Following his instincts, he started to swim, dragging the boat anchor after.

Like a dream, the shape of a body appeared. No bubbles.

Oh yes. Not just any dream, but his dream. Adam swam closer. No wetsuit. Yes! He pumped the water with his fist. That opened up more possibilities.

Sky seemed as at home as ever, adjusting an underwater camera.

Adam’s bubbles floated over, and Sky turned. He cocked his head, then waved a hand. Adam waved back. He couldn’t tell if Sky was happy, but Adam’s heart felt like it was getting too much oxygen.

He swam to Sky and extended a hand. Sky shied a little, but Adam kept coming and passed his fingers through Sky’s curls, floating freely like an underwater flower. Sky looked up at Adam’s hand.

He touched Sky’s cheek. For a moment Sky was still.

He pressed his cheek against Adam’s palm.

Oh yes. That constituted a welcome.

Adam pulled his mouthpiece out and held his breath. He tapped on Sky’s mouthpiece. Sky frowned.

Just kiss me, you idiot. Adam pointed at his mouth, stuck his mouthpiece back in for some air, then took it out again. Sky smiled around his mouthpiece, removed it, and leaned toward Adam.

He pressed his lips against Sky’s. Warm and cool at the same time. Sky opened his mouth and licked along Adam’s lips. Nice. Adam turned his head to the side, grabbed a hit of air, and then came back in and pushed his tongue into Sky’s mouth.

A moment later they pulled away for a breath of air. Adam sank down to his knees. Come to Daddy…. He took hold of Sky’s tight shorts and yanked. The big cock was happy to see him. He breathed deeply through his mouthpiece once, twice, three times. Mouthpiece out, cock in.

Oh yeah. This was easier than kissing. Who knew you could suck and lick while holding your breath?

Sky started bobbing like a crazy man, shoving that cock deeper. Adam took a breath, then went back to work, running his tongue over the glans as he sucked. The taste of salt and feel of silken skin filled his mouth. Another breath, then he worked the mushroom head in and out of his lips like a candy pop. His hands began to pump, and he sucked until his cheeks tingled. Sky’s hips pumped in slow motion, pressing his cock into Adam’s mouth along with the tang of the sea. It gave a whole new meaning to the term deep throat. Adam sucked as much as he could without swallowing water and could hear the echoes of Sky “shouting” around his mouthpiece.

Sky’s body began to thrash. One big thrust, and Adam tasted cum and saltwater at the same time. Thick jism floated out of his mouth. Son of a bitch. He had the best of Sky and sea.

He shoved the mouthpiece back in and sucked air like nectar.

Sky dropped down to the bottom and floated like a sleeping sea creature. Adam swam over and nuzzled his head against Sky’s neck while Sky caressed his cheek.

They just floated for minutes; then Sky moved, pointing ever so slowly. Adam followed Sky’s motion with his gaze.

Outside a hole in the coral, the octopus danced. A real celebration, with six of the eight arms waving. Colors rippled over her body. She’d joined the party.

Sky gestured toward the surface. He set a few things on his camera, took a last look at the octopus, and rose. Adam glanced at the eight-legged dancer. Her arms kept waving like she was cheering him on. The real Adam James didn’t scare octopuses.

His facemask broke through to the surface. Sky tore out his mouthpiece, yanked off his mask, slipped fingers tight into Adam’s hair, and kissed him mindless. Water splashed into his nose, and Sky snorted and laughed and kissed Adam some more.

Finally Sky pulled away. “Two weeks, you idiot. It’s been two weeks. I thought you’d run to China or something.”

“No, I just had to get a few things worked out.”

“Worked out? I didn’t know if I’d ever see you again.”

“Did you care?”

“Hell, yeah.” Sky pointed. “Get in the boat.”

Smiling, Adam took off his vest and tanks, threw a leg over, and climbed in. Sky followed him. He cared. Sky cared. Adam heart felt too big for his chest.

