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CopPs AND RUBBERS

...Jun dropped to his haunches, sucking Jason’s cock. Jason was
petrified of being arrested. Jun never wanted this kind of hot sex at
home. Only in public.

Research, he told himself as Jun’s fingers did up toward his
asshole.

Jun suddenly straightened. He turned Jason around. Shit. He knows
I love to get fucked like this. Jun’s cock poked at Jason's ass. Jason
braced himself since he hadn’'t been prepared. He felt Jun’s fingers
moving away.

“l took butter from that club,” Jun said. “I’'m buttering you up,
baby.”

Butter? He remembered now. They’d ordered abowl! of soup and it
came with a rock-hard piece of bread. The soup had been awful and
after onesip, they’ d sent it back.

Jun slathered the butter on Jason’ s ass.

“Fucking hurry, | want you.”

“You're getting me, bitch.” Jun bit the back of his neck. It was a
gesture that always sent shivers down Jason’'s spine. Jun entered him
so quickly it took Jason’s breath away. He wanted to jerk himself off
but Jun was fucking him too hard. He had to brace himself for each
thrust.

Jun’ sfingers came around him.

Oh, God, a cop car down on Cahuengal

“Come now, my beautiful whore. Come.” Jun’svoice purred in his
ear. Unbelievably, Jason exploded as Jun took off inside him. One
stroke of that cock against his prostate and Jason was always a goner.

They had little time to do much else than pull up their pants. They
pretended to ogle the window display of Anna Nicole Smith asthe cop
car dowedtoacrawl...
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COPSAND RUBBERS

CHAPTER1

Rocky spoke into the phone, his honeyed, Caribbean accent
hypnatic. If only the unsuspecting woman on the other end of the
line could realize how insincere he was being.

“1 know baby, we do have something between us. Oh yeah. It's
specia. Uh-huh. You're right...it only comes along once in a
lifetime.” He grunted. “Y eah, baby, me too.”

Jason rolled his eyes. Oh man, this guy was a piece of work. He
took advantage of his supervisor's distraction to zip onto the
Internet and check on his books.

Fuck! That asshole site ostrichwalk.com had pirated six of his
ebooks since he'd last checked at seven A.M. His lover, Jun,
accused him of being obsessed. Obsessed was an understatement.
The familiar tug of fury washed over his aready mounting despair.
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| am a thirty-seven-year-old gay man who has finally found his
niche in the world. Finally gotten my books published, and each
month | see my royalties diminishing because of rampant ebook
theft.

Jason sighed. He wanted to punch someone or something, but
his cubicle in the bowels of the Downtown Theater Company was
as flimsy as paper. It barely withstood his call-script being tacked
to it and a photo of the three actors whose best-selling show helped
pay his bills.

He was working through lunch since he had until the end of
Friday, two days from now, to make quota. Then he'd hit his
commission. If he didn't hit his quota he'd be taking home the
standard two-hundred-and fifty bucks.

His stomach rumbled. He wondered if he could sneak his
banana out of his backpack and eat it. They weren't alowed to
have food in their cubicles because of crumbs and because they
were supposed to focus on drumming up sales, not stuffing their
pie-holes.

Bracing himself, Jason stared at the fresh uploads of his book
to what was commonly called afile-sharing site. Y ou could call it
anything you wanted, but it was till theft. Pure and utter theft. It
was adisease that had affected the music and movieindustry.

People dismissed the new victims of Internet piracy: authors.

It was easy to dismiss the theft of books as if it wasn't
important.

They're closing down bookstores every day. Why would they
care about what happens to us authors?

Each time people uploaded his ebooks to this pirate site, he had
to file takedown notices that were usually observed, but sometimes
took daysto achieve. In the meantime, he would torture himself by
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checking the record numbers of illegal downloads. It gave him
deepless nights and was affecting his relationship with Jun.

“Don’'t go there and look,” Jun would say. “Don’t do this to
yourself.”

Easy for him to say. When his times were tough, his parents
could be relied upon to send him a few bucks. Jun didn’'t wage the
lonely battle of trying to carve aliving out of writing.

“1 know, baby.” Rocky chuckled loudly.

The other telemarketers in the room, Kellis, Mahdi, and Jason,
were silent. Mahdi was working through lunch because she’ d taken
off briefly for a commercial audition. She caught Jason's gaze
around the shared partition of their cubicles.

She passed him a haf a peanut butter on rye sandwich. He
wanted to kiss her. He passed her his banana.

She winked. Jason winked back.

Oh, boy. Now would come the phone sex.

Rocky Renford was a handsome actor, a sweet shade of cocoa,
who had found some success in Hollywood. However, not being
white and not being local, he usually got the parts of pimps, killers,
and exotic weirdoes. He had a fantastic accent that people loved
and he did well as a cold-caller. He'd done so well he'd just
become a supervisor, and Rocky loved being in charge.

“Areyou lying on that bed for me, sweetheart?’

Geez. He should be a phone sex worker, not selling theater
tickets. If his wife ever found out, she’'d have him back home in
northern California. He'd be lucky to watch unsupervised
television.

Mahdi cleared her throat and Jason peered around the partition.
She handed him a neatly-cut half of his banana in a napkin. He
chewed as fast as he could. He listened for a pause in Rocky’'s
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spiel. This was the third lady he’d worked over this morning. It
was unreal how many lonely ladies out there were willing to pay
through the nose for a bit of phone sex.

Jason could tell that Rocky was getting restless.

The trouble with women was that they took forever to achieve
the required...er, happy ending, but Rocky would get a huge sale
out of the deal and Jason would still be lagging behind in his
weekly quota.

He was ninety-six dollars shy of his one-thousand dollar cap
before commission kicked in. He had to be careful, even though
Rocky had alive onewriggling on theline.

Jason adjusted his headset and pretended to tak to a
prospective client as he picked a piece of rye from between his
teeth. It fell between the G and H keys of his keyboard. When he
tried to lever it out, it disappeared completely. Oops. He knew
Rocky wouldn't risk losing his big fish in the throes of Rocky-
made pleasure to switch over to listen to Jason’s phone call. Just as
he was about to start typing, Rocky stopped talking. Jason knew he
was eavesdropping on the room long enough to make sure the
others were working.

Mahdi Danush, an Iranian-born actress, had a sort of name in
the movie industry. She went by “Angie” on the phones but the
staff till called her Mahdi. She was on the phone with her agent.

Unbelievable.

She was the only one among them who could get away with
such flagrant behavior, conducting her real business on company
time. She had an agent at CAA, one of the biggest theatrical
agencies in town, and kept dangling that carrot to Rocky, who was
now between agents.

“Let me check what matinee seats we have |eft for that series,”
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Jason said to dead air. “I'd love to book you in for our best
available seats.”

He had a few minutes since he needed to check the theater’'s
box office schedule, which changed by the minute.

“1 can absolutely get you a pair of tickets in preview to see if
you like our theater,” Jason said.

This was Downtown Theater Company’s new policy. They
gave away matinee seats in prime spots on Sundays, when Los
Angeles's most prestigious and wedthy theater-going patrons
chose to attend plays. Sunday matinees hid a multitude of sins that
new subscribers would know nothing about until they bought
nighttime seriestickets.

Oh yes, nighttime was not the time you wanted to be in the
heart of LA’s downtown district. Certainly nowhere near the
corner of Third and Spring, a drug dedler and sex hustler's
paradise. Y es, they had undercover parking and security. But there
were also vagrants, drug users openly popping on the spot, often
passing out on the sidewalk. Jason had been forced to step over
jerking bodies many times.

They dso had the nastiest, stinkiest laneway between the
parking lot and DTC.

“We have two seats in the third row right in the middle,” Jason
said, deftly flicking between two screens. On the second,
ostrichwalk.com was having afield day with Jason’s books.

Shit, shit, fuckity fuck! | knew it. | just knew it. Another book
just went up. Right in front of my eyes! These assholesare having a
Jason Jagger free-for-all!

“Oh yeah, baby, oh yeah,” Rocky said. Jason stole a look at
him and saw Rocky reading the Hollywood Park racing form.

That bastard’s gonna hit his target and then he's gonna bet
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money on a horsel

Jason stared at the name of the uploader of his brand new gay
erotic romance ebook, Unnatural Desires.

Private Eye.

That ass! He always uploads my books with multiple mirrorsto
European theft sites. No matter. They all know me now and they’ Il
observe my takedown notices.

He swallowed down his anger as he focused on breathing.
Jason had templates stored both on his home computer and a
secret, hidden file on his computer here at work that he accessed
for swift emails to every single file-sharing site. He copied and
pasted his copyright takedown notice to seven different file-sharing
sites now holding stolen copies of his brand new book.

Shit. It just came out. These guys aren’t giving me a chance to
even make a buck or two anymore. | can’t believe it takes me
longer to remove my books than it takes these idiotsto upload them
in thefirst place.

Jason almost laughed out of frustration and panic at Private
Eye's message on the three book uploads.

“Give some thanks to the original uploader.”

I’'mthe original uploader, you ass. | wrote the damned books!
What pisses me off is that | gotta jump through so many legal
hoops to protect my work...my goddamn right to an income, and
these assholes can upload in ten seconds!

He dreaded Private Eye's book uploads because he wasn't
content to upload to one site. He was fond of multiple mirrors,
meaning, duplicated uploads to obscure file sharing sites scattered
around the globe. His reasoning was obvious. If one link was
removed, the ebook thieves still had plenty of other options until
those links, too, were removed.
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Filing takedown notices was the loneliest, suckiest job in the
world and he knew thousands of writers suffered this indignity on
a daily basis. He sent off his messages, hoping for a break in the
endless chain of finding and removing unauthorized copies of his
books.

Lately, he'd suffered extra indignities, with users on
Ostrichwalk uploading his books to CDs and selling them on eBay.
He failed to understand why these thieves thought it was okay to
make a profit off his work while his own royalties increasingly
plummeted.

Private Eye was a different story. He seemed to take great and
malicious pleasure in reloading Jason's books al over again. Cat
and mouse. Two uploadsremoved, oneto go.

“Beautiful, baby,” Rocky said. “Beautiful. Now baby, you got
your credit card handy? Just read me off those numbers,
sweetheart.”

What an ass! Jason stared at his heavily marked-up call sheet.
Even Rocky’ sreferrals lately were rubbish. He abandoned Rocky’ s
call list and went back to hisown.

“Beautiful baby. Expiration date?’

Shit! I’ ve got five more fucking mirrorsto deal with!

Jason's fingers trembled with the effects of his rage and
anguish. He had to calm down. One wrong button pressed, one
wrong letter or number in alink and the illegal downloads would
remain in place until he manually checked them all over again.

“Now, baby, what' s the three-digit security code on the back of
your credit card?’

Two links to go. Fuck! Seventy-five downloads already this
morning. Thebills| could be paying with that money!

Hisfingers hovered over the keyboard. Seventy-five downloads
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was a boatload of money, even after his publisher took sixty
percent of his income. He had to pay the cable bill, the gas hill,
phone, electricity, his car needed an oil change, and the cat needed
his yearly check up. Jason needed food. Yeah, that was in pretty
short supply, too.

The thieves seemed to think authors were rich. If only he could
tell them a hundred sdes in the firss month of release was
considered excellent. One hundred! It always went downhill from
there. This was how romance authors kept their income flowing.
They'd keep churning out the books once, sometimes twice a
month.

Rocky ended his call and out of the corner of his eye, Jason
saw his fingers flick a switch. Jason didn't waste a second. He
immediately began pressing numbers for a new call. Man, Rocky
was the worst kind of two-faced Gestapo.

Jason got a voice mail, but didn’t leave a message. They never
left messages. He ended the call and moved down the line to the
next phone number on hislist.

I’d love to know who Private Eyeis. That bastard. I'd like him
to know exactly what he's doing to me. He's killing me. That's
what he's doing!

Jason was shocked when the phone call went through and a
woman’ s voice came on theline.

He introduced himself quickly and the woman didn’t hang up.

“1 don’'t know about going to the theater in downtown LA,” she
said.

“Mrs. Costa, | know you live in Sherman Oaks, but it’'s twenty
minutes by train,” Jason said. “On Sunday, it's around the same if
you drive.”

All the Audience Development workers had a script, but most
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veered off it. Most had their own sdlling point. Mahdi, for
example, was passionate about the New Playwrights Workshop
L ab series, which was financed by ticket sales.

Jason had done well using the theater’s comedy troupe, Latin
Love srevue show Fiesta Forever.

Now he was allowed to give away matinee tickets, he'd done
better. Everybody wanted something for free.

Y eah, just ask those namel ess, facel ess ebook thieves.

Mrs. Costa loved the idea of doing something for the
community and said she and her husband would love to come and
see the show.

Jason peered out of the corner of his eye. He could see Rocky
leaning back in his seat as he fingered his chin. Yeah, he was till
listening to Jason’ scall.

Suddenly, a man’ s voice came on theline.

“Hello?’

“Arnold, I'mtaking,” Mrs. Costasaid.

“1 heard. And | don’'t want to go to some deadbeat theater in
downtown LA. Areyou crazy, Helen?’

“It's a Sunday matinee, sir, tickets are free and this is our
hottest show,” Jason said.

Rocky was smiling. This was a familiar conversation. At least
Jason was having a conversation. Sometimes people told you to get
fucked. Sometimes they screamed passages of the Bible to you.
Sometimes, if they were very lonely they kept you on the phone
just to talk. And then when it came time to extract money from
them, they hung up on you.

“Your friends, the McBains, gave me your number,” Jason
said.

“Oh...redly?
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“Yes. They bought a ten-ticket season DTC package as gifts for
their clients. They—"

“Isthat your most expensive package?’ Arnold Costa asked.

“No, sir. We have a complete season package of twenty-four
tickets with interchangeable dates, box seats, and opening night
champagne suppers.”

“Hmm. Well, | like champagne...but what's this free play
you're talking about?’

Jason launched into his familiar routine. He kept the photo of
the three stars of the show on his cubicle wall. It reminded him
aways of why he did what he did. It was an inspiration because
each of them had struggled to overcome huge obstacles.

If the frickin' ebook thieves stopped stealing from me |
wouldn’t be sitting here trying to sell theater tickets, barely hitting
my guota week after week.

He went on with his spidl. “...and the lead actor, Raul Marquez
survived adrive-by shooting to become a comedian author and—"

“He' sthe guy from the TV show,” Arnold said. “Right?’

“Right.”

“Where did he get shot? At your theater?’

“No.” Jason bit down on mad laughter. “He lived in San
Francisco and it happened Christmas day five years ago. He
survived and he is a wonderful man. We work with the LA County
Sheriff’s office and we bring At Risk Y outh here to see this show,
which he wrote during his recovery.”

Arnold was silent. So was Helen. They were listening.

“Many of these kids have never been to the theater before and
to be honest, it's my favorite thing in the world to see the tears on
their faces when they come to see their first play. But we need
people like you and Mrs. Costato help us make a difference.”
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Arnold sighed. “You're very persuasive, young man. If we
come Sunday to see this little show of yours, do we get
champagne?’

“Absolutely.” Even if | have to come down to the theatre and
pour it down your throat myself.

Arnold hung up, leaving his wife to handle the details. Jason
organized the tickets, giving them front row center for the
following Sunday. Although his quota deadline officially ended
Friday night, since he'd hooked the Costas today, his room
supervisorswould let him include the sale for this week—if it went
through.

“I"'m so excited,” Mrs. Costasaid. “I’m going to wear my furs.”
Her voice dropped. “ Call mefirst thing Monday and I'm sure we'll
be buying that big, fancy package.”

“Thank you,” Jason said.

Five-hundred-and eighty-dollars! He rarely sold the big deluxe
deal. His specidty had become the ten-ticket pass. At three-
hundred bucks it was nothing to sneeze at, but still...he would be
well over his onethousand dollar quota and earning a decent
commission.

He had to pretend he wasn’t aware of Rocky listening in as he
called the box office to talk to Lawanda who ran the place with an
iron fist and the crappiest music—her own—for those put on hold.

“These are hot ticket patrons,” Jason said. “I’ll personally come
in to greet them on Sunday, but could you please make sure
nobody gives away those seats?’

“Of course, Jason,” she said. Lawanda was a six-foot four,
three-hundred pound African American woman who had trained in
opera but whose passion was punk rock. She performed in seedy
clubs on weekends with three guys who also worked in Audience
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Development. She was an incredible opera singer, but preferred to
scream unintelligible lyrics over loud, distorted music.

She was, in spite of her atrocious music, a wonderful woman,
and he actually adored her but it was painful to attend her shows.
He did it for political reasons and because it was the thing you did
in LA. Actors, writers, and musicians supported one another.

“Seeyou Saturday,” she said.

God help me. “Yeah.” Wait until he told Jun that they were
going to another Ghetto Fabulous show.

He still had two takedown notices left and as he dialed yet
another number, he stared at the screen. Who the hell is Private
Eye? Why am | allowing this anonymous ass to control my lifethis
way?

If Raul Marquez can recover from bullet wounds to multiple,
vital organs...l canfindthisguy. | can find him. And kick hisass.
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CHAPTER 2

Darius Maguire sat back in his wooden chair by the window,
tearing his gaze from the activity out on Fifth Avenue. He stared at
his laptop screen. He wondered how long these fresh links would
last. He twirled a balpoint pen in his fingers as Xanthe, his best
friend in the world, chattered from across the universe, crysta
clear in his ear thanksto his new, state-of-the-art sat phone.

He missed her. Their daily calls were not enough. He felt adrift.
God, it was supposed to be fun, but being Private Eye on his own
massive file-sharing sitewas africkin' drag.

Smoke swirled around him. Really, it was the only thing he
hated about the Café du Marquis, his favorite coffee bar. They till
allowed smoking and the place was packed. Now it was after three
0’ clack, trending teens who thought they were the bomb had taken
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over the place, ordering one sandwich between six of them,
thinking they were groovy as they tried reading coffee grounds.

And smoking cigarettes. In the afternoons and evenings,
hookahs were popular. He didn't mind the smell of those. It was
the damned cigarettes.

He sipped at the gritty residue of his own Turkish coffee as
Cesaria Evorid's husky voice wafted from the sound system. He
stared at the image in the residue in the bottom of his cup. The
letter J. Or maybe it was a hook. A fish hook. It aimost looked like
adevil’stale.

Cesaria Evorid s throaty vocals settled over the room like aray
of light. He'd read an article about her early life and how she
described her early years as drinking venom. “Now | am drinking
honey,” shesaid. “It’ s better to drink the venom first.”

He felt like his life was the exact opposite. He felt like his
honey was turning more and more deadly by the day. Nothing was
going right. Hetried to relax, enjoying his favorite diva.

That was the beauty of this place. One minute you' d hear sultry
world music, the next, cutting edge rock from Little Boots.
Minutes later, you'd get the haunting classica strains of
Beethoven' s Pathétique.

Darius wanted another coffee but was afraid to get up and lose
his seat. Those kids'd swipe it even if he left his laptop on the
table. Hell, this was Royal Oak, Michigan. They’'d steal the laptop
and the table, too.

“I"'m s0 jazzed that we had six hundred uploads yesterday and
most of thelinks are still intact,” Xanthe said.

Xanthe, who lived in New Y ork, was one third of the company
that ran ostrichwalk.com. She took a harsh view of authors or their
representatives, who filed DMCA or copyright takedown notices
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of their books.

She was a staunch believer in things being shared and that if it
was on the Internet, it should be free. Darius took afar softer line
and considered having to re-upload books as part and parcel of file
sharing. He didn’t begrudge authors wanting to make a living but
he wondered really, how much could shared books affect their
income?

“Have you read the new Jason Jagger mystery that went up last
night?’ she said when Darius tuned back into her.

Jason Jagger, now there was a phony, made-up name if ever he
heard one, but readers seemed to love this guy’ s books.

Guy! Jason Jagger was probably a woman, a straight woman,
passing as a guy as so many of these M/M authors were. It
infuriated him that straight women wrote gay erctic romance
novels. It was the most popular genre in romance fiction. It till
floored him that women wanted to read about two guys together.
WEell, maybe he could understand that part. But why did they want
to write about them?

What the hell did chicks know about guys fucking each other,
anyway? He'd read a few of the titles and they embarrassed him.
One book even had the word fart in the title. What the fuck? These
women didn’t seem to understand men at all. The guys were
usually goofy. The plots, if you could call them that were flimsy.
The guys always had huge cocks, were usualy rich. One was an
Alphamale, onewasthe betamale.