Two guys plus all that gear left very little room. Sky sat in the bottom and leaned toward Adam. Their lips caressed. Sky grabbed Adam’s head and slid his tongue all over the inside of Adam’s mouth, teeth, and cheeks. Tingles raced up his spine, and his cock rose. Sweet Jesus, the guy’s sexy. Adam slanted his head and opened wide to take all that Sky had to give. Yeah, that’s exactly what he had in mind. All of Sky.

Sky leaned back, panting. “Think you can get your cock in my ass?”

“Here?”

“Hell, yeah. I’m not going to let you make me come and run again.”

Adam grinned. “I think we’re gonna need a bigger boat.”

“Naw, I have perseverance.”

“You’ve got perseverance….” He reached into the zip pocket in his trunks and pulled out two packets. “And I’ve got supplies.”

Sky grinned. “Planning ahead, Mr. James?”

“Hell, yeah. I was a Boy Scout.”

“Then let’s fuck, because it has been way too long.”

“Shit, yeah.”

Adam sat in front of Sky, ripped one of the packets with his teeth, and pulled down his trunks. He began to work lube on his throbbing cock.

Sky licked his lips. “Oh man, I’ve been dreaming about that thing every night. That and your gorgeous ass. I was wondering if it was possible to hate you and still fuck you.” He laughed.

Adam lay back, still stroking his cock, and Sky climbed over him. He used the rest of the lube in his hole, then pulled on the one precious condom. His powerful swimmer’s legs flexing, he positioned himself and sank onto Adam’s hungry cock. Oh my God. How could any ass be this good?

Sky leaned over and kissed him. “We don’t have long before somebody decides to come out here in a kayak to get a better look at what we’re doing, so fuck fast.”

“Hell, I can’t fuck any other way. I’m desperate. I haven’t had sex in weeks.”

Sky grinned. “Really? Me too.”

Adam smiled. Son of a bitch.

Sky began to pump his sweet ass onto Adam’s hot eight inches. Perfect friction sent heat flashing to his head and screaming through his balls. Oh God, he wanted to come so bad. Sky’s leg muscles bunched, the light brown hairs shining in the sun. Curls bobbed as they dried.

Sky was the most beautiful work of art Adam had ever seen—performance art. Adam pushed up as hard as he could with a regulator digging into his spine. The Zodiac bobbed and rocked, splashing cold water onto hot skin. “Oh shit, Sky, it’s so good.”

“You like? Did you miss me?”

“Every minute. Every second.”

Sky grunted the words out as he bounced deeper and deeper on Adam’s cock. “Say it again. I want to hear how much you missed me. Say it.”

His breath came in hot pants. “I missed you so bad.”

“Did you miss my cock in your ass?”

“Everything. Oh God, Sky, I missed everything.”

Sky kissed him hard. “That’s what I want to hear. Got it?”

“Yes. Oh God, yes.” He moaned. “I got it. Yes.”

Sky slammed his butt down so hard, Adam thought his cock was gonna come out of Sky’s mouth. His balls pulled up, boiling. “I’m going to come. It’s too good.”

“Come, baby. I want to feel you in me.”

“Sky, Sky.” His balls contracted and joy erupted with cum into the most perfect hole he’d ever gotten himself into.

Sky hammered once, twice more. “Oh God!” Hot jets spurted across Adam’s wet chest. A long, hard-muscled torso fell down on him, squishing cum into his skin. Perfect.

Perfect peace. Bobbing and rocking. A soft splash. Seagulls squawking above. Even better than under the water. He was under the Sky. He giggled.

A muffled voice. “What’s funny?”

“I can’t believe we just did this without flipping the boat or drowning ourselves.”

“Yeah. We’ll have to send a testimonial to the manufacturer.”

“Certified for gay sex.”

Sky laughed. The vibration tickled.

Adam kissed his cheek. “I could drown in you.” He stopped. “And I don’t believe I just said something that schmaltzy.”

Sky nuzzled him. “Hey, I’ll have you hugging whales soon.”

Adam laughed.

“Guess we better get up and go back.”

“We could live here.”

Sky rose and kissed Adam’s nose, then sat back onto his knees. The boat wobbled. “Whoa.” Carefully he set his bottom on the back seat and picked up a paddle. “I’ll do the work. You rest.”

“Use the engine.”

“Too much noise. I’m enjoying the quiet.”