Some of the better authors did a good job of building romantic
tension. Some had weird stuff going on from page one. Like
BDSM. And wearing dog collars. Or haos as romance writers
liked to call them. The reality was that you couldn’t go to most
jobs wearing a dog collar, but in these romantic fantasies, the
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Alpha male pushed and punished the beta male to unbelievable
extremes.

Xanthe grooved on gay erotica. When Darius once asked her
why, her answer had been, “One guy is hot, two guys are even
better.”

| bet most of these authors don't know any gay men. They
probably haven't even watched gay porn! You read some of this
crap and the guys giggle. Giggle! They hold hands and have pouty
lips like chicks. Not men. They've all read Harlequin romances
and subgtituted a beta male in the woman's role. Some of the
excerpts| read boggle the mind.

He knew all about Harlequin romances since he' d edited afew.
He sighed and stared back out the window. Three months he'd
been back in Michigan after his spectacular flop of a relationship
in London. He, Xanthe and his ex-lover, Finch, had conceived the
idea for ogritchwalk.com when the three of them had traveled
through Eastern Europe with a fourth friend, Joe. They found it
impossible to buy games, movies, or music online.

Now he and Finch were done. Finch remained in London,
where he and Darius had lived, and taken over a pub. Finch was
now in love with one of his barmen and Darius was in Michigan,
trying to make sense of it all.

The whole book request thing took patience. Some days he
loved it. He enjoyed the private messages flying back and forth
between the various users on the site. There were alot of requests
for the usual, hot-sdling M/M or Male/Male taes. A lot of
requests for Jason Jagger’ s books.

That’ swhy straight women wrote these books. Money.

“Have you read it?” Xanthe prompted him.

“No, I've never read Jagger’ s stuff.”
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“You're gay. You'd love his books. Have you been to his
website? He's awfully cute. You'd like him. He seems hot, funny,
and sweet.”

Funny and sweet. Y eah, right. The last guy Xanthe thought was
funny and sweet turned out to be his cheating bastard of a lover
who now ran the pub Darius had decorated and fitted out with a
state of the art Wi-Fi and gaming system.

| gave up a juicy publishing job to move to London and now
I’mback, sitting in a coffee shop with a bunch of kids talking about
American frickin’ Idol. How the hell did this happen to me?

He looked out the window and scrolled through the rest of the
new requests. Let somebody else do them. Most of the books were
junk. Werepenguins? Really? And what about all those romance
novels with multiple men and one woman? That wasn't hot. It was
gang rape. And some of the titles! The Shelk's Illegitimate Baby.
TheKing' s Whore...sheesh.

To be fair, he'd never read a Jason Jagger book. He just hated
the guy for constantly dogging him on the web and taking down
Darius's links to his books. He checked his email as some snotty
kid walked by histable again, eyeing it asif ready to pounce.

Shit! Jagger already had one link down. How did he do it? The
guy or girl must be a rich-bitch author with plenty of time on his
hands to spend his whole day on the Internet filing takedown
notices.

Authors, like musicians, had a legal loophole otherwise known
as copyright infringement. They could request a book link to be
removed on the basis of copyright infringement. In the beginning,
when Darius had started ostrichwalk.com with Finch, Joe, and
Xanthe, it had been their am to provide music and movies to
people in Europe and other countries that couldn’'t get access to
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DVDs, iTunes, or Amazon.

Within weeks, Joe took off, copying their idea and was now
their literal and virtual rival. Finch had shored up the financia end
of things and the partnership was set. It had shocked Darius how
competitive the world of stolen—for he had to admit, what they
were doing was illegal, not that it gave him too many sleepless
nights—software, programs etceterawere.

It was a huge business. With each person clicking on the site,
their hosting site paid them a buck. They were raking in bucks, but
had to shift servers multiple times when the ebook takedowns
became too much work for the hosting sites.

Computer games were the initial hot ticket, then audio books,
and suddenly ebooks became the big currency. The most popular
books came under the general realm of romantic fiction, but this
encompassed a wide range of books in varying degrees of “sexua
heat” level, content and popularity.

Asfar as he could tell, gay books, or M/M as they were called,
particularly ones with paranormal overtones, were big. Then there
were the gay cowboy themes, thanks, or no thanks to Brokeback
Mountain, the bloom had not come off that particular rose. Authors
came and went but there were some that just kept producing.

And he, Darius Maguire, kept uploading when others wanted
their books. True, he pirated Jagger’s books more than some other
authors, but to Darius it was a game. He caught a glimpse of the
activity numbers on his screen. He was pretty certain Jason Jagger
was a lurking member of ostrichwalk.com. He was able to get his
books removed from file-sharing sites too fast for it to be a
coincidence. Nobody was supposed to be a member who didn’t
upload their own share of books to be distributed across the
Internet, but with their membership numbers growing on an hourly
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basisit was difficult to patrol the lurkers.

Some lurkers just liked to secretly download and that was the
point. Ostrichwalk.com was a place for everybody, rich or poor, to
access books. After al, didn’t authorswant their books to be read?

He yawned and stretched. He'd spent a long time online
cleaning up the site as well as uploading new books. He, Xanthe,
and Finch were making money from ads and kickbacks from other
private sites scattered throughout Eastern Europe, al whilst
providing agenuine service.

Wasi it his problem that authors wanted to make a living? Hell,
no. They should al get off their whiny, moaning asses and get
proper jobs!

“Do you redlize these authors are becoming a lot more savvy?’
Xanthe suddenly asked.

“Yeah.” He signaled his favorite waiter behind the counter.
“Tell meabout it.”

He caught Cade's eye and held up his cup. Cade grinned. He
was a hot little number. Sop it. Maguire, he looks like frickin® jail
bait.

“They’re finding out who our site hosts are al over Europe and
getting their links down. Have you noticed that they’re now red
quiet publicly about piracy?’

“Some are, some aren't,” Darius said. Definitely, the more
experienced authors had resorted to stealth tactics. Jagger was one.
He had ferreted out secret site hosts and contacted them directly.
While a part of him applauded the author’s ingenuity, it was
starting to play havoc with Darius's income with sites dropping
Ostrichwalk’ s services and not paying up their monthly premiums.

Jagger wasn't quiet about it a al. In fact, he'd started some
online support group as more and more authors fought to get their
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links down. Xanthe had spotted a blog where Jagger talked about
filing a class-action suit against Ostrichwalk, which had worried
the three partners for about an hour.

“They can't do anything,” he reminded Xanthe as Cade brought
him afresh cup of coffee.

“It'll cost you,” Cade said.

Darius blinked. He and Cade had exchanged flirtatious
greetings for weeks and he' d nursed some fantasies about the guy.

“Hold on,” he said to Xanthe. He fished five bucks out of his
back pocket and gaveit to Cade.

“Will thisdo it?’

“No.”

Oh, he was brazen. His desire was unmistakable. He wanted
Darius.

God, heisgorgeous. Suddenly, Darius's mood improved. Cade
was along, tall drink of a guy with immaculate, well-cut, chestnut-
colored hair. He loved many things about men, but well-kept dark
hair was his secret fetish.

“What timeis your shift over?’ he asked Cade.

“Seven o'clock.”

“I'll be here. Waiting.”

The two men smiled.

“You go, guy.” Xanthe laughed on the other end of the phone.

“1 will. He'sahot little thing.”

“So, back to work for asecond. | spoketo Finch.”

“Youjust rained on my parade.”

“Do you want to know what he said?’

“Not particularly. Unlessit’ sto do with work.”

“He wants out.”

“Fuck him.”
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“The pub is struggling. He's...anyway, he says if he can find a
buyer, will you be okay with this? Somebody to step in for him?”’

This day was getting better and better. “No problem.”

He fdt like dancing on his table. Not having to struggle though
his weekly conference calls with Finch and Xanthe...wow, that
would be cool.

“Okay. | must say, you're teking it well,” Xanthe said. “I
thought you liked having an excuseto call him.”

“I haven't yet.”

Hetook pridein that.

“Redlly?’ she sounded surprised. “ That' s not what he says.”

“In his dreams. The only time I've talked to him is on our
conference calls.” Darius was pissed now. It had practicaly killed
him to stay away from Finch, but he’d done it. In the words of his
favorite TV character Patsy Stone, he’ d heeded her advice.

Just finish the Beaujolais and walk away, darling.

“Okay, hon. Sorry.” Xanthe changed the subject. “Finch is so
good at protecting our asses, switching servers, confounding the
authors and publishers who file takedown notices.”

“And? Look, swestie, it'sno big deal.”

“We are a class action lawsuit waiting to happen,” she said.

“1"m surprised it hasn’t happened yet. But really, because we're
not a US site, they can’'t do anything. All they can do is keep
taking down their links” Darius sad. They'd had these
conversations before.

“We're covered legally since there are no actual downloads on
our site, besides, we're structured in the Cayman Idands. We are
out of the FBI’ sjurisdiction.”

At the mention of the FBI a few heads turned in his direction.
He didn’t give afuck. Fuck the authors and their whiny problems.
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Fuck the site users who felt they were owed free books like it was
crack and they were grumbling, insatiable addicts. Hell, most of
them admitted they never read the damned books, they just loved
acquiring them.

Darius had a date. He sipped his coffee and burned his tongue.
He still didn't care. Tonight, he was gonna get laid.

* * *

Jason stared at the chak board behind Rocky’s head. He was
number four in the sales rankings. Some days the chalk board was
Jason’ sincentive. Other daysit was his complete ruination. He was
behind Rocky, Mahdi, and even the psychotic Dan Rubin whom
everybody called Voodoo Doll. He was a complete loon. Voodoo
Dall lived in a room up on Cherokee Avenue in the heart of
Hollywood. A flophouse where people went to drink, drug-up,
delude themselves about their greatness, and die.

Voodoo came to Hollywood from Kansas to be an actor but
found an alarming shortage of work for short, fat, angry, gay white
guys. He fancied himself as a kind of Jason Alexander but lacked
that man’s charm and talent. In fact, everybody else in the room
decided Voodoo Doll must have had a charisma bypass as a
toddler.

He' d chosen the disma room on Cherokee because he found
out that Elizabeth Short, akathe Black Dahlia had once lived there.
Jason had seen the room and didn’t think it had received so much
as a lick of paint or a rudimentary cleaning since her murder in
1947.

Voodoo Doll had befriended Jason on hisfirst day. What Jason
hadn’t known was that Voodoo befriended you then scoped out
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your leads and stole them from under you. A trip to the can, lunch
breaks, bawl-out sessions with the room supervisor or, on
Saturdays, a trip to the bagel spread at the top of the room gave
Voodoo Dall enough time to sneak over to your desk and copy
down phone numbers. He'd call your ready-to-bite big fish and
steal them. Hook, line, and commission quota.

He's three-hundred-dollars above quota thanks to the ten-seat
package he stole from me last night. Why did | go home and sleep?
| should just bring a roll-away with me.

Jason had filed acomplaint with Ara, the grand pooh-bah of the
room supervisors. He was waiting to hear if Arawould give Jason
the sale. In the meantime he feared Voodoo Doll’ swrath.

Mahdi was on the phone and she was bullshitting some poor
little old lady about the prospects of meeting hot, decrepit old men
at the Sunday matinees. She was more likely to get peed on by a
vagrant in the aleyway than landing a date.

Maybe | should start lying more. Maybe | should throw my
conscience out with this bruised banana.

Jason knew he had been snapped up because in spite of ten
yearsintinsel town he still had his Australian accent. Accents went
over big with Americans who ill thought Paul Hogan was a
captivating clown.

Kdllis, the drop-dead handsome blond guy who yearned for
soap opera stardom and claimed to be a working psychic, scuttled
past Voodoo Doall’s desk. He'd dropped something there. Jason
made sure his call sheets were tucked under his arm and swung by
Voodoo'’ s hectic work station. On top of his keyboard was a note:

There's hot sex, fast sex, oral sex, safe sex, leather sex, phone
sex, group sex and for people with a face like yours, there's
mastur bation.
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Jason resisted the urge to laugh out loud and kept moving just
as Voodoo Dall entered the room.

You could always tell when Voodoo was in the house. His
body odor was eye-watering. He was fond of telling you that he
showered and washed his clothes by stomping them with hisfeetin
the tub. Clearly he hadn’t done either lately.

Jason took a break. He climbed the cement stairs from the dim,
dark basement, pushing open the door to the theater level. He
blinked in the light. The Downtown Theater Company was a
fantasy of marble flooring, stairs and walls, gold balustrades that
screamed Old Hollywood and beneath the sumptuous veneer was a
not so thin line of sheer and utter panic.

The theater, which strove to present both traditiona plays and
cutting-edge material to its community, was going broke.

There were rumors that the company had three months before it
went belly-up. Some said it was closer to six. Others said sixty
days. Or twenty-eight. Either way, it was disheartening when Jason
and the rest of his co-workers, dubbed The Dinosaur Club by the
rest of the theater staff, worked so hard to get warm bottoms on
theater seats. Though some shows did well, others did not, and of
the five plays currently on offer, only the Latin Love revue had
capacity audiences each night.

The three actors told the board of directors for the theater that
they credited Jason aone for their escalating big ticket sales. They
knew he actively promoted Fiesta Forever and loved him for it.

They were in the process of moving from Theater Three to
Theater Two, to accommodate their increasingly larger crowds.
The heart of the show was Raul Marquez, who'd survived a drive-
by shooting a couple of years ago. In the midst of funny material,
he gave amonologue about how it felt to almost die. It never failed
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to move Jason who had easily seen the show ahundred times.

Raul was on stage rehearsing his big emotional scene and he
glimpsed Jason hovering at the back of the theater.

“Hola, come on down, amigo,” Raul shouted.

Jason grinned, walking down the plush, red-carpeted aide.
Technical crew workers were on stage black-taping spots for the
actors' cues. Marquez sat under a spotlight on his suitcase and
stared ahead of him.

“1 stood on the stoop, waving goodbye to my girlfriend. Out of
the corner of my eye, | saw the car coming. | saw the gun.”

As he stuck out hishand. A spotlight hit it.

“My first thought was for her. Thewoman | loved.”

Everyone stopped working on stage. The moment was so
powerful, the stagehands forgot they were supposed to be taping
off the floor. They stood, mesmerized as Raul got off the suitcase
and stood.

“1 threw her down and covered her with my body. | heard the
gunshots and realized I’ d been hit. Over and over again.”

Pause.

“Blam! Blam! Blam!”

Jason’s nails dug into his palm. He'd seen the scene so many
times and it never failed to bring tearsto his eyes.

“They shot me, man. Over and over again. In my back, in my
head. | have no idea why God spared me except...| know this. My
mother always said, life is so powerful, so spiritual, it should be
finished in beauty.”

Helet out asigh. Jason’s eyes swam with unshed tears.

Of the three actors, Raul was the least handsome, flashy or
popular, yet he was the most humble man. He and Jason were not
exactly friends, but they talked. The other two actors, like the rest
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of those employed by the DTC, kept a wall up between them and
The Dinosaur Club.

Jason and the crew applauded and Raul took a bow.

“You're biased, gringo,” he shouted to Jason who stood, gave
him awave and went back to work. Moments like Raul’ s big scene
madeit al worthwhile,

What we are doing here counts. It's more than about money.
It'sart and life and about a guy who refused to die.

* * *

Jason, Kellis, and Mahdi left the theater at a quarter to three to
walk to their afternoon gig. The top members of The Dinosaur
Club—except for Voodoo Doll—had been hand-picked by their
supervisor Arato handle an unusual account.

Ards latest squeeze, Felizia, had opened her own nail polish
line. Out of the back room of a grimy salon that to Jason’s eye
looked like a sweat shop for illegal Asian manicurists, they
wielded grubby old telephones, cold-calling nail salons across the
country. Their mission: offering them a free sample of Felizia
polish.

It seemed easy work the first day, but it soon transpired the nail
polish industry was as rumor-rife as the movie industry. Felizia
was not a hit. In fact, Jason found that since he' d taken on the gig
from three to five P.M. each afternoon, he was getting a variety of
manicurists who had numerous questions and, very often, mind-
boggling complaints.

All he and his co-workers had to do was get a yes from the nail
salons they called and pre-packaged base coats and polishes were
shipped to them. He got five dollars for every lead that agreed to
receive the polish. It seemed like a gift from God, until he started
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caling.

So far he'd scored three yeses. Mahdi was ahead with five.
Kellis had one. The other members of their team had all quit. Jason
couldn’t afford to quit. He and Jun were scraping by on their
combined incomes. And for the last few months, Jun had been
struggling more than Jason. He took a deep breath as they walked,
passing unsuspecting foreigners lolling in the pristine park
opposite the court house on Hill Street.

Jason, Kellis, and Mahdi discussed the rampant, often violent
homeless population that took over the park at sunset. They always
walked together back to the theater parking lot, but Mahdi was
afraid of the park even in daylight, having stepped on numerous
spent condoms and a needle one time.

They aso discussed Voodoo Dall.

“Ara is definitely going to side with you,” Kellis said. He
sounded so confident, Jason felt buoyed by his words. “You are
going to get that sale he stole from you. Absolutely.”

The trouble with Kellis's psychic predictions, however, was
that they were usualy wrong.

At Felizia s salon, the smell of chemical fumes made their eyes
water.

“Let'sget pizza,” Mahdi said. “We have afew minutes.”

It was her turn to buy, so Kellis and Jason waited out front as
she stepped inside Johnni€'s tiny storefront and bought a slice of
mushroom pizza. It wasn't that they were mushroom fanatics so
much as Johnnie's mushroom pizza for some reason had the
biggest dices. She carefully cut oneinto three and brought them to
the outside window on paper napkins. Oil dripped onto Jason's
shoe, but he didn’t care.

They ate fast and with great appreciation, sloping back to the
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salon.

The manicurists who al wore white face masks, looked up as
they entered. It was his third day here and Jason tried to identify
the expression. Panic? Hatred? Both?

We come and go after a couple of hours. They're stuck here
from morning until night.

The three co-workers squeezed past work stations crowded
with men and women getting their nails done. In the back room,
they found the kitchen table ready with stacked sheets of mailing
labels and lists of phone numbers. As soon as you got a hit, you
wrote out the salon name and stuck it onto a box of polish and
dropped that into aplastic US mail box carrier.

Jason began his spiel, wondering what Jun was doing.

Mahdi began doodling in black ink on her call sheet. Jason
glanced at her. She seemed suddenly depressed. The doodling
became aggressive, dark. Tiny black sguares, mounting in the
page, as if it represented her thoughts. Stuff...problems tumbling
on her.

Shefeelsboxedin.

Mahdi happened to glance up and caught his gaze. She was the
most resilient woman he knew. She always had a smile and alaugh
on her lips, but now she seemed really down.

He smiled. She smiled back and pressed numbers on her phone.

Jason’ s first call was to awoman in South Carolinawho wasn't
happy to hear from him.

“1 know about Felizia,” she said, cutting him off. “That stuff is
full of toxins. It hasformaldehydeinit.”

It did? Jason was taken aback. He had no idea about the
formaldehyde.

“Why do you think they’re all wearing masks up front?” Mahdi
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asked, a nasty snarl to her tone. “It’s highly toxic. America is the
only major country that hasn't outlawed its use in cosmetics.”

“l didn't know that.” Jason tapped his phone. He had big
problems endorsing a product that was hazardous to anyone's
health.

The second call produced a manicurist who told Jason that
Felizia' s products caused toe fungus on one of her clients.

“Her nailsfell off,” sheinsisted.

When Jason asked Mahdi about this, she nodded.

“Oh, yeah. I’ ve heard that from other people.”

In the doorway, the cute Asian guy he'd seen the day before,
hovered. He was one of the manicurists. He smiled behind his
mask. At least, Jason thought he was smiling.

He smiled back. God, heiscute.

Jason would never cheat on Jun. His stomach suddenly
clenched. He and Jun were only recently back together after Jun’s
affair with a musician living in their apartment building. The
musician, Diego, had moved out after his meth addiction ate up all
his funds. And his teeth. It sill rankled that Jun had spent Jason’s
hard-earned money getting the guy the chemical products to cook
the stuff in hiskitchen.

He knew Jun had dabbled in the drug and had given it up.
Jason, who hated drugs, had no idea what the chemica smell in
their apartment was. It smelled like cleaning fluids. He hadn’t
exactly caught Jun in bed with Diego. He'd caught them kissing
goodbye at the front door.

Jun of course had lied. The odd thing was, Jun, who was a
beautiful mix of Scottish and Japanese, had a Japanese hame—Jun
meant truthful. Jason had found out the hard way that his partner
didn’t live up to the name.
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It'sover. That was three months ago. You haveto trust him.