Adam lay back. Sky looked edible with his lean muscles working over the paddle.

Sky squinted against the last of the evening sun. “So I guess you could tell I was pretty anxious to see you.”

“I enjoyed the welcome.”

“But I don’t really know why you’re here. Aside from sending me into orbit a couple of times, for which I will be eternally grateful.”

Adam swallowed. “I’d like to see you. And if it’s possible, I’d like to be in your life.”

He got those narrowed eyes. “I seem to recall we believe in different things.”

“Not really. I like to build stuff, but I want it to work for everyone, including Mother Nature. I just took a new client, and I specifically asked for their environmental policy.”

Sky frowned. “That’s hard to imagine.”

Adam smiled. “Yeah, well, I might not have done that a couple of months ago. But I want to see things your way, Sky. I don’t want to be your enemy.”

“So let’s say you get into the whale-kissing business. I’m kind of a public person.”

“Yeah.”

The boat caught a wave and soared in toward the beach. As it came down into the surf, Sky jumped out like a sea otter and grabbed the side of the craft. Adam hopped over, not quite so gracefully, and took hold of the other side. They pushed the Zodiac into the sand.

Beach partiers and evening runners had replaced the earlier group of parents and kids. Adam and Sky hauled the boat up the beach to the spot where Carly kept it stowed. Carly’s guests were all gathered, music playing and glasses clinking. Down close to the water, a group of laughing teenagers played Frisbee.

Adam reached out a hand. Sky stared at it like he’d never seen a hand before.

Adam laughed. “This seems harder than it should be.”

Sky looked up into Adam’s eyes. “Really?”

“Yes.”

Sky slowly wrapped his fingers around Adam’s.

Heat pressed behind his eyes. “Hi. I’m Adam James. I’m gay. I like grapefruit juice, ducks, and world peace.”

Sky brought their clasped hands to his mouth and kissed them. He took a deep breath. “Thank you, Adam.”

“For what?”

“For showing me what a stubborn, self-righteous prick I can be.”

Adam looked up into the storm eyes. “Is that a good thing?”

“It is if I ever want to be happy. I was brought up to love fish more than people and hating anything called a developer. The last few weeks you showed me that titles don’t make the man. I love to talk about the balance of nature, but I forgot that people are a part of nature too. And you’re a part of my nature.” He stuck out his hand. “Hi. I’m Sky Sea Mickeljohn. I like whales, people, and most of all, you.”

They laughed as they walked down the beach holding hands.

 

 

THE TAXI parked outside the elegant mainline brownstone. Adam leaned over and paid the cabbie. “Thanks. Keep the change.”

The tip seemed to convince the driver he ought to get their bags from the trunk. He left them on the curb and drove off.

Adam took a deep breath. He smiled at Sky, but he wasn’t even convincing himself he was relaxed.

Sky gave him a one-armed hug. “You sure you want to do this? I can run real fast after the taxi.”

Adam laughed. “No, I’m good. Let’s get up there.”

One step, two steps, three steps up to the porch. He raised the brass knocker. Before he could even get it down, the door flew open.

“Adam!” His mom flung her arms around his neck. “God, I’ve missed you.”

He hugged her back. “Hi, Mom.” He released her. She looked good. Even more slender than usual and twice as elegant. “Mom, this is—”

“Of course, this is Sky.” She extended her hand.

Sky shook it. “I’m pleased to meet you, Mrs. James.”

She fluttered, which was not her usual mode. “Call me Dorothy. Come in. Come in.”

Sky picked up both their suitcases.

Adam reached for one. “Let me help.”

“I’m good. Go with your mom.”

She put one arm through Adam’s and the other on Sky’s arm as they walked through the graceful entry with its carved wainscoting and central table, which held a beautiful flower arrangement. Adam had always liked the elegant, comfortable house. He’d even had great parties here as a kid—before he’d come out. Everything was before.

She smiled up at them. “How about we get you settled before you go in and see your dad. Then we can all talk.”

Adam’s stomach clenched. “You don’t have to put us up here. We’re happy to go to a hotel and not disturb you.” Yeah, and they’d be able to have loud hotel sex.