Sighing, he picked up the phone and tried again. After two
hours, he had no hites. He was surprised nobody had bitten yet he
seemed to be the only one among them who was calling constantly.
Mahdi seemed to call the same number over and over again. It
looked like a toll-free number. He watched out of the corner of his
eye. Y ep, she was calling somebody every few seconds.

And yet, she had one hit. Kellis had one, too, but had now
fallen asleep with hishead on hisarms.

Mahdi took out her cell phone and ran through the display,
checking for her calls. Jason took the opportunity to call Jun. No
answer. Odd. Their home phone had voice mail. He dialed again
and the voice mail message came on. He hung up.

He had to quit worrying that Jun was out there, screwing
around. Jun loved him. He said so often enough.

Yes, but | no longer trust him.

On top of it, he'd worked a long day with nothing to show for
it. There was nobody supervising, so Jason did the unthinkable, out
of sheer desperation. He pasted a label on a box to his friend
Christina's address, making up a salon name. He would let her
know, in case somebody called to check on his shipment.

Hedropped it in the mail box.

Mahdi laughed. “1 was wondering when you'd wake up and
smell the dollar signs.”

“Y ou mean you' ve been doing it, too?’

She nodded. “ Since day one.”

“So who are you speaking to on the phone all those times you
did?

“Nobody. I'm calling Dia-a-Prayer. I'm aways guaranteed a
good laugh.”
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CHAPTERS3

Darius waited for Cade, excited at first, then very nervous.
He' d watched the guy al night, hardly able to keep his eyes off
him as he worked.

“You want to go for coffee?’ he asked as Cade finally joined
him. He winced at his own clumsiness. Why would the guy want to
go for coffee when he’ d been dinging the stuff all day?

Cade was a sweetheart, though. He suggested a drink instead.

They tried afew places but everything was standing room only.
Darius knew Cade had been on his feet for long hours and
suggested a quiet drink someplace away from the area.

“Do you like Soho?’ he asked.

Cade's smile widened. “I love their cocktails. They make a
pretty decent martini.”
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“They do. Want meto drive?’

Cade shook his head. “I have my motorbike. Y ou walked here,
right?’

“Yeah. | liveright acrosstheroad.”

“l see you every morning. Let me take you. I've got a spare
helmet lurking in the storeroom.”

Cade was a smaooth, confident rider. As they sped through the
darkened streets toward the predominantly gay neighborhood off
Woodward in Ferndale, Dariustried not to think about the road trip
he' d taken through England with Finn.

“You're a great passenger!” Cade shouted when they stopped
at ared light.

“Thanks.” Darius adjusted his messenger bag across his
shoulders. It contained his laptop, making it damned heavy.

Memories of wending through snow-covered lanesin pursuit of
Medieval England on Finn's Motto Guzzi hurt his heart. They'd
followed an ancient path created by monks in a so-called meridian
grid that the cities and towns had been built upon. They had kept to
the gold meridians. These were supposed to be the highest energy
grids. Their trip had ended in the ancient French town of Chartres.
It had been the end of their journey—and their relationship.

Soho was hopping as they parked out front. Tall wooden stools
surrounded the bar as they entered, little red French shutters lining
the back wall. There were till some empty seats at the bar and
Darius quickly threw himself in one, holding the other out for
Cade.

A video monitor above them showed the painful action of
brilliant astronaut Buzz Aldrin embarrassing himself by limping
around the competition floor on Dancing with the Stars. Then there
was a clip of reality mom Kate Gossdlin weeping when she was
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hoofed off the show.

The next cut was The Soup host Joel McHale making fun of
Gosselin with a blonde wig and fake boobies.

“Hey, five-dollar martinis,” Cade said, dropping the helmets at
the foot of his stool. He did into his seat. Darius kept his hand at
the small of Cade’ sback.

“What would you like?’

“A blow job.”

Darius was taken aback.

The few guys at the bar laughed.

“It's vodka, Irish cream and whipped cream,” the bartender
said.

“1 really want the other kind,” Cade announced, “but the drink
will do for starters.”

Everybody laughed except Darius who tried desperately to
keep the smile on hisface. He was mortified.

“Pear martini for me, thanks.”

Cade leaned in closer to him. “I’ve had my eye on you for two
weeks. You're obsessed with work. | think this might be the
longest amount of time you've spent with your fingers off the
keyboard. Are you suffering withdrawa yet?’

“No, no,” Darius said. “1’m not work-obsessed.”

“Yeah, you are. | think it's cool that you can take your work
with you.”

“That'strue.” God, this is awkward. | thought | was through
with the dating rigmarole.

Their drinks arrived. They clinked glasses.

| haven't been laid since | left London. | gotta get some action
soon.

“So what isit that you do, exactly?’ Cade asked him.
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“1 design and manage websites.”

“Huh. That's certainly the gig du jour.”

The drinks were very good, the gin starting to hit Dariusin all
the right ways.

“Y ou want another one?’

Cade held up his glass. “I’'m still working on this one. You go
right ahead though.”

It took Darius afew momentsto catch the bartender’ s attention.

“My real job, as opposed to my day job iswriting. | just got my
first book accepted for publication,” Cade said.

Darius glanced at him. “Realy?’

“Yep. I'm kinda worried though.”

“Why?’

“Piracy. Internet theft is big business. I'm really worried my
book will get stolen before it even sees print. 1t's coming out as an
ebook firgt. I've discussed it with my publisher and they want to
releaseit as a secured ebook format.”

“That will kill your sales since most ereaders can’t read them.
Besides, if thieves want to break the security code, they will.”

“Y ou seem to know alot about it.”

Darius shrugged. “| deal with authors every day.”

“Then you can maybe help me when the time comes.”

Dude, if you only knew who you weretalking to...

The bartender finally stepped in front of Darius. “Sorry about
that. Y ou want another drink?’

Cade' s hand was on Darius s thigh.

“We're good, thanks.”

Cade massaged Darius's cock through his pants, Darius blinked
insurprise.

“Let’'sgo,” Cade breathed in his ear.
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Darius threw some money on the bar top and they left.

Outside, Cade handed him his helmet.

“1 wanted to be alone with you. | hope that’ s okay.”

Before Darius could respond, Cade stepped into his persona
gpace and kissed him. He felt the other man's hands snaking
around his hips, pulling him to closer. It was surprisingly easy
being kissed by another man after assuring himself for the last
three months that he would never get over wanting Finn.

“lI had you for a moment there and then your attention
wandered,” Cade said, leaning back against the motorbike.

His cock thrust up, meeting Darius's. They were both rock
hard. The evening still held the warmth of the day. He could smell
something cooking. Bacon. There was something else, too. The
scent of promise on the air.

“I"'m here,” he said, surprised that Cade read him so well.

“Nah. Y ou were thinking about something...or someone else.”

Darius shook his head. “No. It's over.”

“You, too, huh?’

The words hung between them.

“1 wouldn’'t have taken you for a writer,” Darius said as Cade
leaned in and kissed him again. It was a sweet kiss that could have
goneon.

“No?’

“No.”

“What did you think | was?’

Darius grinned. “Maybe a model. An artist’s model. You're
beautiful, you know.”

“Thanks, babe. | was amodel, actually.”

“You were?’ He shrugged. “You're very sexy.”

“Thanks again.” A wistful expression came over Cade's face
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under the streetlights. Downtown Ferndale at night was romantic
and certainly atmospheric with its old-town lights and quaint
buildings. The smell of bacon was making him hungry.

“Youfed likeaburger?’ Cade asked.

He dipped on his helmet and hopped on the bike. Darius
dammed his onto his head as they powered away. Through
darkened streets, he held onto Cade' s waist, wondering where they
were going. He liked the feeling of being on a bike. They headed
back into town and soon, they were in the big city again.

Detroit was considered one of the most violent cities in the
country. Darius had fought hard to get away from it, but now he
was back. He took in the many shuttered businesses, trying not to
worry about what the future would bring. The tough economy had
hit every city, not just Detroit. His arms tightened around Cade as
they took a corner sharply. He felt the breath catch in his throat as
his face whisked afew inches from the road.

Cade handled himself well though, straightening without a
problem. Darius fought the urge to kiss the man’s shoulder as Cade
dowed aong Chicago Street, outside Elmer’s. It was a dumpy-
looking twenty-four hour greasy-spoon. Business was booming
inside.

“I’ve never been here,” Darius said.

“You'recrazy. | lovethisplace.”

Cade took their helmets and led the way. It was as old-style
inside as it was outside. Black and white checked floor, silver
stools, a long counter. Only surprise here was what looked like
bullet-proof glass separating the cooks from the patrons. There
were no tables, only the counter. Darius let Cade order for them
and out popped six small burgers, big fat fries, a couple of Cokes
and a double-chocolate donut.
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The burgers were outrageously good. They ate three each,
ordered more, and Darius found himself drooling for the grilled
pickles and onions.

“Why do they have bulletproof glass?’ he asked Cade, leaning
into him. People around them were happy. And loud.

“They kept getting held up.”

Darius stared at Cade’ s sweet lips.

“Y ou wanna kiss me.”

It was a statement. Not a question.

Darius shook his head and bit into a fry. “How do you read me
like that?’

“You were staring a my lips. We'll have to kiss someplace
else. Here might not be agood idea.”

They split the donut and hauled ass back to the bike.

“Where to?’ Cade asked. “Y our place or mine?’

Darius sucked in a breath.

“What are you doing here in Detroit, handsome Cade? You're
too beautiful for aplacelikethis.”

“You're not exactly chopped liver yourself.”

Cade' sfinger ran down Darius's cheek.

“l want to be naked in bed with you. Every time | see you
frown, | want to lick the lines away.”

Darius laughed. “You are a writer. You have such a way with
words.”

Cade grinned. “It's closer to my place than yours, but mine is
kinda...dumpy.”

“Closeisgood.”

Cade nodded and off they went again, pulling up at a tall
building on Ohio. They took the stinky elevator up.

In the small apartment, Cade flicked on lights. They had a
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stunning view of a wall next door. It made Darius think of C.C.
Baxter and the movie The Apartment. He loved the movie. And
this apartment, like C.C.’s, was no oasis.

“You're going to think this is weird,” Cade said, tossing his
keys and the helmets onto awing chair.

“What's weird?’

“First time | saw this place, | thought of the movie, The
Apartment. | don’'t even know if you know that movie.”

“1 wasjust thinking the same thing.”

The two men stared at each other.

“1"ve had dreams of bringing you here.” Cade touched Darius's
lips with his fingertips and moved away.

“Jack Lemmon said the best line ever.”

“1 bet | know which one.”

Cade arched a brow.

Darius noticed the tennis racket leaning against the wall and
picked it up. “You have to imagine I'm C.C. Baxter, you know,
Jack’s character.”

“1 know who C.C. Baxter is.”

“1"m straining spaghetti through thislike C.C. did in the movie.
He' s so thrilled to have Shirley MacL aine there for dinner...and he
tellsher... *Yaknow, | used to live like Robinson Crusoe; | mean,
shipwrecked among eight million people. And then one day | saw a
footprint in the sand, and there you were. It's a wonderful thing,
dinner for two.””

Cade' seyes glowed. “Y ou really do know that movie.”

“It'sone of my favorites.”

Darius was aware of their rapid breathing.

Cade broke off the starefirst. “ Christ.”

“What isit?’ Dariusfelt his hopeful spirits start to falter.
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“1 did some modeling work in Miami, fell in love with a cute
Puerto Rican pop singer there. He persuaded me to give up my
career and travel with him. Actualy, | wish now I'd pursued it,
instead of moving in with him.”

“Things ended badly, huh?’

“Yeah. I'll say. There's something you should know. He gave
meHIV.”

* * *

Jason drove through the streets of downtown Los Angeles,
which he had cometo love in spite of its flaws. Parts of it were so
New Y ork, which was where his family first moved after migrating
from Australia. He loved how some streets could have been from
the middle of Manhattan and he thought about his dad. His father
was a great guy who had shocked his family when Jason was
sixteen by coming out. Within weeks of that, he'd left the family
home to move in with his male lover. They were till together
fourteen years later. Jason’s dad had told him to give Jun another
chance. Jason wavered constantly on his decision. Like any
relationship, they had their good days and bad days.

As he headed toward the Hollywood Hills and to his apartment
on North Vermont, he hoped Jun would be home. He was feeling
horny for a change. Lately, he hadn't, but he always made sure to
take care of Jun. Without constant sexua attention, Jun was likely
to stray.

North Vermont was a hip gay neighborhood containing
Skylight, one of the few remaining independent bookstores in Los
Angeles. It aso had alot of coffee shops, The House of Pies and
above them, the Hollywood sign.
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The apartment he shared with Jun was in a pretty three-story
building right opposite Pdermo’s Italian restaurant. It always
smelled of garlic and simmering tomato sauce just inside the
entrance. Toward the back of the apartment building was the
unmistakable metallic tang of the strange mix of chemicals the
drug-addicted residents used to cook crystal meth.

He took the elevator to the third floor. The apartments up here
were bigger and therefore more expensive, so they didn’t attract
the druggies. He lived in fear of the apartment being jacked, but
somehow he and Jun had escaped any break-ins. He suspected it
was because Jun was home a lot and because the neighbors
actually feared their cat, Hendrix. He was a big, black, twenty-two
pound cat.

Jun had joked to one of the neighbors that Hendrix was part
bobcat and suddenly people walked around their front door, never
closetoit.

Jason unlocked the door and went inside. Hendrix greeted him
a the door, which was his custom. Jun did not, which was his
custom. Jason picked up his heavy, luxurious-feeling cat. Hendrix
purred and rubbed his head under Jason’s chin. Two seconds later,
he extended his claws. He wanted to be released.

Kissing the top of the cat's head, he put him down on the
ground. He glanced a his stunning view. The Hollywood sign
stared at him. It never failed to seduce him each time he looked at
it. He could spend hours at the unadorned windows looking at it.

Hendrix followed him into the kitchen. His dishes were empty.
Not even a sip of water in the bowl. What the hell? What did Jun
do al day? He filled the bowls, checked on the stove and in the
oven for food for dinner. Jun aways threatened to cook, then
didn’t.
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“You home?’ he called out.

Nope, he wasn't.

He heard akey in the door.

“Hey,” Jun said, coming into the living room to meet him. “I
thought we' d go to Palermo’ stonight.”

They exchanged kisses. Jason adored Jun. He was so stunning
physically it was easy to overlook his character flaws. His thick
black hair was glossy and cut just above the shoulders. His skin
was the color of toasted coconut. He wore low-slung jeans that
showed off his sweet little six pack. Around his neck, he wore a
Hawaiian fish-hook necklace. His eyes were magnificent black
moons in a face that came from an artist’s dreams. Yeah, Jason
wastotally into thisguy. So it was hard to say no.

“We can’t afford dinner out, swestie,” he said.

“Yes, we can. | just got a Visa gift card from my mom for my
birthday and she stuck in a note saying that we should have dinner
at Palermo’s. On her.”

Jason felt dismayed. He'd hoped for a home-cooked meal so
he'd have leftovers for lunch the following day. He tried to
disguise his sadness. If he ate dowly and kept some food on his
plate, he could bring home leftovers from Palermo’s.

He nodded, trying to act happy. He tried luring Jun back for
more kisses, but Jun kept out of reach. He was a contrary guy. As
Jason tried again, Jun’s cock hardened in hisjeans.

Jun glanced down at his crotch as if surprised by his body’s
response. “Y ou always have to go there.”

“Yeah, | guess| do,” Jason said, feeling stung. He wanted Jun
and knew the only way to have him when he was in this mood was
toignore him.

Man, why do we need to play these games?
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He went online and saw that he had galley edits on his new
book.

“Don’'t look for anymore pirated books,” Jun warned.

Man, he hasa hot ass.

Jason ignored him. It was tough. He wanted his face buried in
Jun’ stasty ass.

“You're looking for books. | know you are.”

“Nope, I'm not.”

“You need adistraction,” Jun said.

That wasfast. Hereallyishorny.

Jun leaned down to him for a kiss. “You want to get a little
action?’

Jason shrugged. “Sure.” Man, | could rape you | want you so
bad.

Jun grinned. “1’ll be waiting.”

“Take off those pants. | want that ass.”

“You can haveit for dessert.”

“Nope. | have my heart set on cannoli.”

Jun laughed. “No multiple choice options here. You can have
both.”

“Can’t | have you now and later?’

Jason kept up the banter as he swiftly checked Ostrichwalk
again. He was playing two games. Ninja book assassin and
nonchalant lover. The thing with Jun was to make sex seem like it
was hisidea. Once they were in bed, Jun wanted constant orgasms.
Getting him there was the battle.

He glanced at the new uploads on the theft site. It was an ugly,
evil, vicious site because a smple Google search of his name led
potential book buyers, instead of to hiswebsite, directly to the theft
site.
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Damn! There were three new uploads of books. Private Eye
was getting to be amagjor pain in the ass.

“I"'m waiting,” Jun yelled from the bedroom.

Jason swallowed hard. Sex now, pirates later.

“Hold on,” he yelled back. “ Just returning an email.”

He fired off three quick takedown notices. Maybe he was
obsessed, but it had really begun to take its toll on him. The stress
of how much he hated these pirate sites kept him awake at night.

No, not pirates. Calling them pirates romanticized them. They
werethieves.

He turned off his laptop and went into the bedroom. Jun lay on
top of the bed, his hard, hot body naked on top of the quilt he'd
had since college.

Jason knew this because they’ d been loversin college. Over the
years, they’d gotten together, broken up, gotten back together and
finally last summer, they moved in together. Jun still wavered
between loving and wanting commitment and needing space.

He, too, was a writer, but he wrote poems and had developed a
one-man show which he staged with the funding from obscure
Asian artists grants. It was an angry piece about growing up in
Hawaii and Osaka as the grandson of Japanese immigrants interred
in concentration campsin World War I1.

Jun’s dad had not been able to forgive his parents' plight. The
anger had rubbed off onto the next generation. Jun often remarked
it was a good thing he liked men because he would not infect a
future generation with his anger. He had made a decent living out
of his one-man show, Sensei, until drugs derailed him. It had been
asearing, yet poetic piece.

He was now trying to rebuild his acting career and was earning
some money publishing his poems in Japan, but once again Jun
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had found a way to self-sabotage. He had grown resentful of other
people, such a publisher, making a profit from his work. He was
now actively engaged in trying to retrieve the rights to his booksin
Japan, yet he had received some lucrative royalty payments. Jason
couldn't understand Jun’s motives. He was a hard guy to figure
out. He yearned for success, yet feared what he considered to be
selling out.

Jun smiled when he saw Jason coming into the bedroom. “So,
how did it go at work today?’

“Okay. | thought you were going to get naked for me.”

“1 like when you undress me.”

Jason melted as Jun kissed him. Man, his lips were so soft. Jun
smelled good. It was that new bamboo body shampoo. It made
Jason think of rolling in fresh-mown grass. It made him feel horny
as hdll. Jun must have been horny, too. Since he'd stopped using
drugs, he' d reverted to his difficult-to-satisfy-sexually persona. He
leaned into Jason, kissing him, giving him lots of tongue.

Jason’ s hand strayed down the front of Jun’s jeans. He was till
nice and hard. Over the years, Jun had pretended to be straight, bi,
asexua and finaly, when he and Jason hooked up in New York
after along separation, seemed to be more comfortable admitting
his sexuality.

They fel on the futon, which took up most of their bedroom.
Jason molded his body to Jun’s, alowing his fingers to roam his
lover's rock hard abs. Thanks to daily workout sessions, Jun was
magnificent. There were moments like these when Jason was
grateful that hislover paid such close attention to his physical well
being. Jun’s skin was smooth and soft, the muscles well defined
under his skin, but not bulging. His cock was huge, which was
unusual for Asian men. Jun always said he had a big Scottish cock.
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Jason stripped his lover completely, lust overtaking him as his
dropped between Jun’s slim, taut thighs and licked his balls.

“Oh, oh God.”

Jun’ s legs opened alittle more.

Jason knew exactly how to pleasure him. Jun had very specific
tastes and it had taken Jason years to figure him out. Jun liked
having his ass sucked and played with. His ass and balls only. He
didn't like his cock being stimulated because he came too quickly.
After letting his tongue migrate across Jun’'s balls and ass, he
ordered his lover to his knees, pressing kisses on his hot ass. Jun
reacted to the feel of Jason’s mouth on his cheeks.

“Oh, Chrigt...put it where | need it.”

“Thiswhere you need it?’

Jason began suckling on his lover’s hole. When Jun was really
worked up, he loved to get fucked but it was not a daily thing.
Jason felt that by keeping Jun happy, he’d keep him faithful, so he
pressed his tongue against his ass. He loved to give head and
longed to suck Jun’s cock but contented himself with putting his
tongue and fingersinto Jun’stight hole.

Jun bucked againgt him, grinding against his mouth. He felt
Jun’s hard movements against him and heard him jerking himself
off. Jun grunted low in his throat. It didn’t take long. He came hard
with Jason lapping at his ass.

As his head fell against the headboard, Jason rolled off Jun’s
back. They both turned over, staring up at the ceiling, smiling.
Jason wondered if Jun would reciprocate, but his lover's deep
breathing told him Jun was asleep.

At least he's not doing meth. He would be so weird and wired
when he was smoking that shit. What the fuck is he doing all day?

Hetried to quell the single thought that kept ranging around his
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brain. He had been so oblivious to the signs before. The rapid
speech, the inability to sit or stand still long enough to complete a
sentence. Not being able to look at him, his gaze shifting in a
million directions. The weird taste of histongue and skin. He's not
using again, | know it.

Jason lay beside his man, drinking in his exotic beauty. He'd
never had such a gorgeous lover but over and over again, Jun had
hurt him. He sighed and went to the living room. His gaze picked
out the workout bag he took to the gym. He opened it. He saw a
notebook and tugged it out of the confines of smelly socks and
jockstraps. My God. It was a workout diary. Jun was obsessively
weighing himself several timesaday.

Jason flipped through the bizarre, tiny, delicate symbols,
realizing Jun had the ability to rip his heart out and put it right back
again. His partner had a new addiction. The pursuit of physical
perfection. He detailed guys watching him, which exercises made
him feel horny and constantly measured his heart rate.

Jason batted away at the anger he felt and retreated to the living
room. All day long, Jun was working out. He was getting vitamin
shots and catalogued a huge consumption of supplements that
weren't in their kitchen. This troubled him. He wondered now if
any drugswere actualy involved.

Where the hell is he getting money for all these supplements?
And whereis he keeping them?

He put the book back in the bag.

Disappointment. He'd felt it before, but decided to use it as
fuel. In the kitchen, he poured himself a glass of iced green tea and
dliced up an apple. As Jun sept, he went back to the living room
and embellished what had just happened. He was convinced
romance writers wrote the hottest scenes because they weren't
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living them. He wasn’t, that's for sure. Jason brushed aside
thoughts of the cute Asian manicurist and went back to his scene.

Firing up his laptop again, he logged into his current work-in-
progress, his latest in the male/male paranormal romance series
Cat Power 6. It was, as the title implied, his sixth book in this gay
erotic “shifter” series. He had never read or even wanted to write a
shifter book but these were hot titles and his publisher had
persuaded him to do one. He had researched the legends of shifters
and found himself enthralled.

The first Adriano and Harris story sold through the roof. Now
he was working on their new adventures set in Hawaii and there
was no end in sight—except for the damned pirates.

It aways came back to them. They uploaded his books in
bundles. Series were great and popular with readers. And with
thieves. It broke his heart when they uploaded all his books as if
they had no value. Adriano and Harris were his lifelines. He loved
them and felt like he let them down when their stories were stolen.

Jason knew it was ridiculous, that it wasn't his fault. They were
fictiona characters but to Jason they were real. Adriano came to
him in dreams, like a muse, tall, silent, sexy, showing him the way
to deeper, darker, sexier stories.

He forced the emotion away and focused on his book. He
pictured the way Jun had come into the kitchen earlier. He rewrote
the scene.

* * *

Adriano strode toward him, his cock bulging in his tight white
Calvins. He was huge...perfect. A muscle-bound god with an
endearing smile. Adriano always wanted him, was always ready to
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fuck. They began to kiss.

“1 have champagne and lobster waiting in the bedroom. |
couldn’t wait for you to get home. | always miss you so much.”

They hurried to the bed they shared, Adriano anxious to
remove Harris's clothes. They fell to the bed, the salt-scent of the
ocean outside their big bay window mingling with hot man-on-man
smell in the now-warm room.

Adriano took Harris's cock in his hand. “ 1 want to pleasure
you. Thisis all | can think about.” He was an ardent, attentive
lover who took his time kissing Harris' s throat, knowing this was
the place that aroused him. Harrisfelt hisbody’ s natural response.
Adriano’ slips and tongue moved along Harris' sjawline.

“| gotta have that cock,” Harris muttered, pushing his lover
back on the bed.

* * *

Jason’s cell phonerang.

Annoyed, he checked the readout. It was Ara, his Audience
Development supervisor.

“Dude,” Ara said. “Just wanted to let you know I'm not going
to deduct the ten-seat pass from Voodoo Dall...er, | mean David's
tally.”

“Why not? It was my sale, he swooped—"

“He saysyou left anasty note on his desk.”

Jason groaned. He meant the note Kellis had left.

“He showed it to me and it’s horrible. I'm surprised at you. It
seems so...out of character”

“Ara, it wasn't me.”

Jason squeezed his eyes shut. He needed the money from those
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tickets.

“Who wasit then?’

Man, | feel like I’ min school again.

“l can’t say.” Jason felt wretched.

“Too bad,” Ara said. “I'm just letting you know, | won't
tolerate that kind of behavior in Audience Development.”

“1 know. I'm sorry, Ara.”

Arapaused, then said, “ See you tomorrow.”

“Okay, thanks.”

Jason’s misery swamped him. He took Ara's disappointment
very hard. But what could he do? He couldn’t snitch.

He went to the bedroom. Jun snored softly right where he' d | eft
him. Should he wake him? He was starving. Hendrix curled up on
the space between their pillows. It was eight o'clock and Jun was
dleeping like an old man.

There was a time when he had no idea where Jun was. He
wasn't sure which was worse.

* * *

Darius didn’'t know how to respond. It was on the tip of his
tongue to say That's the way it crumbles, cookie-wise, as C.C.
Baxter said when he discovered the girl he craved was his boss's
illicit mistress.

“Say something.” Cade' s voice was soft.

“I"'m sorry. You've taken me by surprise. | don’'t know what to

.It wasn't just a gay disease. It was the scourge of their times,
but he wasn't prepared to make any immediate decisions on
whether he wanted to start a relationship with a man who was
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infected with HIV.

“Look...I was with a wonderful man. | moved to London with
him...we started a new life and he dumped me. It hasn’t been long
for me...I redly likeyou,” Darius said.

“But...?

He shrugged. “I’'m grateful you told me. Are you okay?’

“Oh, yeah. My vird load is negligible. I've never showed
symptoms. | had no idea. | took atest.”

“Maybeit’swrong.”

“It'snot wrong. I’'m just a healthy guy.”

“Your lover never told you he had it?’

Cade shook his head. “Nope. Now...well, he'svery sick. Look,
I made a decision | would give you the information willingly and
early in our...acquaintance. | realy, redly like you.”

“1 likeyou, too.”

“Darius, | realy want to have sex with you.”

“Not yet. Thisisashock.”

“Y ou want to go home?’

“No. | want to stay. | want...to process this. I’'m not a complete
bastard. | just want usto be safe.”

Cade seemed to consider dl this. “1 think that’s fair. Y ou want
to cuddle in bed and watch a movie?’

“Hell, yeah.”

Cade grinned. “Wanna watch The Apartment?’

“Sounds good to me.”

They stepped in and kissed each other again. Darius fought the
urgeto flee. Why oh why did he have to be HIV positive?

“When the time comes, | promise, we'll be safe, okay?’ Cade
asked.

“Okay.”
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Cadetook his hand. Darius' s belly rumbled.

“1 think it was the onions.”

“Those burgers were loaded with grease. Bathroom’s through
there.”

Darius followed Cade's pointed finger and found his way. He
took his time, wondering if he could alow himself to start
something new.

As he went to find Cade, he saw him naked in the bedroom.
God, he was magnificent.

“I"'m putting on boxer shorts,” Cade said. “I'm likely to get a
boner being with you. Other pants are confining.”

Darius drank in the man's beauty. They kissed quickly as
Darius shucked off his own clothes.

“Nice boxer briefs,” Cade said, hooking his finger into the
elagticized band at Darius's hip. “1 knew you’ d be wearing those.”

They landed on the bed in a sexy heap.

“l thought my boyfriend was a bastard. Yours takes the
goddam cake,” Darius said.

“Y eah, but you know what C.C. Baxter would say, don’t you?’

Dariusfelt his cock hardening as he kissed the magnificent man
underneath him.

Cade muttered, “* That’ sthe way it crumbles, cookie-wise.’”

Darius pulled down the boxer shorts, making Cade gasp. “I've
never made love to someone with HIV. How safeis safe?’

“There are a lot of things we can do. | want this to be fun for
you without any serious risk to you.”

Darius nodded. “Okay.”

“You may decide that some things are extreme, but...” Cade
shrugged.

Darius was fixated by the man’s incredible cock. It was thick
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and long. He stroked it, liking how hard it got.

“Try me.”

Cade's breath came in short gusts. “This is very safe...what
you're doing now.”

Darius kept stroking Cade, increasing his speed and the
pressure on the beautiful shaft in his hand. Cade came fast,
shooting all over his chest and belly.

Cade' s body shook. When he calmed down a little, he opened
the drawer beside him.

“I’m going to take a quick shower. When | come back, 1 want
to see these gloves on you.”

He got up from the bed, tossing a pair of disposable latex
gloves at Darius. He hesitated for only a moment before dipping
them on. When Cade came back, he got on the bed.

“Usethislube, get meready for your cock,” he said.

Darius was surprised how turned on he became.

“You can give me head using plastic wrap.” He tore a square
from a box beside him. When Darius didn't move, Cade showed
him.

“Here.” He tore off another strip, pushed Darius back to the
bed and proceeded to blow him, using the plastic wrap to guard his
mouth from Darius secretions. Cade was an expert at this, clearly.
Darius was shocked how good it felt, getting blown this way. He
could still feel Cade’s hot mouth on him and found himself getting
ready to come. Cade took Darius's cock deep into his mouth,
coming off only as Darius began to come. As soon as he finished,
Cade kissed the top of his plastic-covered cock.

“What was amazing.” Darius fell back on the bed. He felt the
stress wash down his neck and back.

“1 il want you to fuck me,” Cade said. “Y ou can suck my ass
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and cock using plastic.”

Dariusfollowed Cade' s lead. He placed a square of plastic over
his new lover's ass as Cade lay back on the bed, his legs pulled
high. It was quite erotic and certainly, Cade was getting some
serious pleasure out of it. The man rocked against Darius' s face.

“1 want to suck your balls,” Darius said.

“Bitch, suck anything you like. Just use the plastic.”

Darius did. For some reason the whole thing became super-
charged. Cade came a second time with Darius's gloved fingers
probing his ass and his mouth on Cade’ s covered cock.

“Please fuck me,” Cade begged. He pulled condoms out of his
magic drawer and slipped it onto Darius's cock with his mouth.

Darius took pleasure in every second he spent trying to get
inside the hot ass writhing underneath him. He fucked Cade,
kissing him.

“We're going to get you tested,” Cade whispered. “If you're
negative, we can take morerisks. | want you to spit in my mouth.”

Darius nodded as Cade grabbed at his ass cheeks, pulling him
in deeper.

“Stick it right there. Faster. Harder. Oh, fuck! That’sit!”

Darius couldn’t tell what he was doing that was making Cade
go so wild. He only knew he was surprised that even with a
condom on it felt so good to fuck. He came hard, deep in Cade's
tight ass and after a sweet kiss, they rose from the bed, showered
together and Cade, ever the thoughtful host, changed the sheets.
They lay close together, their underpants separating them.

“We never did watch the movie,” Darius said against Cade’'s
ear.

“Next time,” Cade said, pulling Darius's arm closer around
him.
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CHAPTER A4

Jason’ s phone rang again. It was Rocky, his shift supervisor.

“I"'m over at Pdlermo’swith Kellis. Wanna grab some dinner?’

He glanced over at Jun. Dead to the world. He said yes, leaving
anote for Jun in case he woke up and wanted to join them. He was
surprised that Rocky was calling him. They never socialized.
However, knowing Kellis was with him meant he really should go.
He cursed the necessity of brown-nosing. Especially when in their
own ways, both men tortured him on adaily basis.

Out on the street, business was hopping for most of the stores.
The sky was a beautiful, deep lilac color. The recession had hit Los
Angeles badly and the first places to fed the pinch were
bookstores, music outlets, and art frame shops. Palermo’s was still
doing huge business though. He found Rocky’s wife Dee Dee and
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small daughter, Aaliyah, sgueezed into a booth with him and
suddenly understood the reason for the call.

Rocky's wife believed her husband was in Los Angees
working hard for his family, not hopping from bed to bed and
wielding phone calls with an endless array of women. She thought
Jason was the most normal member of The Dinosaur Club. She'd
mentioned it several times.

“Dinner’son me,” Rocky said. “1 know you took thefall for me
on the note Kellisleft on Voodoo Doll’ s desk. Sorry about that.”

Jason was stunned that Rocky had written it. It seemed a very
unprofessiona thing for a supervisor to do.

“Hi,” Jason said, kissing Dee Dee's cheek. He liked Dee Dee.
A lot more than he liked Rocky. Kellis sat opposite them and
moved over to give Jason more room. He had the gigantic,
laminated menu in his hand and they shared it. Jason picked
mushroom pasta because it was the cheapest thing on the menu.
Goddam mushrooms. He couldn’t get away from them.

Jun showed up as the crusty Italian bread and marinated
mushroom appetizer arrived. He hugged everyone at the table,
draping his arm around Jason. In front of their friends and Jason’'s
co-workers, he was affectionate. In front of his Asian friends, Jun
was an ass.

“You're coloring SpongeBob?' he asked Aaliyah, who nodded
solemnly.

“1 love SpongeBob. Can | color, too?’

“No.” She scowled.

Her parents laughed but Jun looked mortified. Jason felt for
him. His upbringing had been one of respecting his elders. He took
Jun’sfingers under the table.

“What are you going to eat?’ he asked.
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Jun took his fingers away from Jason and studied the menu.

“Steak, | think.”

Jun always picked the most outrageous, most expensive thing
toorder.

“So why do you al call that poor Dan guy Voodoo Doll?’ Dee
Dee suddenly asked. “1 mean, he seems okay to me.”

They launched into a full-scale character assassination of their
co-worker. Across the room, Jason noticed the store manager from
the Skylight bookstore. They raised a glass to one another.

“Hirting?’ Jun asked.

“No, babe. That guy hand-sells my paperbacks, remember?’

Jun looked across the room. “Oh, yesh. Right.” Jun had
embarrassed Jason by first asking to have his own haiku poetry
books stocked in the store, then balking at the customary terms.
Small-print authors such as Jason found that the only way to have
their books in brick-and-mortar establishments was to hand-sell
booksto them.

He' d been astonished to learn the hard way what was involved
with having a book published. He earned more from ebooks than
paper, but being a writer, holding his first paperback had been a
dream cometrue.

Then the dream became a nightmare.

He' d had no idea that his books were marked “ non-returnable”
by his publisher. This meant the big store chains would not take his
titles because they wanted to be able to return any unsold copiesto
the publisher.

Jason had been taught al the tricks and had ingratiated himself
with Skylight. He had given them five copies of hisfirst book, Cat

Power with an invoice saying Forty- five percent, fully returnable.
This meant the store got forty-five percent of the sale and could
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return any books left over.

After having two book signings there and constantly visiting
the store, taking the staff pizza and cookies, he had now sold sixty
books through them. He liked them and they liked him. Jun wanted
to sdl his poems, but balked at the percentage he would have to
givethe store.

Now his books sat in boxes shipped by Amazon, unopened and
unread in their hall closet. Jason had distanced himself from the
sguabble out of self-preservation. He needed Skylight. He needed
to keep hisbooksin the store.

Dinner was fun and he was ridiculoudly pleased when Jun paid
for the two of them.

“Jason worked so hard today,” Jun said. “1’m so proud of you,
babe. Did you know you’ re number three at Fictionwise today?’

“1 had no idea.” Jason was excited that Jun even cared to check
on stuff like that. Fictionwise was the biggest Internet warehouse
for romantic fiction. Though many readers bought directly from his
publisher, some preferred to go through a third party such as
Fictionwise, which offered discounts and other incentives.

They crossed the street with Jason’s container of |eftover pasta
and acannoli to share in bed. The lovers kissed at the door.

“1 dways love coming home with you,” Jun said, rubbing his
nose against Jason’s. They cuddled in the elevator, kissing al the
way to their front door.

“Survivor ison,” Jun said, hurling himself in front of the TV.

Jason put himself to work finishing the sex scene he'd started
before dinner. His mind raced as his fingers flew across the keys.

* * *
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Adriano took Harris's cock into his hot, hungry mouth. Harris
arched up to him. The way Adriano’s hand encircled his cock and
balls felt like exquisite torture. Harris couldn’t move. He didn't
want to move. He couldn’t even reach Adriano which was another
torment, His hands needed to touch the man who gave him such
forceful bliss. Hefinally got his hands on the bare, muscular thigh.

“Wait your turn,” Adriano rasped, coming off his cock for a
moment. He soon put it back and Harris's head lolled in
abandonment as Adriano coaxed a powerful orgasmfromhim.

When Harris could speak, he crawled to his lover snarling,
“My turn now,” and guzzded at the juicy drops of fluid on
Adriano’ s massive cock.

* * *

Jun inched up the volume and the crabby old man next door
thumped on the wall with his broom. Jun ignored him. The old
man thumped again.

“Fuck you!” Jun screeched.

“Turn it down, baby, please.” Jason’s head throbbed in his
hands. The stresswould kill him, he was certain of it.

Jun turned it down afraction and returned to his show.

Jason returned to his book.

* * *

Harris dlaved over Adriano’s cock. There was a knock at the
door. Their neighbor.

“How does he always know when | am sucking you?” Harris
asked.
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He opened the door, greeting the handsome, muscular man
who'd moved next door. Butch had come to crave the moments
when Harriswould allow himto help service Adriano’ s huge cock.

“1 need him,” Butch said. Harris understood. They walked to
the bedroom where Adriao, tousle-haired, hard and anxious, knelt
onthe bed.

“We have company, | see.” Adriano’sdark eyes gleamed.

“1 need help, baby,” Harrissaid. “ And Butch needs you.”

Butch begged to lick the cock jutting in his face.

“Oh, all right.” Harris nodded, Butch not losing a moment. He
bent and licked Adriano’s lovely cock head. Harris sat on the bed
and watched. It didn’t make him jealous watching Adriano being
serviced. It turned him on immensely. He knew there was a
connection between Adriano and Butch, but loved that nothing
ever happened unless Harriswasthere.

“May | suck his ass, baby?” Adriano asked before even laying
afinger on the blond hopelessly attached to his cock.

“ Of course,” Harrissaid.

Adriano upended the man gripping his shaft.

“ Suck himfor me,” Harrisinstructed Butch.

Adriano let out a hiss as Butch swallowed him deeper. He
pulled down the tight shorts encasing Butch's cute ass and began
to kiss and suck him.

“You want to come in his mouth or in his ass?” Harris asked
Adriano.

Adriano took histongue out of Butch's ass.

“Both,” hesaid.
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Jason stopped typing. He had another two thousand words to
write before he could even think of slegping.

He had along night ahead and another long day tomorrow. He
gazed at Jun, deeping on the sofa, his legs tucked under him.

Jason went to the kitchen to make coffee. Hendrix followed,
jumping on the counter and rubbing his face against his chin. Jun
hated the cat being on the counter, but Jason didn't care. He
needed the affection. Hendrix purred contentedly. He tried to be
simply in the moment and not stress about the future, but it was
hard. His constant fear was losing everything. He needed Arnold
and Helen Costa to come through for him on Sunday. He needed
that sale. It was his only chance of getting commission. Whatever
happened, he had to be there at the DTC to meet and greet the
couplein person.

Jason felt his heart hardening. He had to guard his leads better.
Somehow, some way, he had to guard his books, his leads...he
glanced back into the living room at Jun.

And hisrelationship.

* * *

Darius and Cade awoke early in the morning. Cade was a hottie
and sex had been fun, romantic and pretty darn hot, but Darius felt
the need to get on with his day. Cade had the day off and eyed his
desktop computer like he was desperate to get to work. He made
them each a cup of instant coffee in cracked and chipped mugs that
made weird noises as they sipped. Cade made jokes about it, but
Darius was petrified his cup would disintegratein his hands.