“Nonsense. Come on.”

She led the way up the sweeping staircase. Adam grabbed his suitcase from Sky, and they both followed.

“I put you in your old room, darling.”

He cringed. That room had some bad memories. Crying his eyes out after his quarterback had been sent away. He never stayed in his room when he came to visit. He either made excuses to stay in a hotel or slept in the guest room.

She turned into the familiar bedroom. “I had a nice king-size bed put in here last year.” She stepped back and let Adam enter. Sky hung back in the hall. Which guest room would she put him in? She continued, “I think there’s plenty of room in here for both of you, although I didn’t guess that Sky would be nearly so tall.” She patted Sky on the arm. “All right, get comfortable and come on down when you’re ready. Esther made your favorites for dinner.” She walked down the hall.

Amazing. He stared at Sky. “Son of a bitch.”

Sky carried his bag in and set it on a low bench, then closed the door. “Not what you were expecting, I gather.”

“No. I know they’re making an effort, but I didn’t dream she’d go so far as to put us in the same bed.”

Sky grinned. “I’m not complaining.” He explored the big room, running his fingertips over the walnut chest of drawers. “Is this where you hid your gay porno magazines?”

Adam laughed. “No. Over here.” He opened the wide closet and pointed to a shelf way at the top that barely showed from the floor. Sky came over and stretched on his toes. His fingertips touched the top shelf. “Darn. It’s all gone. I would have loved to see what made you hot and horny as a teenage boy.”

Adam leaned his head on Sky’s chest. “I wish I’d known you when I was a boy. Maybe I wouldn’t have made all the mistakes. Maybe I would have managed to be proud of who I was.”

Sky wrapped him tight in his arms. “What’s the saying? Bless your childhood. It brought you here.”

He looked up. “Remember how you said thank you to me on the beach? Back at you.”

“For what?”

“Everything. For being here with me and for teaching me how to live more gently on the earth.”

“Likewise. I was going off the deep end and forgetting that people need to be happy living in this world.”

“You show me that they have to have a world left to be happy in.”

Sky kissed Adam softly. “Shall we unpack and see just how many surprises your parents have in store?”

“Yeah.”

A half hour later, after emptying their suitcases into Adam’s old chest of drawers, a quick shower with a little grab-ass, and pulling on some slacks and shirts, they went to the living room.

Adam’s dad stood up from his favorite chair to greet them. He gave Adam a hug and stuck out a hand to Sky. “Happy to meet you. Any friend of Adam’s, as the saying goes.”

How awkward would this be?

His dad pointed toward the bar cart. “What can I get you both to drink? Scotch, Adam?”

Adam grinned. “Do you have any grapefruit juice?”

His father’s eyes widened. “That’s a new one. I have orange juice.”

“That would be great.”

Sky nodded. “For me too.”

His dad cocked his head. “No vodka in that?” They both shook their heads. “Sky, you must be having a calming influence on my son.”

His mother put some hot hors d’oeuvres on the coffee table. “So how did you two meet?”

Adam glanced at Sky. “Underwater. We fought over an octopus.”

She laughed. “Okay, I have to hear this whole story.”

He started to talk. He got into the details. Seeing the tall, lean guy who didn’t make any bubbles. How they’d fought. Son of a bitch, he was having fun. He and Sky told the story each from their own angle. His parents laughed and encouraged them. They talked about their immediate attraction—not too explicit—then told of their shock when they discovered they were on opposite sides of a huge issue and brought it up to date.

They all went into dinner and laughed some more. His parents told them about the Pocono trip and shared how they felt about being together, just the two of them. It had been a long time since he’d heard them express their love for each other.

Back in the living room over coffee, his dad laughed. “I love the story of how you met. So, what are your plans for the future?”

His mom reached out a hand. “Dear, don’t put them on the spot.”

“Sorry.”

Adam glanced at Sky. “We don’t know each other real well yet.”

Sky nodded. “We’re very different. My parents are passionate environmentalists, and they raised me to be the same. But Adam taught me a lot about compromise. That was a lesson this stiff-necked zealot needed to learn.”

Adam smiled and took a deep breath. “I’ve put my house up for lease. I’m moving in with Sky. He has this cat and dog, you see.”

Sky smiled. “And I’m acting as environmental consultant for a couple of Adam’s developer clients. I never thought I’d see the day. He’s wooed me over to the dark side. So we’re even working together.”

His mom smiled. “Well, it sounds like you two have a life planned.”

Jesus. Did they? Adam looked at Sky, who was staring back at him. “I guess we kind of do.”

Sky laughed. “Good God, I’m in love with a developer. A fate worse than death for a whale-kisser like me.”

Adam stared at him with wide eyes.

Sky cocked his head. “What?”

“Do you? Love me?”

Time stopped for a second. His parents seemed suspended. Wide-eyed.

Sky cocked his head. “Of course.”

Son of a bitch. The real Adam James was in love. “Me too.”

A huge smile crinkled those lean cheeks. “Glad to hear it.”

Adam thought his heart would explode out of his chest. “Well, hell. I think we’re ready to take on world peace.”
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Can two men with skewed self-images see their true reflections in each other’s eyes?

Jerry Wallender—firefighter, surfer, and occasional nude model—knows he’s no rocket scientist. So why does he keep choosing intellectual guys who make him feel dumber? He worked his buns off to overcome his reading disability and pass the firefighter’s test, and he loves everything about the job. Well, except for Mick Cassidy, the big, blond, hunky homophobe who harasses Jerry for being gay. But Jerry is smart enough to realize it’s not hate driving Mick, but the pain of a very unhappy upbringing.

Mick Cassidy, Firefighter Assist and Search Team, fights fires, but he can’t fight his attraction to the kindest, most generous—and sexiest—guy he’s ever met. Does that make him gay? If it does, he just might get himself killed by his gay-hating preacher father—and take Jerry down with him.
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Chapter One

 

 

JERRY DROPPED his head into his hand and propped it on his knee. Well, damn.

The text on his phone winked up at him.

So sorry. Miss you so much. Got here and knew I had to stay. Probably best. Not meant to be. Will call but wanted you to know before the weekend. Have to go to retreat. Bill.

The screen went black. Just perfect. He pushed the phone back in the pocket of his jeans lying beside him on the bench and slammed his locker door with his foot.

He wanted to let me know before the weekend. The weekend when he and Bill were supposed to talk about moving in together. The weekend when they were going to the Firefighter’s Ball. But Bill had gotten that dumbass phone call from Berkeley. They wanted him back, and he said he had to go. It would only be polite. Just to talk, he said. But he’d been so damned excited.

Excited to leave… Jerry.

Shit. Jerry got up from the bench and pulled the towel tighter around his waist. Done, man. Just need to get home.

He walked into the showers, threw the towel over the first hook, leaned in and turned on the faucet, then stepped under the water. It poured over his head. He loved water. And fire. Jerry Wallender. Surfer and firefighter. Funny how he’d picked those things in his life.

He hadn’t exactly picked Bill. Bill the brainiac had picked him. Oh, Jerry, you’re so beautiful. Oh, Jerry, you’re so funny. Yeah, but he never said Oh, Jerry, you’re so smart. That never happened.

He sloshed some soap across his body, rinsed, and turned off the water. Waves, he needed waves. Drown his sorrows. Maybe just drown. Isn’t that what they did with animals that were too dumb to live? He ran a hand over his thick hair to wring out some water, then pulled open the door.

“Hey, Jeeerrrry. How you doin’, pretty boy? Got a hot date with your nerd fag?”

Shit. Not now. Mick Cassidy, delicious and obnoxious, was leaning on the wall next to Jerry’s towel. The platinum-blond redwood of a man was fully dressed in his uniform, so he wasn’t about to take a shower. He was just here to fulfill his personal job of making Jerry’s life fucking hell. “Just shove it, Mick. Didn’t Rodney teach you to keep your fucking mouth to yourself?”

The big man frowned for a flash, then smiled. “He should just try me when I’m not drunk.”