The sound of morning bells pealing from the church high on
the hill they could see from the kitchen window charmed Darius.
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The instant coffee, one of Darius's pet peeves, did not. He thanked
Cade and said he would call a cab, but Cade manfully insisted on
taking him home.

“Here's my card, use it,” Cade said, handing Darius a small
blue square of card stock with his name, Stewart Cade Thompson,
and his phone number.

“Your nameisrealy Stewart?’

Cade shrugged. “I prefer Cade. | only use Cade, but my mom
likesit. She till calls me Stewart.”

So, Darius hitched a ride home on Cade's motorbike. The rush
hour traffic wasin full bloom and Darius held onto his new lover's
waist as they did in amongst the traffic, switching lanes with an
ease bordering on suicidal.

With a pang, Darius thought about Cade’s HIV status. He had
to think about this, if he really wanted to continue. As his fingers
gripped the man’s hips, he marveled that there wasn’t an ounce of
body fat on the guy.

When they arrived outside Darius's apartment, Cade stopped,
but kept revving the bike. They hugged. Darius handed over his
helmet.

“I'll call you,” Darius said.

Cade's sweet grin made him feel really good as he took the
stairsto his apartment. His neighbor, Jeff, was coming out shirtless
and in his raggedy old jeans to collect his morning paper. There
was nothing attractive about Jeff, but he was a nice enough guy.
Dariustried averting his gaze but Jeff gave him awave.

“Want to comein for coffee?’

Darius could smell the coffee brewing and he longed to get a
decent cup.

“Sure,” he said. He had afew minutes. He' d just drink fast. Jeff
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shared the apartment with his lover, whose last name was Mott. He
aways referred to himself that way, too, which was unfortunate
since the couple was always referred to as Mutt and Jeff. Mutt was
aweirdo, Darius had decided on their first meeting.

The two men rarely socialized and did big shopping bouts on
Saturdays, crating in endless twelve packs of beer. They seemed to
be on the same time schedule as Darius, who frequently ran into
them hauling empties to the garbage chute.

Jeff, however, was quite friendly and, Darius realized, the guy
was lonely. Mutt seemed to work from very early until around
three o'clock in the afternoon. On the occasions Darius ran into
Jeff when Mutt was out, he seemed happy. When he ran into them
asacouple, Jeff aways|ooked depressed.

He followed Jeff inside the musty apartment. For a couple of
gay guys who'd been together thirty years, they had no taste
whatsoever and no discernable cleaning skills.

Mutt hogged the gigantic, puffy, faux-leather sofa, which was
littered with ugly cushions easily twenty years old and a massive
collection of TV Guides he refused to toss.

The TV was turned off for a change but the place could have
used some cleaning, an open window, and drapes that didn’t block
out every last ray of sun.

Hiscel phone rang. Finn.

Finn?

The shock stopped him in his tracks.

“I'm sorry,” he said to Jeff, “but | have to take this. It's
business.”

Jeff’ s disappointment was palpable, but he said, “1 understand.”

Something in his eyes conveyed the man’ s desperation.

“Tell you what. Give me five minutes and I'll be back for that
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coffee.”

Hetook the call.

“Really?’ Jeff looked so grateful it was pathetic.

“Sure,” he said.

“I'll leave the door open,” Jeff said as Darius said as camly as
he could, “Thisis Darius.”

He unlocked the door to his apartment, which looked like an
ode to kabuki modern in comparison with Mutt and Jeff’ s cluttered
abode.

“Hey,” Finn said.

Light poured through the unadorned windows, hurting Darius's
eyes. He responded with his own greeting, dropping his laptop on
his worktable, which was pushed up againgt the window. He
looked out onto the street. He was surprised to see Cade over at the
coffee shop, since he had said he wanted to spend the day writing.

He turned his back on the view, focusing on the long silence
coming from Finn.

“Look, I know thisisawkward...”

Shit. He doesn’t want me back, | can tell. The bastard wants to
talk shop!

He wasn't going to help Finn out. He didn’t smooth things over
the way he normaly would have. We're a kind of Mutt and Jeff,
too.

Darius let Finn fumble over his words as he checked the
contents of hisfridge. Nothing but some leftover Chinese food. He
couldn’t remember the last time he'd had Chinese food. Weeks
ago.
He' d haveto go over to Jeff’ sfor coffee.

Any hope he' d had of this call being a reconciliation continued
to recede into his sad fantasies as Finn griped about the bad
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economy and how his bartender lover was so hot in the sack but a
lousy businessman.

“1 have no idea why you feel the necessity to call me and tell
methis,” Darius said, keeping histoneicy. “It realy has nothing to
do with me.”

“Shit, Darius. | didn't mean to say dl that. Look, | want this
bar venture to work. | need to sell off my shares of Ostrichwalk.”

“1 know about that already.” Darius couldn’t keep the irritation
out of hisvoice.

“The thing is, | have no idea how to find someone. I'm redlly
out of theloop.”

“Again, it's not my problem.” Darius hoped Finn and his horny
bartender lost their shirts.

“Will you accept Xanthe finding someone for me?’ Finn asked.

“Of course | will.” What the hell is going on? Why is he calling
me?

“Cool,” said Finn. “Thanks for being okay about it. | just...you
know...”

“No, I don’t know.”

“Things have been so contentious between us, | thought you'd
givemeahardtime.”

“A hard time? Hal | think that’s your new lover’'s problem.
Again, not mine.”

He ended the call. He was so damned mad, he wanted to punch
a hole in the wall. Instead, he went next door for coffee. He
knocked at the door, which still stood open. There was no answer.
That was odd.

He called Jeff's name. Their old neighbor, Mrs. Kline, who
lived opposite cameinto the hallway.

“Is there something wrong, Darius?’
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He glanced over his shoulder at her. “1 don't think so. Jeff left
the door open so | could come back for coffee.

“Is he okay?’

“1 don’'t know.”

She stood with him, in her gray velour tracksuit, and they went
into the apartment. They found Jeff lying on the kitchen floor, flat
on his back.

He was staring at the ceiling. No. A closer look revealed Jeff
was dead.
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CHAPTERS

LaWwanda's punk rock band, Ghetto Fabulous, played worse
than usual. LaWanda must have twisted the arms of every last
employee of the theater, including the actors and more than a few
people looked embarrassed.

“Is that vomit on that wall?’ Jun shouted over the alleged
music, leaning into Jason.

The club venue in the heart of Hollywood on the corner of
Hollywood and Orange, was hideous. The music was so bad, Jun
wanted to go home after the third, er, song. Lawanda hadn’t gone
on until midnight. They’ d walked to the club from their apartment.

A reprieve came when LaWanda broke the stage with an ill-
timed jump, hitting the guitarist with alive mike stand. He crashed
into her and she fell, hard, right the dance floor. Jason and Jun
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rushed the stage, helping to fish her out of the hole.

They walked back home again, hand in hand. “I’m not going to
one more shitty show of hers,” Jun shouted asthey |eft the venue.

“Okay,” Jason shouted back. His ears were ringing and his
body still shook from the weird trance music pulsing the room
thanks to an inept DJ as they walked out.

At the first set of lights on Highland, Jun leaned against a
telegraph pole.

“1 don’t know what’ sworse. Her singing or her dancing.”

Jason laughed. “Oh man. I'd have to say her dancing. | can’t
believe she wore a skirt and had no undies on. She was flashing
me.”

Jun shook his head. “She wasn’t flashing you, baby. She was
flashing me. That can-can really took the cake though.”

“And what about the stage? She's probably gonna have to pay
for the damage.”

“God,” Jun said. They started laughing.

Jun’s mood seemed to improve. He dung his arm around
Jason’s neck as they crossed the street. It was one-thirty in the
morning, but Mann’s Chinese Theater was still atypical zoo with
tourists, theatergoers and movie star lookalikes swarming the area
designated for movie star footprints.

It was eerie seeing a lookaike Jack Sparrow talking to a
lookalike Edward Scissorhands. There was an Alice Cooper
lookalike with a gigantic boa constrictor dlithering around his neck
and body.

“Come on.” Jason grabbed Jun’s hand and they shouldered past
the throng. The next few blocks were covered with the stars on the
Boulevard.

“I’ve never heard of haf these people,” Jun said, peering down
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at them.

Jason knew them all. He loved everything to do with
Hollywood, movie stars...talent.

“1 love you,” Jun suddenly said and pressed him up against the
Hollywood Wax Works window. It was closed now, but Jason was
surprised to find hislover hard and so horny.
“Let’sgivethetourists a show.”

“We can’t fuck here.”
“Sure we can.” Jun’s eyes bored into his. “I want to fuck your
ass”

Jason heard Jun’s belt buckle jangle and felt his lover’s fingers
fumble at his belt, too. Jun was surprisingly forthright tonight.

“The cops are patrolling the streets, remember?’

“Fuck them. Thiswon't take long.”

Jason was aware of a few people crossing the street. A bus
passed them. The faafel stand on the corner was still open, but
only the counter guy was there.

Jun dropped to his haunches, sucking Jason’s cock. Jason was
petrified of being arrested. Jun never wanted this kind of hot sex at
home. Only in public.

Research, he told himself as Jun’s fingers did up toward his
asshole.

Jun suddenly straightened. He turned Jason around. Shit. He
knows | love to get fucked like this. Jun’s cock poked at Jason's
ass. Jason braced himself since he hadn’t been prepared. He felt
Jun’ s fingers moving away.

“1 took butter from that club,” Jun said. “I’'m buttering you up,
baby.”

Butter? He remembered now. They'd ordered a bow! of soup
and it came with a rock-hard piece of bread. The soup had been
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awful and after one sip, they’ d sent it back.

Jun slathered the butter on Jason’ s ass.

“Fucking hurry, | want you.”

“You're getting me, bitch.” Jun bit the back of his neck. It was
a gesture that always sent shivers down Jason’s spine. Jun entered
him so quickly it took Jason’'s breath away. He wanted to jerk
himself off but Jun was fucking him too hard. He had to brace
himself for each thrust.

Jun’ sfingers came around him.

Oh, God, a cop car down on Cahuenga!

“Come now, my beautiful whore. Come.” Jun’s voice purred in
his ear. Unbelievably, Jason exploded as Jun took off inside him.
One stroke of that cock against his prostate and Jason was dways a
goner.

They had little time to do much else than pull up their pants.
They pretended to ogle the window display of Anna Nicole Smith
asthe cop car dowed to acrawl. It kept going.

“Close call,” Jason said and finished buttoning his fly. He
could feel Jun’sjuicesin hisassand it felt good.

“Nothing is what it seems. Not in Hollywood. Look at this. It
proves my point,” Jun said.

“What, baby?’

“This waxwork looks nothing like Anna Nicole Smith. Nothing
like her at all.”

The whole thing struck him as so ridiculous, Jason laughed out
loud.

* * *

Darius felt disoriented. Six-thirty in the morning and he had to
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explain to the cops why he was in the apartment of a neighbor he
barely liked. Jeff of all people...dying. The man had been lonely
and wanted companionship, but readly, this was too much. Darius
struggled to remember what el se he and Jeff had talked about.

It'sweird. | always thought Mutt would die first. Jeff seemed to
take care of him. Maybe | read them wrong...| should never have
befriended himwhen | moved into the building.

“Wereyou close?’ the cop asked.

“No. We're neighbors. You know...we say hi, we talk about
local politics.”

The front door opened and Mutt walked in. The cops had found
his office number and called him. He glanced at Darius and moved
past him as the second cop came out of the bedroom and escorted
him to the kitchen.

Mrs. Kline came out from the room where she’ d been talking to
the second cop. Her hands shook as she perched beside Darius on
the sofa.

“Areyou okay?’ Darius asked her.

She nodded, looking anything but okay.

“And he seemed fine?’ the first cop asked. They’d been over
the same questions many times. Why wasthis guy grilling him?

“Absolutely. | got a phone call from my business partner, so |
took it. | said I'd be back in afew minutes and—"

“That was early for abusiness call wasn't it?’ the cop asked.

Darius frowned. “No. He was calling from England. Anyway, |
came back and you know the rest.”

Mutt came out of the kitchen. He looked strange. He glanced
up from the floor, where he’ d been staring.

“Thanks for finding him,” he said to Darius. His hand rose and
fell again.
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He drew out a chair from the dining table and dumped a stack
of books on the floor and sat on it.

His head went into his hands.

The cops thanked Darius and Mrs. Kline. They left the
apartment.

Mrs. Kline plucked at Darius's deeve as they walked into the
hallway. A man in a gray morning suit and white gloves pressed
the buzzer out front. His van out front indicated he was from a
funeral home.

They heard the buzzer and the man walked in, taking histime.

“Good morning,” Mrs. Klinetrilled.

“Good morning,” he said, his tone grave and soft. He walked
past them and knocked on Mutt and Jeff’ s door.

“If you ask me,” Mrs. Kline said to Darius, “this is the best
thing that could have happened. Some love kills. This man will
starttoliveagain.”

She touched her nose and drifted across the hallway to her own
apartment.

Darius stared as she closed the door behind her.

What does she know? Mad old bat...

* * *

Jason took the bus and train to the theater on Sunday morning.
Jun was still burrowed under the covers with Hendrix and begged
to keep the car. Jason agreed only because he didn’t want to start
the day on afight.

Man, my earsare still ringing.

As he walked into the theater, a pianist in the center of the
room played Mozart and the generally older, genteel crowd sipped
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champagne. Jason waved to a couple of the theater ushers and ran
to the box office.

LaWandaglared at him. “Y ou took off early last night.”

“Sorry, honey, Jun was sick.”

Her expression softened. “He' snot using again is he?’

Only earplugs. Jason shook his head.

“What did you think of the new songs?’

“Excellent,” helied.

He waited for her to preen under his false admiration for a
moment and he asked her if the Costas had picked up their tickets
yet.

“Nope,” she said. “They ill have thirty minutes until show
time.”

“Okay.” He grabbed a bottle of champagne and two glasses and
ran toward the back entrance.

A couple of old girls held out empty glasses, thinking he was a
waiter, but he sped past them, reaching the back entrance just as a
couple came hobbling in. The woman, an elegant blonde with
frosted tips, limped as she adjusted her furs. She looked like she'd
taken afdl. The man held her arm.

Shit! She's only got one shoe! Please God, don't let these be
the Costas.

“Mr. Costa?’ Hisvoice came out in afrightened squeak.

“Jason?’ Mr. Costa' s eyes narrowed.

“Isthat our champagne?’ Mrs. Costa asked, looking eager.

Jason nodded. “I’m Jason, yes. My goodness. Mrs. Costa, did
you take afall? Are you okay?’

“I"'m fine, sweetie.”

“She’ snot fine. She' s been assaulted!”

“Assaulted?’ Jason couldn’t believe what he was hearing.
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“No, no,” Mrs. Costa said.

He husband raged on. “And that's not champagne. That's
vinegar!”

Before Jason could respond, Mr. Costa went on, “We came out
of the parking lot into the laneway. There wasn’t a security guard
in sight and—"

“We walked into the middle of a gang war!” Helen Costa's
eyeswerewide.

Jason heard those words and felt a strange lurch in his chest.

Mr. Costa' s face was grim. “We got caught in the crossfire.”

“Oh, my God!” Jason amost his grip on the bottle and the
glasses. He thought he might be having a heart attack.

“1 threw my wife on the ground and threw myself on top of her.
Bullets whizzed over our heads.”

“Onewent right past his ear.” Helen looked spooked.

“Oh, my God,” Jason said again, his voice coming out in a
shriek.

There was a dramatic pause.

“I’ve never been so excited in my whole life,” Helen said. “I
lost my shoe. Wait until | tell al my friends!”

Jason stared from one to the other of the Costas. “I...er..."

“We're leaving,” Mr. Costa said. “I'm not staying and
watching that show when they’re going to be waiting with dl their
guns blazing when we leave.”

“Oh, please, Mr. Costa, | assure you nothing like this has ever
happened before.”

“Honey, now we're here, don't let me lose a immy Choo in
vain. Let’s seethe show.”

Jason poured them each a glass of champagne and ran to the
box office. By now the story of the gunfight had worked its way
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around the theater and LaWanda looked shocked.

“Get them to their seats, baby boy, and I'll make sure
somebody finds her shoe.”

Jason nodded, grabbed the tickets and ushered the Costas to
their seats.

Helen enjoyed the attention the other theatergoers gave them
and accepted her scuffed-up Jimmy Choo somebody had found
outside for her.

“Battle scars,” she said, sotto voce.

Jason topped up their glasses and left them sitting in their seats
asthe theater lights flashed, indicating two minutesto curtain time.

“Leavethat bottle.” Mr. Costayanked it from his hands.

Jason |eft the theater and headed to the lobby.

God! What a catastrophe.

He paced the closed theater doors, tempted to upend the bottle
he found on a marble ledge and swill what was left of its contents
straight down his throat.

They haveto love this play. They have to they have to.

His cell phone rang. It was Jun.

“Babe, | know you're busy but | just thought you should know.
| just found all of your books uploaded again on a music site.
They're uploading them by the hundreds. Babe...they were put
there in locked codes. | can't access them. You have to be a paid
member to get to them.”

“Fuck!” Jason said. Why is Jun looking on a music site? What's
he doing? His brain cleared. “Wait...what'sit called?’

Jun read off the name of the site.

Jason breathed again. “Oh, that's afake.”

“Itis?

“Yes, they trick you. Any title you type in gets a positive read
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but it'saphony. It'saploy to get your money.”

“Hot damn. | was about to pony up.”

“Oh, baby. You'd do that for me?’

“No, sweetie. They have some cool music.”

Jason’s head hurt. “1 thought you weren’t going to pirate music
anymore.”

“I'm not. Will you relax? I'm bored. | was just surfing. Hey,
there’ s another site that has your books in atorrent. Whatever that
is.”

“Yeah. | know what those are.”

“They came from some guy who goes by Private Eye. There's
alink to that Ostrichwalk site.”

“Fuck!” Jason felt his blood pressurerising.

“I'll make alist of everything and you can take it down when
you get home.”

“No, babe, can you just send me a text with the link now? I'll
pop downstairs and file away.”

“How’sit going over there?’

“My dear old couple got shot at.”

“Redlly?’

“I'll tell you about it later.” Jason checked the time. He had
forty-five minutes to go before intermission. Plenty of timeto race
downgtairs, get online and come back again.

His will battled his sense of injustice. He picked up the
champagne bottle he'd been ogling, rounded the corner, hid in a
dark space and put his lips to the bottle. His chance to get
hammered and the bottle was empty. What the fuck? Somebody
had emptied it as he' d been talking to Jun.

Hedlid to thefloor.

| can’t take much more of this. | can't.
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* * *

“l don't know about meeting your parents, Cade. I'm sure
they’re great people but thisis kinda rushing things for me.”

Darius had gone to the coffee shop for toast and coffee and felt
ambushed instead. He stood at the counter hoping to order, hoping
for asmile. Instead he got aggravation and had no ideawhy.

“It'sjust dinner, Darius, not awedding rehearsal.”

“Look, | had aweird morning, okay?’

“Not as weird as mine,” Cade retorted. “1 have to pull adouble
shift. I'm sick of thisjob.”

This was a whole different Cade than the one Darius knew.
Openly criticizing his place of employment right in front of his
coworkers was a bad idea.

“We'll talk about this later,” Darius said, feeling a monster
headache coming on.

He rubbed and squeezed his forehead. He could feel the guy
behind him getting restless.

“No. We'll talk about this now.”

“l don’t want to discuss this now. | found my neighbor dead
this morning.” Darius still couldn’'t believe it. He'd spent most of
the day inside his apartment showering, cleaning, going through
the website, dealing with irate authors and rabid book fans.

“Oh...listen, thisis about me being you know...” Cade's voice
dropped. “Positive, isn't it?’

“No, it'snot. Did you hear me at al?’

Darius felt his headache bloom behind his eyes. The music was
playing pretty loud and maybe people weren't listening, but there
seemed to be alack of conversation all of a sudden. The guy who'd
been waiting behind him walked out.
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“Look, we'll talk later,” Darius said, swinging his laptop over
his shoulder.

“Y eah, goodbye and all that,” Cade shouted, sounding bitter.

Outside, Darius took a deep breath. What the fuck was going
on with Cade?

He stared across the road at his apartment building and al he
could see was Jeff lying dead on the floor, the expression on his
face he realized now had been one of surprise. He wondered how
Mutt would handleit.

He debated where to go next. He did not want to go home. He
heard the café door open and Cade was beside him.

“Look, I'm sorry. I'm having aredly bad day, okay? We didn’t
sleep much and | wasn't expecting to work.”

“It'sfine,” Darius said. He saw Mutt walk out of the apartment
building and trot down the stairs.

Darius frowned. Man, the guy looks like he' sgot a springin his
step!

He shook his head. He was imagining things.

“Come back in, okay?’

Darius hesitated.

“Come on...l won't bite.” Cade smiled. “Unless you ask me
to.”

Dariusfell for the smile. “Okay.” Back inside, hisfavorite table
was gone, but he picked another one without a window view. He
fired up his laptop and Cade soon brought him coffee and a grilled
cheese sandwich.

“There you are, big boy.” Cade bustled around cleaning up
glasses, ashtrays.. . he seemed to be back to his usual good humor.

Drugs? Could that be it? Darius resolved to learn more about
Cade' s medical condition. What was he taking? Was his vira load
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really negligible? Was whatever he was taking likely to cause such
violent mood swings? He sighed as he studied the latest uploads on
hiswebsite. In spite of hislack of attention, Ostrichwalk was doing
fine. All of his Jason Jagger books still had live, active links.

He had no idea why, but this guy intrigued him. His choice of
material wasn't to Darius' s taste, but he was intrigued nonethel ess.
He wondered how much money Jagger was making and why he so
diligently patrolled the site, removing his links. Why does he need
to worry? He's probably got a big, fancy house in Malibu. He
probably has hot guys tumbling over his feet. The guy has to be
rolling in dough.

Darius checked al the uploads and was surprised to see a few
of the links were suddenly down. He's obsessed. He must be on
here night and day removing links. Jagger’s first book Cat Power
till had an active link. A PDF file. He downloaded it. He'd read it,
just to see what all the fuss was about.

* * *

Mr. Costa refused to sign up for a season pass. Mrs. Costa,
however, dlipped Jason a check. “This goesto my private mail box.
They can send me my passesthere.”

Jason blinked. He' d just made commission. He had to thank the
show’s stars who' d made a point of coming out to the lobby and
greeting the couple. He was sure this made al the difference. Mrs.
Costa made a point of telling Raul Marquez that they, like him,
were survivors of random violence.

Raul nodded. In that moment, Jason realized how close the
Costas came to being urban statistics. Fate realy did have some
fickle fingers. The world is like one great big turnstyle and each
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day they let me pass...one day, you never know when, they just
don't...

After hugging her, Jason found a security guard to personally
escort the Costas back to their car. The guard seemed alittle tipsy.
He must have been drinking the free champagne.

Mahdi, who'd been working as an usher, ran over to Jason.

“You got a check? Good boy!” She hugged him. Checks were
okay since they could be verified immediately. LawWanda, who'd
had had bad luck selling copies of her CD at Will Call grudgingly
took his check, verified it by electronic activation and took it from
him to put with the current day’ s earnings. She would let Araknow
she had it since nobody was in Audience Development right now.
Jason hated to hang on until the following morning to have his
statistics bumped up, but at least he had the money.

“Well done, swestie. Did you drive or take the train?’ Mahdi
asked.

“Tran.”

“Wdll, I'll buy you a dice of pizza and we'll head home
together.”

Shethreaded her arm through his and they |eft the theater.

It was sunny and warm and Jason felt good about life. His new
book was coming along just fine. He was caught in what he called
“in between land” where he was mentally with his characters, but
physicaly in hisown life.

I want my own Adriano. The thought hit him like a brick to the
head. Jun wasn’t an Adriano. Maybe an Adriano didn't really exist.
He brushed the thought aside. He was about to eat pizza. The
second-best thing in hismind to sex.

They rolled up to Johnnie's and were shocked to see it was
closed. A small sign in the window said, Due to the bad economy,
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we are forced to close. Thank you to all our loyal customers.

“1 knew he was over-generous with those mushrooms,” Mahdi
said.

The thought was so hilarious in that ridiculous moment that
Mahdi and Jason laughed. It felt good to laugh. Man, it had been
toolong...

* * *

Darius went to an AIDS clinic after his strange encounter with
Cade. He felt he needed to know more about HIV and AIDS and
was relieved to find a very short wait before a counselor invited
him to take a seat.

The place was a little intimidating with its health posters and
the dight air of panic to some of the young men in the waiting
room, but then AIDS was a scary disease.

After introductions were made and Jim Jarvis poured Darius a
cup of coffee, the counselor, an attractive guy in hislate thirties sat
back and let Dariustalk.

He described his evening with Cade, their ultra-safe sex and he
confessed that Cade was his first experience with somebody living
with HIV.

“There' s no need to fed guilty about that,” Jim said. “I am glad
you've met a responsible man and | am glad you can see past the
disease to give him a chance. However, | think you should get
tested yourself. If your relationship is going to continue, you
should know exactly what his health statusis.”

“But hesayshisviral load is negligible,” Darius reminded him.

Jm looked him right in the eye. “And maybe it is, but he
wouldn't be the first guy who lied. Look, I'm not saying he's
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lying, he may be telling you the truth, but there are many strains of
thisvirus and even if hisviral load iswhat he saysit is, he can still
infect you.”

“Can the medications he’ staking...or possibly be taking, affect
his persondlity, you know cause mood swings?’

Jim studied him for amoment. “If hisviral level isundetectable
ashe saysitis, it means he'staking his medications. HIV is not an
illness that gets that way by accident. There are side effects to all
drugs, but | can’t honestly answer that question without knowing
what he' staking.”

“Fair enough,” Darius said, feeling dispirited.

“1 think it's fair for you to ask him what he is taking, should
your relationship progress, because there are long-term side effects
associated with any course of treatment. But let’s start with you,
shall we? Let’s get you tested and then, if you like, I’d be happy to
set up a counseling session with you and your boyfriend.”

“My lover left me,” Darius said, feeling the pain all over again
of Finn’sdefection. “I didn’t think I’ d be wading in the dating pool
agan.”

“It doesn’'t have to be a bad thing,” Jim said. “Come on, let's
get you started.”

Darius submitted to blood testing, feeling the same panic
everyone felt when they were tested for HIV. Over the shoulder of
the male nurse taking his blood, he stared at the poster and the
darming statistical graph that male-to-male sexual contact made
up fifty-three percent of AIDS-related illnessesin the US.

| don’t want to be a statistic. | want to be with one man who
loves me. Why did Finn stop loving me?

Jim Jameson was talking to a twinky-looking young couple as
he left the clinic, but gave him a friendly wave as he closed the
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door on his new session.

Another clinic worker gave Darius a card and said he should
call in four days for his results. In the meantime, he pulled out a
plastic bag, filled it with aton of information on HIV and AIDS.

“Would you like some condoms?’ the guy asked.

Darius stared at the tray on the tabletop with an array of
packagesin al kinds of enticing colors.

“These new Japanese ones are smoking,” the guy said. “All the
guyslovethem.”

Dariustook afew.

“Don’'t be shy,” the guy said. “Better safe than sorry.”

* * *

Mahdi lived in the Hollywood Hills in a lovely, spacious
apartment on Odin, an incongruoudly tiny, twisting canyon road
overlooking the Hollywood Bowl. You could never find parking
and it was impossible to get public transportation there, but it was
beautiful, a secret jewel in the sprawling city mass.

In the summer, it was the go-to place for al her friends when
the Bowl’ s concert series was in full swing. She had a clear view
of the amphitheatre and it was as if the musicians played right
outside her window. Most of the time she liked it, but as she
frequently told the members of The Dinosaur Club, on weird jazz
nights, she didn't enjoy it so much, especialy when the loud,
experimental music went on late into the night.

She had persuaded Jason to come for the Bowl’s big event,
Sng-Along Sound of Music, where everybody, including the men,
dressed up as characters from the musical. She and Jason chopped
salad makings in the kitchen as her new boyfriend, Raul Marquez
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from the DTC's hit show Fiesta Forever, fired up the Weber on
the balcony. Four chairs were positioned on one end for good
views of the Bowl but smoke kept blowing acrossit.

“1 don’t mind,” Jason assured her when Mahdi complained to
Raul. “We' ve got the best seats in the house.”

He loved Mahdi’s home. Comfortably furnished with huge
sofas, large, wooden coffee and side tables, the walls were given
over to her life in the theater. She had worked at the magnificent
Shubert Theater before it had been demolished and had been given
two priceless gifts before it al came tumbling down. Pride of place
was a gigantic, stunning black and white photograph of actress
Marion Davies in al her 1940s glory. The photo was luminous.
Davies embodied everything about old Hollywood glamour that
Jason and Mahdi loved.

She'd also nabbed a framed poster of Leonard Nimoy as
Sherlock Holmes from a production staged there.

Mahdi had posters from Jelly's Last Jam and a few of the
DTC searlier efforts. She was atheater geek through and through.

Jason checked the time on his cell phone. He'd called Jun, who
had been excited about coming. He said he'd stop and pick up
some champagne.

“Hey, babe, the salmon’ s already done,” Raul said, coming into
the kitchen. He handed Mahdi a platter of barbecued fish and corn
cobs. They grinned at each other. Their relationship was a super-
secret and clearly in its early hot phase. Mahdi was taller and
bigger than Raul, but they seemed to adore one another.

The front door intercom buzzed and Mahdi disengaged from
meaningful eye combat to answer it. It was the first time Jason had
ever been alone with Raul and the two men stared at each other.

“How are the books selling?’ Raul asked him.
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“They’re doing fine,” Jason responded.

Raul popped a cashew into his mouth. “Why do | sense abut?’

Jason laughed. “Piracy iskilling me.”

“Piracy?’

“Your honey’s here,” Mahdi said, full of smiles. Jason was
pleased to see that Jun had brought her flowers.

“Poppies,” Jason said. “How lovely.”

Jun nodded, kissing Jason full on the lips. Jason noted the
pained expression on Raul’ sface.

“Poppies dways make me think of Mahdi. They're happy,
peppy flowers.”

Mahdi laughed. “Is that how you see me, Jun?’

“Sure. You have a beautiful fragility but you're also very
strong.”

“1 am woman, hear me roar,” Mahdi joked.

Jason was till in shock that she was involved with Raul. It was
acontroversia relationship to be sure. Raul had so far proved to be
the only member of his comedy troupe not to be sleeping his way
through the theater staff. Mahdi, for al her appearances of being
tough, was a marshmallow. He hoped Raul wouldn't break her
heart.

“This is the schedule for upcoming Bowl events,” Mahdi said,
spreading abrochure on top of the kitchen counter.

“Jack Johnson!” Jun enthused.

“Sergio Mendez,” Raul said, nodding his approval. “Can't
wait.”

“Oh, look. A vampire weekend in September,” Jason said.

“We can dress up. Say...should | have dressed up as Fraulein
Maria?’ Jun asked as the overture for The Sound of Music began.

“No,” Raul said. He popped the champagne cork and filled
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Mahdi’ s elegant champagne flutes. They toasted one ancther, filled
their plates and rushed outside.

It was a lovely moment, as they all watched the movie began,
Julie Andrews thrusting her arms open wide to life and love, the
sunlight slowly beginning to fade behind her.

“1 never saw this show asakid,” Raul said.

“Were you in agang?’ Jun asked as the movie opened and the
Hollywood Hills came aive with the sound of sing-along-songs.

Raul didn't take offense. “No. Mexican kids didn't watch
things like The Sound of Music.”

“l didn't watch it as a kid either,” Jun said. “The first time |
watched it was with Jason in college. We watched it in bed eating
beef with black bean sauce.”

Raul laughed. “Y ou remember what you were eating?’

“Sure | do,” Jun said. “I was naked in bed and in love with the
hottest guy | ever met. Y ou don't forget athing like that.”

Jason should have been happy, except he'd just glimpsed the
label on the champagne bottle. Veuve Clicquot. Where the hell had
Jun found the money to buy such expensive booze?

* * *

Dariusdidn’t really want to go home but he had work to do and
he was expecting a call from Xanthe. He didn’t feel like battling
for a coffee shop table and waiting to see what kind of mood Cade
was in. He walked up the stairs to his apartment. He knocked on
Mutt’s door. When Mutt opened it, helooked quite cheerful.

“Hey,” Darius said. “I just wanted to check on you. | bought
you some flowers.”

Mutt stared at them as if they were live, crawling snakes.
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“What do | want those for? If you want to be helpful, buy me some
beer.”

Darius was taken aback. “Beer?’

“Y eah. Cascade. They sdll it down at the corner store.”

Geez, Louise.

Dariusdidn’t really want to contribute to the man’s alcoholism,
but he dropped his things in the apartment, put the poppies he'd
found at a street stall in water and rushed to the store. He bought
rye bread, cheese and pastrami, a bag of freshly-ground Italian
roast and milk. He reluctantly picked up a six pack of beer and
lugged it al back home. He knocked again at Multt’s door.

“Gee, thanks,” Mutt sneered. “Last of the big spenders.” He
took the beer and shut the door on Darius.

What an ass.

Back in his apartment, he fired up his laptop. He waited for
Xanthe's call and to his amazement, for the first time since he'd
lived next door to Mutt and Jeff, he heard music and...he was
certain, dancing next door. He felt a chill go through him. It's as
though he'sdancing on Jeff’ sgrave...

Xanthe called right on time and he focused on the business at
hand.

“We have a bunch of newbies on the site,” she said. “There's
one lady in Atlanta, Georgia who's doing a bang-up job uploading
brand new releases from all the major sites. Thirty just last night.”

“That's great.” Suddenly, Darius felt an odd pinprick of guilt.
He thought of Cade and the long hours he worked in the café. He
knew the guy struggled. He brushed the thought aside.

“Hey, | found someone to buy out Finn,” she said. “I guess that
kind of means you have some closure, huh?’

Closure. Did it exist? Not for Darius. He felt more alone than

86



COPSAND RUBBERS

ever, wishing he had an anchor, wishing he wasn't in his small
boat alone, looking for safe harbor. He liked Cade, but even he
wasn't in the boat with him. When he looked around, he had the

weirdest feeling Cade wouldn't ever get into the boat with him at
all.
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CHAPTERG

Jun was in a really good mood, thanks to a lot of laughs and
champagne at Mahdi’s. Jason took the wheel, driving them home
in his car. He tried not show annoyance that Jun always left a ton
of rubbish in it and had driven al the way high into the hills with
no gas. Jason gassed up on Franklin and they zoomed home. Jun
was frisky as hell as they parked. Jason reminded himself to move
the car by eight AM for mandatory street cleaning.

“Let’sget somepie,” Jun said.

Pie? Boy, hewas drunk. The line inside House of Pies was too
long and Jason was grateful to get his lover home. They jumped
into bed the second they shut the front door. Jun attacked Jason’s
pants, his mouth moving straight to Jason’s cock. He always licked
Jason tentatively, asif surprised to find a cock between hislegs.
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“They’re kind of an odd couple, aren’t they?’ he asked, coming
off Jason for a moment. “They were mooning over each other. It
waskind of ...weird.”

Something about it felt off to Jason, too. Lying on his back, he
stroked Jun’ s naked thighs as his lover knelt by his side on the bed.
Jason’ sfingers moved to Jun’s ass and Jun reacted to the sensation,
immediately scooting his legs toward Jason so that they could
sixty-nine.

“You think she's after some street cred?’ Jun asked.

“Shut up and suck me, bitch,” Jason said. He knew the window
was short for Jun and cock-sucking. As soon as he sobered up even
dightly, he'd want just his ass licked. Jason sucked his man's
cockhead and the pre-come tasted sweet against his tongue. That
was a good sign that Jun wasn't using. His fluids always tasted
damned weird when he’'d been using, even though Jason at the
time had no idea.

Jun got worked up very fast and kept up a brisk pace sucking
Jason’'s balls and shaft. Jason loved receiving head and glanced
down to watch Jun in action for amoment.

As if aware of scrutiny, Jun lifted his head. “Please fuck me,
baby.”

Herolled over on his back and parted his thighs. Jason couldn’t
wait and his face went right between Jun’s hot legs, his lips
working on Jun’s hole. Jun shuddered and shook. He was close to
coming. He exploded the second Jason entered him and he kept up
alitany of Japanese that only ever came out when he had a cock in
his ass.

“Fukaku hamekonde chodai!” he shouted. Jason knew this
meant fuck me hard and he had no problem doing that. He loved
when Jun wanted him this way. He gave his man al he had.
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Feeling the hot little bottom gripping him in his own moment of
extreme need, he came, Jun panting and grunting beneath him.

“Iku,” he said in Jun’s ear. It meant I’'m coming in Japanese. It
aways drove his lover crazy. His mouth moved to Jun’'s throat.
Jason kissed and licked him until his orgasm subsided. For a
moment, he almost let himself drift off to sleep buried in Jun’s ass,
but he had work to do. Jun was aready half-adeep.

“Stay in bed with me,” Jun said as Jason’s mouth closed over
his. Within seconds, Jun was adeep, his face looking happy in
repose. Jason shook the cobwebs of desire from his brain and went
to his laptop. He wished, not for the first time in his life that his
books could kinda take the thoughts from his brain and write
themselves.

He quickly wrote down his hot session with Jun as Hendrix
curled up top of the sweater he'd left on his desk. He stared a
moment. Wait. That wasn't his sweater. It must have been Jun’s.
He stroked his cat’s luxurious fur and started to rewrite the sex
scene to that his shifter hero Adriano morphed into his big cat
personain the middle of fucking hislover, Harris.

* * *

Darius heard music and laughter al night long from his
neighbor’ s apartment. He heard loud banging a couple of times and
when he poked his head out the door, saw Mutt dragging boxes
and bags of stuff down to the dumpster. When his doorbell ring in
the middle of the night, he half-expected to see Mutt. He was
surprised instead to see it was Cade. The guy seemed drunk. He
stumbled inside and Darius caught him in hisarms.

“You haven't called me. Y ou hate me.”
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Dariusled himto the sofa. “1 don’'t hate you. Are you drunk?’

“Just alittle.” Cade giggled.

Morethan alittle drunk. “ Should you be drinking when you're
taking meds?’

“Meds?’ Cade dipped off the sofa. “Oops...I think | need the
bathroom.” He stumbled off...turned, swaying on his feet. “Which
way?’

Before Darius could respond, Cade fell, hitting his head on the
corner of the coffee table. It was a nightmare. Blood gushed from
his forehead and Darius, in a panic, ran to the bathroom, grabbed a
towel and pressed it to Cade's head. Cade's eyes opened and
closed. He seemed to be in shock. Darius flipped open his cell
phone and called 911.

It didn't take the paramedics long to arrive.

“Aren’t you Calamity Jack these days,” Mutt said, his face
peering out from his door.

Fighting the urge to scream, Fuck you, Jason ignored him.

“It looks worse than it is,” the first paramedic said as they
stabilized Cade's head and loaded him onto a gurney. “Head
wounds bleed profusely.”

“He's HIV positive,” Darius said, but the paramedics were
aready wearing gloves.

Some of Darius's other neighbors came out of their apartments
to check on al the noise. He had the distinct feeling a few of the
looky-loos thought he’ d been beating up hislate-night visitor.

“Want to ride with him?’ the second paramedic asked.

Darius nodded. He grabbed a sweater and locked his door,
ignoring some of the neighbors who were whispering in the
corridor. Mutt was not among them.

He got into the back of the ambulance, relieved that the siren-
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filled journey didn’t take too long.

“Is he HIV positive or does he have full-blown AIDS?’ the
paramedic tending Cade asked him.

“No, he sayshisvird load is hegligible.”

The paramedic nodded, adjusting the bag of fluids on a stand
beside him.

“You're covered in his blood. You might want to get tested
whileyou're here.”

| just got tested this morning. This can’t be happening. This
can't bereal. Thiscan't be my lifel

They arrived at the emergency entrance of Beaumont Hospital
and two orderlies came rushing out to help ferry Cade inside.

Darius found himself shunted to the admissions desk where he
was asked a battery of questions he couldn’t answer about Cade's
health insurance, next of kin or what drugs he was taking for his
HIV condition.

“I'm sorry, | fed redly stupid,” he said. “I hardly know the
guy. He came to my apartment drunk.”

The admissions nurse was nice, but stern. “1 need his insurance
information.”

An orderly handed over Cade's wallet that had been removed
from his clothing.

“Stewart Cade Thompson. That's him, right?” She held up a
Michigan driver’slicense.