“You’re always drunk.” Jerry stepped forward fast, and Mick fell back. Jerry grabbed the towel from the hook and stalked into his locker. Damn the asshole. Usually he just ignored Mick, but today he’d like to punch him out, even if he was half again Jerry’s size. He pulled on his jeans and T-shirt, then glanced back. Mick was gone. Good.

He sat hard on the bench. I expect Mick to be an asshole, but Bill? No, that blindsided him. Of course, he wasn’t the brightest bulb in the box, so a lot of things surprised him. Bill wasn’t even his type. He liked big hunks like Mick—his idea of heaven. But Bill had been so nice. He could never say enough nice shit about Jerry. Of course, that was before he got to know me.

He dropped his head in his hands. Why had he ever thought he could keep a guy like Bill?

 

 

MICK PEEKED around the corner of the firehouse locker room. Jerry’s beautiful. No wonder that little fag painter Rodney wanted to put Jerry on canvas all the time. Rodney was the same little homo who had punched Mick out at the Festival of the Arts. Knocked him on his ass and banged some sense into him. Mick rubbed his chin. He’d done a job of it too. Got him off booze.

Mick pressed against the tile wall and stared at Jerry’s naked ass as he put on his jeans. Wow. Maybe if I keep working out at the gym, I’ll look a little like that someday. That ass was solid rock. Legs too. He remembered Jerry’s long hair when he’d first come to the station. Now it was short and thick and just a little long on the neck. Nice.

He breathed out slowly. Funny that Jerry had yelled at him. He didn’t usually yell when Mick teased him. He just laughed and showed off those dimples. Mick wasn’t great at figuring out why people did things, but maybe Jerry was having a bad day.

No matter what Mick’s father said, Jerry was one of the nicest guys at the station. No, the nicest guy. Everybody loved him. Why does he have to be a fag? Mick shivered.

He took another quick look around the corner. What the hell? Jerry had his head in his hands. Was he crying? Jerry didn’t cry. He was brave. Did I make Jerry cry? He stepped toward the locker room.

What could he do?

“Hey, Jer, you okay?” He walked over and sat next to Jerry. “I’m sorry. You know me. I just shoot my mouth off sometimes.”

Jerry looked up. Hell, his eyes were red, but he seemed surprised. “It’s okay, man. Not you. I just… got some bad news.”

Mick punched his arm. “Must be real bad. I’ve never seen you get upset, you know?”

Jerry kind of stared at him. Those eyes were so blue they looked like some ocean in a cruise commercial. He shook his head. “No, not that bad really, I guess. Thanks for asking.”

“Sure. Sure.” He kind of wanted to stay sitting there, but he didn’t have a reason, and Jerry was staring at him like he should say something else. “Uh, are you coming to the Firefighter’s Ball?”

Jerry got a funny look, like something hurt like hell. Then he shook his head, but he didn’t say anything.

“Uh, okay, then.” Mick got up and walked out of the locker room. He glanced back. Jerry just sat there. Would have been nice to stay with him.

 

 

“OH GOD, darling, I’m so terribly sorry.” Jerry looked up as Rod leaned over the island from his kitchen and waved an oven mitt. “I love Bill, but I’ll punch him out for you if you want.”

Jerry had to smile. At five foot six and about one forty-five, Rodney Mansfield was to Jerry what Jerry was to Mick Cassidy—a pipsqueak. But he was one devil of a fighter. Black belt in karate and defender of his lover, Hunter, which was funny since Hunter was Jerry’s size and an ex-firefighter. But Rod was way tough.

Hunter walked in from the kitchen and pushed a sweating beer bottle at Jerry, then sat next to him on the couch and wrapped a muscled arm around his shoulders. God, that felt good. Jerry leaned his head against Hunter’s chest.

Hunter’s soft, deep voice rumbled in Jerry’s ear. “I can’t believe Bill broke up with you by text message. He’s always been so kind. Why would he do that?”

Jerry sighed. “I don’t think he meant to. He needed to tell me before the weekend, and he couldn’t call because they pulled him into some kind of retreat thing for professors. I’m sure he wanted to tell me enough so I’d get it. It just came off pretty harsh, man.” He shook his head.