“That’shim,” Darius said.

“1 don’t see an insurance card,” she said.

“Does that mean you won't treat him?”

“No, we'll treat him,” she said. “It’'ll be expensive though.”

“Maybe he hasinsurance.”

“Hmmph,” she said. “ There' s an emergency number here. HE's
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an organ donor.”

“Organ donor? The paramedic said it wasn’t that bad!”

“Would you relax? I'm just saying because he's a registered
organ donor, | have an emergency contact phone number.”

“Oh, okay.”

“Do you have insurance?’

“Yes, | do.”

“Since your friend isHIV positive, you should take atest.”

“1 had one this morning.”

“You'll need to take another one. Y ou should see the doctor.”

She pointed to a door. He walked toward it and went in just as
somebody else walked out. The intern who saw him freaked out.

“Y ou shouldn’t be walking with al that blood loss!”

“Not my blood,” Darius said. “I brought in afriend.”

After he explained, the doctor examined him.

“You don't appear to have any open wounds and no blood
gpatter near your eyes, nose or mouth, but we can take a blood test
for you.”

Dariusfelt his heart sinking further.

“You should take one in a month then again in a few months,
just to be sure.”

Once again, he was poked and prodded. He didn’t know what
to do with himself. The admissions desk was slammed, so he sat in
the waiting room, leafing through ancient magazines that had been
donated by people who'd carefully snipped off the mailing labels
revealing their home addresses in the lower right corners.

He waited until he caught the admissions' nurse's eye and
when there was a break in the crowd he rushed over to her.

“Any news?’ he asked her.

“Somebody will let you know when thereis.” She resumed her
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al-important task of putting a pencil check next to somebody’s
name on a clipboard.

He waited and waited and finally the intern came over to him,
looking wan and tired.

“Hey,” he said, sitting beside Darius in one of the lovely
orange plastic chairs.

“How ishe doing?’

“Your friend is fine, lost quite a bit of blood. Five stitches, got
some concussion.” The intern paused. “| just thought you' d want to
know we tested his blood. No sign of HIV.”

“Well, he said hisviral load was negligible.”

“No,” the intern said. “You don't understand. He's HIV
negative. We spoke to his father who was shocked at the
suggestion. We've tested him. We—"

“He snegative?’

Darius was stunned.

“Yes, that’ s good news, right?’

“Um...yeah, great news.” What the fuck? Did he lieto me?

The intern rose. “Well, | thought 1'd let you know. You can
visit him in awhile. His dad is with him right now and we only let
onevisitor in a atime.”

“Wait.” Darius put his hand on the young doctor’s arm. “L ook,
you've been great, but this has come as a shock. He told me last
night he was HIV positive. Tonight you're telling me heisn't. Did
he know?’

Theintern hesitated. “What the hell...he's not my patient. | just
work here. Look, I’'m gay, too. It's a tough old world out there,
buddy, but believeit or not, he said it’ s his best pickup line.”

He didn't stay. He couldn’t stay. He was beyond furious. He
walked out of the hospital. It was three AM. He called Xanthe as
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he paced West 13 Mile Road. She picked up on thefirst ring.

“How did you know | was awake?’ she asked by way of a
greeting.

“Something bad' s happened.”

“Tell me.” Sheinhaled.

“You took up smoking again?’ he asked.

“Yes. Who are you, the cigarette police? Now tell me, lover.
What'sup?’

He fought his way out of the manicured hospital grounds and
spilled his guts to Xanthe on the phone. His battery was running
low and he wanted to scream in frustration.

But Xanthe thought it was funny. “Geez, that’s a new one,” she
said, when her laughter subsided. “He survives on pity fucks?
Dude, | thought you hit the skunk parade with Finn. You've
officially sunk to even lower depths.”

Fuck you! He held his tongue. He couldn’t afford to lose the
one friend he ill had, who had been his staunchest supporter
through so many catastrophes.

“Listen,” she said, when he didn’t respond. “| haveto goto LA
to take some meetings. Come with me. Y ou should meet the new
investors anyway. We can take in the sights, have fun for a few
days.”

“l can’t,” he said, feeling a new headache mushrooming behind
his eyes.

“Why not?’

He opened his mouth. She was right. Why not? What was
keeping him here?

“Okay,” he said. His battery ran out of juice cutting Xanthe off
mid-sentence but he didn’t care. He was off on a new adventure.
His mom always said Darius was happiest with a boarding passin
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his hand. She was right. She was living in Ojai now, just a little
over an hour north of LA. He could rent a car and swing up there
and visit. He took a deep breath and walked al the way home,
staring up at the dark and muddlied sky. He was remembering a
line from The Apartment.

Why do peopl e have to love people anyway?

He waited at a corner for the light to change. Night or day
traffic kept moving. Life kept going on. He wondered how long it
would be before Cade found another guy to take pity on him and
fuck him. He felt stupid now. It had seemed so nice. He was like
C.C. Baxter...how did the line go?

Some people take, some people get took. And they know they're
getting took and there’ s nothing they can do about it.

He amost laughed out loud. The whole reason he'd started
Ostrichwalk was to feel some measure of control. He' d never felt
lessin control. Yeah, well, he'd never trust love or lust again. The
next cute guy who put an itch in his underpants was in for a rude
awakening. He squared his shoulders and crossed the road.

From now on he was all business. Work and money. Fuck love.
Love sucked.

* * *

Jason dept for four hours, rose early, fed the cat, showered,
dressed and hunkered down to add some spice to his last sex scene
with Adriano and Harris.

Harris, on the verge of being turned into a shape-shifting big
cat, was afraid. Adriano could love him still, but unless Harris
accepted Adriano’s blood, unless he was willing to consummate
the fina bonding, they’d have to part and keep seeing each other
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when Adriano was ready to return to his human state.

* * *

“But | want to be with you. | must be with you,” Adriano said.
His eyes flashed, The human state was getting shorter and shorter
with each visit.

“There’s so much about being human that I'll miss,” Harris
said.

“You will gill be able to return to your two-legged state,”
Adriano assured him.

“But it will be different.”

“Yes. It will be different.”

Harris sighed.

“You won't be alone anymore.”

* * *

“Babe, you still here? It'saquarter to nine. You'll belate.”

Jason looked up from the computer screen a his freshly-
showered lover.

“Shit.”

“Don’t panic. I'll drive you. We'll take Olympic al the way
down.”

“You sure?’

“Surel’m sure.”

“Double shit.”

“What?'

“1 forgot to move the car. We'll get ahuge ticket.”

“Oh ye of little faith. Today’s a public holiday. No street
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cleaning. Comeon.”

Jun was in an unusualy good mood. He rarely offered to drive
Jason to work. As Jason saved everything on his flash drive and
picked up his work bag, the two men kissed. Out on the street, the
weather was warm. Jun broke into a spirited version of “l am
Sixteen Going on Seventeen” asthey ran to the car.

“You'reright. No ticket.”

Jun beamed and unlocked the door. “I expect a hot time in the
sack as soon as you get home.”

Home. Man...he had that sucky, fucky second job to get
through before he could come home.

“Screw the job, come home. How's the book coming along?’
Jun asked.

“Almogt finished.”

“Excellent.”

“l can’t decide whether Adriano should put the bite on Harris
in thisbook or drag it out for one more.”

“Well, the next book is the last one you're planning in the
series, right?’

“Yep”

“Well, put the bite on him now and the last book should be
their adventures asbig, balin’ cats.”

Jason laughed. Sometimes Jun was fun to talk story with.
Sometimes he wasn't. The traffic going down Vermont was steady,
but moving. They turned on Olympic, which was wide open. Jason
closed his eyes as Jun sailed through two red lights. They arrived
at the theater afew minutes after nine.

A drug dedler out front approached the car, recognized Jason
and moved away. He was so jittery, Jason was certain the guy was
juiced up on his own merchandise.
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He kissed Jun goodbye and as his lover swerved away, a
second car pulled up beside him. It was Raul Marquez. He lowered
his shades and the passenger window.

“Glad you're here. Get in.”

“1 can't, man. Got a staff meeting.”

“We need to talk. Call me on my cell as soon asyou can.”

Raul took off, turning the corner, driving toward the parking
lot. What was al that about? Jason shrugged, ran inside the theatre
and was only six minutes late for Monday morning’s bagel and
schmoozefest.

He couldn’'t believe how great things were going. He was
number three on the sales board. He'd even beaten Voodoo Doll.
He' d arrived just in time for Arato lay out the bagel nosh and his
novel was almost finished!

Mahdi crashed into the room, pushing her Jackie O sunglasses
on top of her head. Voodoo Dall burst forth with the insulting
noise he aways made when she walked in, the bl-bl-bl-bl-bl-bl
sound he associated with Mudlim prayer. Everybody rolled their
eyes and ignored him except for Ara.

“Cut that out,” he said to VVoodoo Dall, who looked surprised.

Rocky called the room to order. There was a moment where
everyone worried that they’d be told the theater was closing.
Instead, he pointed to the points board.

“Great week, everyone, but don’t rest on your laurels. Today it
starts al over again. And athough Mahdi is number one and she
gets to pick a prize, Jason gets to pick one, too, for his late surge
yesterday.”

There was around of applause. Mahdi got to pick areal prize.
She chose a Yankees baseball cap. Jason had hoped to get the
voice-activated digital recorder that Ara had been dangling at him
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for weeks now, but he went through the box of toys—literally—
and chose the other thing he' d been coveting. A plastic hand curled
into afist at the end of atoy gun. It gave him a sense of power to
fire the thing and see the little fist shoot forward. The only other
thing that would have been more gratifying was using it on
Voodoo Doll’ s pursed lips.

He was on his way to his second bagel lavishly smeared with
cream cheese and chives when he looked up and found Raul
Marquez staring at him over the top of his cork-walled work
station.

“Y ou got time for me now?’

Jason bit on the haf bagel locked in his jaw. He nodded,
picking up his call sheets. He'd gotten one sale that morning and
was feeling pretty good when they walked up the stairs out of the
bowels of the theater. Jason was so surprised Raul had sought him
out he'd left the second half of hisbagel and his coffee cup behind.
He followed Raul to another set of stairs. Backstage. Jason had
never been here before, though afemale movie star had been heard
having sex with her male lead here some months before.

Raul sat on a step a couple flights up. Jason sat beside him and
swallowed the last bitein his hand.

“Mahdi told me of your problems.”

Jason hesitated. Which problems? His VVoodoo Doll problems?
Financial?

“The piracy issue,” Raul said, as though reading his thoughts.
“You mentioned it last night but she and | talked about it after you
left. Amigo, | had no idea. | knew the music business
suffered...but man, | had no ideait’ s happening to novelists!”

Jason nodded. The bagel was lodged in his throat, preventing a
response...or wasit an emotional lump stuck there?
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“l see how hard you work. I see what you do for the
community here. For me, my people...the children. | see how
supportive you are. It's wrong... totally wrong that some...
anonymous gangster rips you off this way. It really grills my
cheese”

Jason was so surprised he found words still failed him.

Raul clapped his shoulder. “Listen, amigo, I'm not a computer
guy but you’' ve been very good to me and | want to help you. Take
this card. This is our webmaster. The guy’s like eighteen and a
serious techno-geek. | know he can help you. He's expecting your
call.”

Jason stared at the card. It read Rodney Jones and there was a
phone number with a 213 area code. This had been the origina Los
Angeles area code twenty years ago. Now it was relegated to East
LA, some parts of the South Bay and, more likely in this case, cell
phones.

“Thanks,” he said, looking up, except he was alone. Raul had
aways been a man of few words, but this was pretty eerie. Jason
hadn’t heard the guy leave. He got up from his cold seat on the
cement step and returned to his desk.

He was pissed to find his remaining half bagel was gone, there
were no more left at the front desk and when he discreetly checked
Ostrichwalk, there were fifteen fresh uploads of his books.

* * *

Darius arrived at his apartment building and was shocked to
find Mutt jogging down the street. He wore old-fashioned gigantic
headphones and held a Walkman in his hands. He didn’t seem to
notice Darius, concentrating instead on his feet. He gave up
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running after half ablock and took to walking.

Probably the most exercise he'shad in years.

He went inside, shocked to see boxes lined against the hallway
filled with empty beer bottles. Mutt’s door stood open, two kids he
recognized from a unit upstairs painting Mutt's blank apartment
walls acreamy, off-white.

“What's going on?’" he asked.

One of the kids shrugged. “He's payin’ us a hundred bucks,
man. Each.”

Inside his own apartment, his landline rang. Xanthe had booked
him a ticket. Time to throw some things into a bag and get out of
Dodge. He stepped around the dried blood on the floor and called a
taxi, which arrived fifteen minutes later. As he headed to the
airport, he was surprised to see Mutt was still speed-walking, a
determined look on hisface.

He thought about Mutt and Jeff the entire way to LA. Had his
relationship with Finn been good? Or had it been toxic?
Somewhere high over the country, the thought hit him. It had been
a toxic union. There had been love, but it had been tough. For
some reason, he felt Finn had liberated them both, had done a
kindness to them both, though Darius's feelings had nothing to do
with Finn’s decision.

One day I'll thank him. | think I’'m kinda getting close to that.
He was surprised when the announcement came that they were
preparing to land. Xanthe was waiting for Darius outside his Delta
termina in a jazzy red convertible Ferrari. He was as stunned by
the vehicle as he was by the blustery, chilly wind. He'd aways
associated great weather with California.

Xanthe blew kisses at him. “Don’t worry, I'm not paying for it.
It was a free upgrade for giving the car rental agency a month of
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link-backs and company coupons on one of our sites.”

Darius grinned. She was such a money-mover. He tossed his
suitcase in the trunk, keeping his laptop up front with him.
Experience had taught him the wisdom of this. He always kept the
tools of histrade at hisfingertips. He never left hislaptop anyplace
it could be stolen or knocked around.

“Where to?’ he asked as she took the far left fork out of the
terminal and onto Century Boulevard.

Her hair blew in the wind and she dipped her sunglasses on.
“We're having lunch at Clafoutis on Sunset with the new investor.
We don't have time to check into the hotel until afterward but |
aready called to let them know we' rein town.”

“Where are we staying?’ he asked, his throat choking on the
wind. Xanthe responded, but he didn’t hear her in the wind. She
drove like a maniac and he wasn't surprised when a motorbike cop
pulled them over as they entered the 405 Freeway heading north.
She stopped in the carpool lane earning a series of honks behind
her. There was nowhere else for her to go.

Fortunately for Xanthe, the cop told them he'd just been called
to an emergency situation as he sauntered over to them.

“Lady, you just dodged a bullet. Slow down.”

“Yes, officer.”

She acted charming and sweet, but Darius saw her hands
shaking on the wheel.

“Want meto drive?’ he asked.

“Hédll, no. This here is my penis substitution, darling. You've
had enough dick for a couple of days.”

They took off again and the wind whipped their faces. It was
hard to breathe in the stiff breeze, but Xanthe refused to put the
roof up.
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“ThisisLA,” shesaid, but asfar as Darius could see, they were
the only peoplein LA driving a convertible with the top down. No
matter which lane he looked in, people seemed to be in big SUVs,
scowling and hunched over their steering wheels as if driving into
combat zones.

“You heard from HIV boy?’ Xanthe asked as they waited at a
red light on the Sunset Boulevard exit.

“Y eah, he sent me a couple of text messages.”

“And?’

Darius shrugged. “I’m not sure he realizes | know that he was
lying.” He'd left town within minutes of returning home, packing
some clothes, his computer stuff, and calling a taxi to take him to
the airport.

“Does he know you’ ve gone?’

“No.”

“Don't feel bad, hon.”

“It’ snot your apartment that’s covered in blood,” he shot back.

She took Sunset, curving around east, and the sun warmed his
chilled bones just a little. They passed UCLA, some pretty
spectacular houses and he reflected on the text messages he'd
received from Cade. Both had come as he’'d been in the air and
he' d retrieved them upon landing. Both said simply, call me.

“You haven't asked him why he did it?’

“No.” Darius watched the dashboard navigation system jostle
itsway into key position. They were heading east to Beverly Hills.

He sighed. “I just want to meet anormal guy, you know?”’

“Y eah, you and me both, darlin’.”

They crested over ahill and the street flattened out.

“So, who' sthisinvestor?’

“Some computer guy with alot of money on his hands.”
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Daris nodded. In the early part of the century, his dad had
invested in several companies that flopped. He felt a certain
vindication that he'd done well, that he’d mastered the computer
beast.

“Don’'t be down,” she said. “Did you get some rest?’

He laughed. “No. | read three Jason Jagger books on the
plane.”

Xanthe grinned. “Y ou did?’

“Yep. | downloaded them online and | have to admit, in spite of
my dislike of fantasy fiction, his stuff isgood.”

“It's better than good. He's an awesome writer. He has a book
signing tomorrow night. We should go.”

“Areyou kidding? He hates us.”

“He doesn't hate us. He doesn’t even know us. Besides, maybe
we could convince him we' re doing him afavor.”

“Yeah, right.”

She shrugged. “Well, I'm going. | love his stuff.”

Xanthe turned on the radio. It was tuned into a talk station
discussing a particularly gruesome murder of a young woman
whose body had just been dug up right near a running path. That
was another thing he didn’t associate with hisimage of sunny LA.
Brutal homicide.

He shivered in his seat and checked the dashboard. The
navigator estimated they’ d be at the restaurant in three minutes.

“You hungry?’ she asked when the tak turned to gruesome
DNA evidence, devastated families, and online sexua predators.
Maybe he got lucky after all. Cade could have turned out to be a
viciouskiller.

Xanthe swung the car down a steep driveway and they found
parking, squeezed between two Hummers up against atree, beyond
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which, was a panoramic, but smoggy view of the city. They
walked back up the slope and back on the Boulevard, they trotted
past sidewalk diners at Chin Chin restaurant. At Clafoutis, a cute
little French bistro, Xanthe scanned the half-filled tables jostling
for space with heat lamps.

“Claude?’ she asked as a middle-aged Frenchman stood and
shook their hands. He introduced his associate, a young, cute guy
called John, and they sat, amost on top of the people at the next
table. There wasn't a lot of room, but there were sure plenty of
tables. And, Darius was astonished to see, several celebrities.

The tables filled quickly and European-looking waiters rushed
around with little electronic organizers, taking their orders.

Darius ordered sea bass, salad, and coffee. Both he and Xanthe
were pastry whores. They tore through two baskets of Clafoutis
fresh-baked bread as Claude outlined his plans for business
expansion. He would invest in their companies if they would, in
turn, manage and control his plans to release French
entertainment—I egitimately—for the US market.

“It's difficult to do this, since the cable companies, one in
particular, have a French-language network available as a pay
channel,” he said. “They are making it amost impossible to
compete with all kinds of restrictions.”

Darius and Xanthe saw no problem with his plans and, in fact,
Darius could aready see how they could create his French-Anglo
website with movies, TV shows, music, and ebooks al available
for a modest monthly sum. They could charge extra premiums for
first-run movies that never made it to US cinemas, sporting events,
live concertsfor big-name talents such as Garou.

He spoke on automatic pilot, his brain really drifting back to
the wonderful tale he'd been reading on the plane. Jason Jagger’s
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alternate universe where the star-crossed lovers Adriano and Harris
inhabited fueled not only all his sexua fantasies, but dammit, a
few of his emotional ones, too. He wanted somebody to go the
extra mile for him. He wanted somebody to need that from him,
too.

“You have some good ideas there,” Claude said. “I love Garou.
He lives in Paris full-time now. | am pleased to see you know the
French talents.”

| pirate hismusic all thetime.

“He is a huge talent,” Darius said as their food arrived. He
tucked into his fragrant salad and delicate fish. It was out of this
world.

“Claude said we need to go and see a play that's like, the talk
of thetown,” Xanthe said, sipping hot coffee.

“A play?In Los Angeles?’ Darius almost scoffed.

“1 thought so, too, but | bought a season package and | have
two tickets. You should seeit.” He flipped through a billfold and
handed the tickets to Darius. Front row seats for something called
Fiesta Forever. The idea of good theater in LA was like...well,
bad weather in LA and there was certainly tons of that right now.

Claude picked up the check.

“l1 wanted dessert.” Xanthe pouted. “How is the clafoutis
here?’

“Ah.” Claude smiled, signaing their waiter. “They don't make
that pastry here because the ingredients are so hard to find.”

“Really?’ She popped her elbows on the table. “Clafoutis
doesn’'t make clafoutis? Wow...what ingredients are hard to find?
It'sjust cherriesin akind of pancake, right?’