Rod came over and sat on the floor on the other side of the coffee table. This place was so comforting. A small house with big art. All the walls sported Rodney’s huge paintings of nude men. One was even of Jerry. The furniture felt cushy, and the men were good friends.

Funny, he’d kind of thought he loved Hunter once too. BB. Before Bill. But even though he and Hunter had dated for a while, Hunter and Rodney were made for each other. Yeah, they were such a perfect match—all smart and educated and full of poetry and shit. He hadn’t even been too sad when Hunter picked Rod. Hell, Bill was even more educated than Hunter, but Jerry hadn’t been as intimidated by Bill. Maybe he should have been.

He sat up and scooted over, and Hunter followed to make room on his other side. Rod got up beside his love and Hunter snuggled him close, keeping his other arm around Jerry.

Jerry hummed a little. Nice to be with his buddies. “Hey, speaking of weird shit, man, I’ve got one for you.”

Rod leaned forward and looked at him. “What?”

“Guess who was nice to me today?”

“It sure wasn’t Bill Abraham.”

He shook his head. “Nope. It was Mick Fucking Cassidy.”

Hunter’s eyes widened. “The Mick? My Mick?”

Rodney grinned. “Don’t you mean my Mick, darling?”

Jerry nodded. “Yeah. I even shoved the fact that you beat him up in his face, and he was still nice to me.”

Hunter frowned. No love lost there. “So how did this miracle occur?”

“I was bummed about Bill’s message, and I was in the shower and Mick starts his usual antihomo crap, and I just wasn’t in the mood so I told him to fuck off. A few minutes later, he comes over and is like consoling me because I looked sad, I guess. He was actually nice. It was diseased, man.”

Hunter shrugged. “I think he nearly got fired for his insults to me and my family. Maybe he’s trying to make up for it.”

“But this was in private, man. Nobody to show off for, you know?”

Rodney leaned over Hunter and clinked his beer bottle with Jerry’s. “Darling, you have charms to tame the savage homophobe.”

Jerry shrugged. “Maybe.” That had to be one of Rod’s book quotes. He and Hunter were always doing that.

“And you must admit, over that nasty interior lives the body of a total hunk.” Rod laughed.

Hunter stared at Rod, then looked at Jerry. “You’re kidding me? You think that Neanderthal is good-looking?”

Jerry nudged his lean ribs. “Hey, aren’t you guys always telling me that Neanderthals were smart and civilized? Maybe they were hunks too.”

Rod sat on the edge of the seat and looked at Hunter and Jerry. “Consider the facts. He’s what? Six foot four? Five? I’ve seen him at the station once or twice lately, and he seems to have slimmed in all the right places.”

Jerry nodded. “Yeah, I think you beating him got him back to the gym and off the sauce.”

“Well, it does look good on him. And hell, he’s even blonder than you, darling. Some great Aryan sex god, I think.”

Hunter scowled. “And meaner than piss.”

Rod laughed. “Well, there is that. But if he feels even a hint of compassion for our boy here, he can’t be all bad.”

Hunter nudged him. “Wanna bet?”

Rod leaped up in his usual hyper way and ran into the open kitchen. A couple of seconds later, he bounded back with a plate of cheese and some crackers. He offered a napkin to Hunter, then one to Jerry. “So tell me, darling, don’t I remember that you’re supposed to be going to some ball or other this weekend?”

Shit. Why did that keep coming up? “I was, but I’m not going now.”

“Why, darling?”

“No date.” Those two words felt like some kind of surfboard got shoved down his throat.

Rod clapped his hands. “It’s only Monday. We can have a fine date lined up by Saturday.”

Hunter hugged Rod and nuzzled his neck. “Aren’t you tired of trying to fix Jerry up yet? Your last attempt practically kept you and me apart.”

Rod looked down at his long-fingered painter’s hands. “Yes, I suppose you’re right.” Then he grinned and looked up at Jerry. “But if I find the perfect guy before Friday, I’m setting him up.”

“Thanks, man. But I think I should stand down for a while. Bill kind of messed me up.”

Rod waved a hand. “Got to get back on the horse, darling.” He flashed those straight teeth. “Especially if I can find someone who’s hung like one.”
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A Balls to the Wall Romance

 

A “pumped up” version of the Volley Balls story, twice as long as the original.

A double dose of alpha male might be better than one.

Despite just getting out of an abusive relationship with an asshole alpha, David Underwood’s wandering glance lands on two hot members of the Australian volleyball team on Laguna Beach and gets him harassed again. Still, when the delicious Gareth Marshall proves his interest by coming out to his team, David succumbs to his attraction. But Gareth’s volleyball partner, Edge, who’s equally hot, makes the lovers’ lives miserable.

For Gareth, a lifetime of hiding his orientation—and his attraction—from his best friend, Edge, as well as everyone else around him, adds up to hurt and frustration. David’s the first man to ever compete with Edge for Gareth’s passion. But Edge has secrets of his own, and David’s ex-lover will never be happy without David under his fist. With everything stacked against him, can a gay Laguna man find happiness with an alpha male–or two?
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A Balls to the Wall Romance

 

Renowned artist Rodney Mansfield stands five foot six, has pink hair, six earrings, a black belt in karate—and a desperate yearning for firefighter Hunter Fallon. But Rod, the Runtback of Notre Dame, knows he’ll never land the beautiful “straight gay” guy, so Rod musters his altruism and helps his more masculine friend Jerry attract Hunter. As if a broken heart wasn’t enough, Rod saves Hunter from a firehouse homophobe—humiliating Hunter in front of his dad!

Hunter lives a dream life—his father’s dream. While he’d like to teach literature in college, read poetry in the sun, and find a strong guy to top him, he fights fires for his dad. Hunter hates flamboyant guys like Rodney. So why can’t he resist him? Maybe it’s time to admit this is one flame he has no desire to put out.
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An Aloysius Tale

 

When Killian Barth, history professor, meets Blaine Genneau, quantum physicist, they ignite their own big bang. But Killian can’t pursue a physics professor—or a human. As the most powerful male witch in ten generations, Killian must bolster his dying race by reproducing—despite the fact that he’s gay.

Even a fling with Blaine is out of the question, because Killian has been told sex with humans drains his power. But if that’s true, why can young human Jimmy Janx dissolve spoons with the power of his mind? If Killian can sort through the lies he’s been fed, he’ll still face his biggest obstacle—convincing rational scientist Blaine to believe in magic.

With his ancient and powerful cat familiar, Aloysius, on his shoulder, Killian brings the lightning against deceit and greed to save Blaine from danger and prove love is the greatest power of them all.
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An Aloysius Tale

 

Sammy Raphael is a crappy witch, and on top of that, he can’t seem to get a boyfriend. Where other supernaturals can bring down lightning and manifest wealth, Sammy can paint. Granted, the “prophetic” paintings he creates at night always come true, but they never predict anything important. Sammy feels like a total loser with a worthless ability.

One night he paints a gorgeous guy who turns out to be his secret crush, the human Ryder, but Ryder’s changed so much he’s almost unrecognizably beautiful. Then Sammy paints an angel who turns out to be a witch. But is that witch also a devil—a devil who can bring down Sammy’s whole community and everyone he loves? And why the hell does Ryder keep changing? Aloysius, the black cat familiar, always backs a winner. So why is he backing Sammy?
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A Cowboys Don’t Story

 

Rand McIntyre settles for good enough. He loves his small California ranch, raising horses, and teaching riding to the kids he adores—but having kids of his own and someone to love means coming out, and that would jeopardize everything he’s built. Then, despite his terror of flying, he goes on a holiday to Hana, Hawaii, with his parents and meets the dark and mysterious Kai Kealoha, a genuine Hawaiian cowboy. Rand takes to Kai’s kid brother and sister as much as he drools over Kai, but the guy sports more prickles than a horned toad and more secrets than the exotic land he comes from.

Kai’s earned his privacy and lives to protect his “kids.” He ought to stay away from the big, handsome cowboy for everyone’s sake—but since the guy’s just a haole on a short vacation, how much damage can he do? When all of Kai’s worst fears and Rand’s darkest nightmares come true at once, there’s not much chance for two cowboys who can’t—or won’t—come out.
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