Claude called the waiter over.

“It's the cherries,” he said, going into an explanation of how
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the exact cherries used in the original French recipe didn’'t exist in
the US.

“That should be our next business,” Xanthe said, releasing a
throaty laugh. “Importing French produce.”

* * *

Rodney Jones lived, somewhat unbelievably, on a street called
Rodney at the base of the Hollywood Hills. Mahdi went with Jason
to meet him. She said it was for moral support, but Jason suspected
she wanted to talk about Raul Marquez, who hadn’t returned her
two cell phone messages that day.

“Don’t bug him,” Jason had advised.

“He adores you,” Kellis had said when Mahdi confessed their
romance at their afternoon gig at Felizia's.

Uh-oh. Kéllis is always wrong. Even Mahdi knows that. But
she'd grabbed onto Kellis's words like a life-preserver. She talked
the whole way as they drove from Jason’s place to Rodney’s.

Rodney had asked Jason to bring his laptop and he had, after
picking it up from the apartment. Jun was downloading music and
wasn't thrilled to see the computer go, but he'd handed it over,
saying he'd go to the gym for an afternoon workout.

“1 won't belong,” Jason said. “Will you be home for dinner?’

“Sure | will. You till owe me a hot time in the sack. Don’t
think I’ ve forgotten.”

Jason had blushed because Mahdi was right there beside him,
but she thought it was cute. She sighed as they |eft the apartment.

“1 could see Raul living with me,” she said.

“You haven’t asked him, have you?’ Jason felt faintly alarmed.

“Of course not. It's just a small fantasy. He seems so attached
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to his’—she waved her arm in an easterly direction—"barrio.”

“That’s his show fodder, babe.”

She looked wide-eyed. “Yes, | know. And | can’t believe I'm
having the best sex of my life with a Catholic...my father would
call him an infiddl...and one with a pretty puny penis, I might
add.”

“Oh, my God.” If he hadn't been carrying his laptop, Jason
would have clapped his hands over his ears. He would never be
able to look at Raul the same way again.

“It's small but he sure knows how to navigate with it,” Mahdi
said.

Jason laughed. He retrieved the car, parked blocks away. They
headed back west to Rodney’s. They found street parking and
located the apartment quickly. It was huge and filled with
electronica. Rodney was a skinny black guy with a Blue Tooth
affixed to his ear. He talked constantly. It meant that Jason was
congtantly asking, “Are you talking to me?’

Sometimes Rodney was, sometimes he was not.

He opened up Jason’s laptop and after a confusing conversation
in which Rodney conducted a couple of remote chats and fired
unintelligible questions at Jason, the guy finally removed his Blue
Tooth from his ear. He did in a way that suggested to Jason that
this didn’t happen very often.

“All right...I’ve looked at this Ostrichwalk site. | am gonna
noodle around in it some. There's lots of things we can do, but in
the meantime, 1"’ m going to keep an eye on your |SP.”

“My internet service provider? Why?’

“Your link-backs suck.”

“Excuse me?’

“1 Google your name and the theft site is the first thing that
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comesup.”

“Y eah, tell me about it.”

“I"'m gonnafix that.”

Rodney picked up a pen, twirled it in hisfingers and stared at a
bunch of codes from Ostrichwalk that he'd somehow pulled up on
the screen.

“1 have to fix the language. Even images linked to your name
arethe avatars of userson thissite.”

“Yeah, | know. | emailed Google, also sent them faxes and
snail-mail asking them to remove those links and they won't.”

“Leave it to me. I'm gonna have fun locating these clowns. In
the meantime, I’m gonna have somebody upload a nice little virus
to them. You ever tried Black Sun?’

Jason gaped. “Black Sun?’

Rodney’s smile was alarmingly dy. “Any idiot can go there
and download a computer virus—"

“Not on my computer you won't.”

“1’m not suggesting that. Here. 1’1l show you.”

Rodney shut down Jason’s laptop and returned it to him. “I
have all your info on flash drive. We'll talk about that later. Here's
Black Sun.”

Rodney turned to one of several monitors on a long worktop
and up came an evil-looking site.

“1’m going to have a coworker upload one of your booksto this
sSite, except it won't be the actual book. It will be avirus. The users
won't know what hit them. They open up the file and bam! Down
goesal their shit.”

“Holy crap...l want them stopped...but that's too extreme for
me.”

Rodney looked disappointed.
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“Do you want to keep stressing the way you are?’

Jason hesitated. “No...but...”

“Well, think about it. In the meantime, | will see what | can do
about tracing these people. If you change your mind, cal me.”

“Okay.”

Rodney fixed his Blue Tooth back to his ear and kept working.

“Are we done?’ Jason asked, feeling confused.

“For now.” Rodney glanced at him. “I’'m keen to see if | can
invade their hosting site and mess with their minds a bit. Have a
niceevening.”

Jason and Mahdi left the apartment. Out on the street, she
shivered and blinked.

“Boy...he' s heavy duty, isn't he?’

“Heredlyis.”

“1 didn’'t understand half of what he was saying.”

Jason grinned. “Neither did I.”

“It says a lot about you that you weren't willing to upload a
virusto that website.”

“1"d feel so guilty,” Jason said.

Mahdi hugged him. “Can | invite myself to dinner with you and
Jun?’

“Sureyou can.”

* * *

Jun was in a strange mood. Jason had no ideaif it was Mahdi’s
presence or just Jun being Jun. They waked down Vermont and
decided to eat at The Dresden, an old-time Hollywood restaurant.
It had been the locale of many Hollywood movies and as such,
atracted an eclectic crowd of locals and tourists. These were easily
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identified by the cameras they always carried.

The food was American, the ambience a bit too sceney for
Jason’ stastes, but Mahdi was amusing company.

She filled the silences left by Jun, who picked at his Caesar
salad. He seemed even more distracted by the time his Bombay
salmon arrived.

“Hey.” Jason looked up from his chicken marsala. A man and a
woman were standing beside them.

“Aren’t you Jason Jagger?’ she asked him.

Jason was so shocked he just stared at her.

“You are him. | knew it!” She pointed at him. “1 have dl your
books.” She turned to her companion. “Darius, isn't he just
adorable?’

“Excuse me.”

Jun patted his mouth with his napkin and took off past the wall
of framed celebrity photosin the direction of the men’sroom.

“Oh. My. God.” The woman’'s hands flew to her face. “You're
Mahdi Danush. | love your movies! I’ve seen al the Iranian ones.
Areyou living here now?’

Mahdi laughed, sipping a her now-watery Cosmopolitan.

The two women got into a spirited conversation.

Theman called Darius just stood, staring at Jason.

Jason stared back. Darius was a hot motherfucker, that’s for
sure. Dark-haired and eyed, his skin was creamy-colored. He had a
wide, generous mouth made for pleasure.

Sop it. Jason shook the thought from his mind. He had sex on
the brain. He had to finish the book. But till, he couldn’t stop
staring at this hot hunk of man standing in front of him. He had a
nice, muscular build. Not Jason’s usua type, but it was strange to
find himself attracted to a living, breathing man again. He'd been
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in his head for so long with Adriano. He realized in that moment
that hisfedlingsfor Jun were changing.

He remonstrated himself. Jun is real. Adriano is fictional.
Adriano is strong, virile, yet loving and tender. Sure, a man like
that can exist. In a book.

“I'm Xanthe James and this is my BFF Darius Maguire,” the
woman said, breaking into his thoughts. She shook Jason’s hand
and Darius went next. There was a hesitancy there, but his hold
strong, once their fingers met. Jason smiled. He thought he
understood the problem. Jason wrote male-mal e stories. Some men
were uncomfortable with their women reading gay erotic
romances.

“Your girlfriend likes my books...does that seem weird to
you?’

Darius looked taken aback. “She's not my girlfriend. No... it's
not weird. I’ve only read a couple of your books, but I'm... um...
I'm afan, too.”

Jason laughed. “ Oh really? Thanks.”

He wasn't sure whether to believe the guy. It must have
showed on hisface.

“No...he redlly is” Xanthe plopped into the creamy leather
booth uninvited, scooting next to Mahdi. “He read your first two
Cat Power books on the plane.”

“Have a seat,” Jason said to Darius. “You folks just get into
town?’

“1 came from New York. Darius came from Detroit. Just here
for afew days of fun.”

“Oh, I love New York,” Mahdi said and the two women were
off, verbal shopping along Fifth Avenue.

A couple of twinks came by the table. Jason only looked up
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because he recognized them as go-go dancers from a club down on
Santa MonicaBoulevard.

One of them was lifting a T-shirt over hisflat belly.

“Look at me,” he whined. “My navel ring got ripped out in the
mosh pit.”

The twinks passed them. Jason and Darius exchanged |ooks
and burst into simultaneous laughter.

“That’snot aline you hear every day.” Jason shook his head.

“Will you useit in one of your books?’ Darius smiled at him.

“1 use everything. I'm athief of dialogue...life experiences.”

“Oh, yes.” Mahdi draped her arm around Jason’s neck. “My
entire life is in his books. All my dating disasters...say, oh, no.
Y ou' re not going to write about Raul, are you?”’

No. In romantic fiction the heroes all have to have huge dicks.

He was saved from an actual response by Xanthe pouncing on
the topic of Raul. He couldn’t bear to listen to it al again and
Darius was just too damned attractive. Timeto go find Jun.

“1"m just going to check on my boyfriend. Beright back.”

Jason headed to the restroom. He found Jun pacing the single-
room stall.

“What took you so long?’ he hissed.

“Areyou okay?’

“I'll be plenty okay when | have my cock in your ass.”

Jun lunged for the door and locked it. He pushed Jason against
the garishly paint-sponged wall. Jason couldn’t decide if the shade
was poop brown or vomit. Either way it gave him a headache.
Jun’stongue flicked over Jason’slips.

“Did you find him attractive?’

“Huh? Who?”’

“Darius, bitch. Be honest.”
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Shit! Jun’ sthe most possessive guy alive. “No, babe.”

“Liar. | saw the way you looked at each other. You haven't
looked at melikethat in along time.”

Shit.. that's true. “I was writing in my head,” he said. “You
know how | get.”

“That fucking Adriano. Sometimes | think you love him more
than you love me.”

| do.

“We both know who this cock belongs to right?’ He brushed
his mouth across Jason’s lips without actually kissing him. He
fingered Jason’ s cock through hisjeans.

Somebody tried the door.

Jun kept rubbing, getting the response he wanted. He gave his
mouth back to Jason and finaly, Jun surrendered to their open-
mouthed kiss.

Just as things started to turn sweet and sensual, Jun pulled
away, snarling at him.

“Fuck you, man. Y ou're gonna get fucked.”

“Jun.”

Ignoring Jason’s attempts at pushing him away, Jun went for
the kill. He grabbed Jason’s crotch, kneading him through his
jeans.

Jesus. He always getsfireantsin his pantsin public places.

“Takeit out, Jason. | want to play with it.”

Whoever was on the other side of the door rattled the handle.

“Yeah, it'sfucking locked,” Jun shouted. “ Get over it.”

“Come on, man. | gottaslash,” said the guy on the other side.

“Just wait.”

He kept rubbing Jason’ s bulge.

“My chinpo. This cock belongs to me, Jason.”

115



COPSAND RUBBERS

Whoever was on the other side of the door, swore.

“Takeit out, bitch or | swear, I'll take you into the hallway and
fuck your assin front of everyone. I’'ll show them just how much
you like getting fucked.”

Jason gasped. Shit. Why am| so turned on?

Jun unbuttoned Jason’ s fly and roughly took out his cock.

“Bad boy. You're in trouble now.”

He knelt between Jason's splayed legs and captured his
bouncing cock head with greedy lips. He swallowed Jason’'s cock
in a sdow, deliberate way that had him clawing the wall behind
him. Jun was so sexualy aggressive lately. So out of character.
Maybe dl those vitamins were making a new man of him?

Jun sucked the swollen cock head at hislips. Hetook his mouth
off it, licked it with hot little swipes and dug his free hand between
Jason’s thighs, reaching for his ball sac. His almond-eyes looked
up into Jason’s as one finger stroked his ass cleft insistently. Jason
felt hiseruption close.

“Give it to me,” Jun rasped, putting his mouth back on him
again. Jason’s cock shot hot juice into Jun’s noisy, sucking lips.

Jason was still coming as Jun came off his cock and wiped his
mouth with two fingers, feeding them to Jason.

“Bitch is gonna pay with his asstonight.” He kissed Jason hard.
“Don't talk to that guy anymore. Don’t even look at him.”

He opened Jason’ s shirt, tweaking his nipples.

“Jesus, Jun.”

“Y eah, you're gonna pay.”

There was a line outside the door. A couple of guys grinned.
Thefirst guy fumed.

“Had to show him what’s what,” Jun crooned, patting Jason’s
ass. Jason was mortified. Christ. He always hasto go there.
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* * *

Back at the table, Mahdi played with her pasta as she and
Xanthe ranted about men.

“It's al the same. Los Angeles, New York. They al think
they’re something because they have a penis,” Xanthe said. “You
don’'t hear women raving about their snatches like they’re more
important than weapons of mass destruction.”

“Some do,” Mahdi said. They were off and running again,
dishing on celeb chicks.

“Save me.” Darius looked up, then away, as if embarrassed by
his friend’ sloguaciousness.

“We gotta go. My baby needs to work,” Jun said, a protective
arm around Jason’ swaist.

Darius picked up his coffee cup. He wouldn’'t look at Jason, but
Jason studied him. There was an arrogance...no. He was a sad
man. Hurt. Lost. A man of many secrets inside that beautiful
exterior.

Mahdi and Xanthe looked up at the two men.

“Dinner’son us, Mahdi,” Jun said to her.

“Oh, but you can’t. Jason hasn't been paid yet. Say, Jason, did
you have trouble cashing your last paycheck?’

“No. Why?’

“Kellissaid hislast check bounced.”

“Redly?’ Thiswas surprising news.

“Yeah. He just sent me atext.”

“Did you deposit or cash it?’ Mahdi persisted. It embarrassed
Jason that she kept going on in public in front of strangers about
the checks. He didn’t want it getting out that DTC bounced checks.

“| cashed it,” he said.
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Mahdi laughed. “I’'m going to from now on.”

“Oh, you work?" Xanthe asked him as Jun handed a credit card
to the waiter.

“Of course | work,” Jason said.

“Well...I just thought being a best-selling author...”

Jason rolled his eyes. “I’m not Stephen King.”

She looked momentarily confused.

“Yes, and meanwhile, piracy is killing him.” Mahdi patted his
hand.

“Piracy.” Xanthe had aweird look on her face.

“His sales have plummeted.” Mahdi glanced at Jason. “I've
seen his royalty payments. Big fat zeroes. Last month, Jun and |
had to talk him off a ledge. He was talking about not writing
anymore.”

Jason felt tears pricking the back of his eyes.

“Really?’ Dariuslooked doubtful.

“Yes, redly.” What was with this guy?

“Your sales go down?’ Darius looked astonished.

“Of course they go down. There's a couple of very aggressive
stes... oh...” He lifted a hand. “I can't even tak about it
anymore.”

“He spends his whole day taking down those pirated links. It's
unbelievable. And the poor guy barely scrapes by.” Mahdi put her
hand out and grabbed Jason’ s fingers.

“We have a standing twenty bucks that floats back and forth
between us.”

“Mahdi!” He was mortified now.

“Oh, what?" She flapped her hand. “ So you're poor. Big deal.
So am |. And I’ ve been in award-winning movies.”

Silence settled on the table for a moment. Mahdi’ s bounce and
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pep soon returned. “1 hope you sell some books at the signing
tomorrow night.”

“Oh. That's right. Where is it again?’ Xanthe asked. Jason
noticed Darius staring into his cup again.

“At the Skylight. Just up the road a couple of blocks. A very
nice, independent bookstore. Jun has some of his haiku poetry
there, too.”

“Come on.” Jun’s tone was brusque. “You've got a deadline,
remember?’

“But we have to take Mahdi home.”

“Oh, right. Sorry. | forgot.”

Xanthe waved them off. “Don’t worry about Mahdi. We'll take
her home. Right, Darius?’

“Sure. I'll be fine. | fed asif I've known you forever,” Mahdi
said.

Jason would have protested, feeling overprotective but he
thought Mahdi could handle herself.

“Sorry about the pirates,” Xanthe said.

“Yeah, me, too,” Jason said. “1'd like to kill each and every last
one of them.”
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CHAPTER Y

What a clusterfuck.

Dariusfelt dazed and restless.

I’d liketo kill every last one of them..that’swhat the guy said.

Does he know?

No. He doesn’t know.

Thoughts warred in his mind. He was anxious to talk to Xanthe
but here he was, stuffed in aracy sports car with agiant on his lap.
Mahdi wasn’t overweight, she was just a tall, big-limbed woman
who would not stop fucking talking.

His head banged against the window of the Ferrari as Mahdi
squeezed her large frame around on hislap.

“Sorry,” she kept saying.

They dropped her off, and not a moment too soon. Mahdi had
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not stopped talking about her boyfriend, who was in the very same
play he and Xanthe had ticketsfor.

“You haveto seeit, it swonderful,” she said several times.

They watched her disappear into her apartment building high
up inthehills.

“Did shetell you what kind of work they do?’ Xanthe asked as
Mahdi gave them a final wave goodbye and the door shut behind
her.

“No.” He squeezed his fingers against the bridge of his nose as
he got more comfortablein the seat.

“You okay?’

“Yes” hesaid. “No.”

“Shit. What aweird night. | like her though, Dar.”

“You can't be friends with her.” The thought was like a sucker-
punch to Darius' solar plexus. Why did the thought hurt so much?

“Why not?’

In the moonlight, he was astonished to see tears glistening in
her eyes. Xanthe rarely made friends easily with other women. She
was aso more than a little starstruck. There had been genuine
camaraderie between her and Mahdi, but friendship was
dangerous.

“Wasthat fucking weird or what?’" he asked.

“Not here,” she said, reversing out of the driveway. They
fiddled with the navigation system that seemed to be spinning in
confusion, but soon they were heading back down to Sunset. They
were staying at a nice boutique hotel, Petit Ermitage on Cynthia
Street. Traffic going down Highland was a nightmare and they had
plenty of timeto talk.

“You go firgt,” he said to Xanthe as they waited for ared light
on the corner of Hollywood and Highland that never seemed to
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change.

“First of al,” she said, holding up afinger, “what was with the
boyfriend?’

“Yeah. Let's start with him. Did you see the look on hisface?’

“1 thought his name was John. That's what Claude said at the
meeting today.”

“Well, I’'ve been thinking about that and Claude is French.
Maybe it was his pronunciation. His name is Jun, but | distinctly
heard John today at the meeting.”

“He did say John. He completely wigged out and took off for
the restroom. He didn't want us to say anything about knowing
him.”

“So, he's bought into a pirate site that uploads his boyfriend’s
books.” Darius ran a hand through his hair. “And remember what
Jason said?’

“How could | forget? He wantsto kill usall.”

“So he doesn’t know.”

“Of course he doesn’t know. Jun...or John...whatever the fuck
his name redlly is couldn’'t wait to leave. You know what's sad,
though? Jason seemsreally nice.”

“Yeah,” Darius said. “He does.”

The lights changed and they shot forward, barely scraping
through the intersection as the lights turned red again.

“| felt so weird when he was talking about the piracy,” Xanthe
said. “At first | thought, thisis some gamethey’re al playing, but |
don’t think so.”

“No,” Darius said, as she shot down a side street off
Hollywood, plunging south. A hooker stood on a corner, scantily-
clad, right outside a Korean church.

“1 felt so fucking guilty.” Xanthe smacked the wheel.
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“Shit. When they talked about the twenty bucks they share
back and forth...” hisvoicetrailed away.

“Y eah, that was us once, remember?’

“So, what do we do?’ he asked.

“No fucking idea.”

They were silent as they drove across Sunset. Jason Jagger had
anicesmile.

“We can’t go to the book signing tomorrow night,” he said. “It
would betoo...surred.”

“Tell me about it. We have ticketsto that play. We should go.”

Hesighed. “I guess.”

“Well, look at it thisway, it’s the hot ticket in town and none of
them would be at the theater. Mahdi’s guy might be in the show,
but she'll be at the book signing. We won't run into them.”

“Right.”

As they came to Cynthia Street and Xanthe approached the
driveway, she put ahand on hisleg.

“1 could tell heliked you.”

“Shit.” Dariusfelt wretched. “| liked him, too.”

“It's better this way. We go to the theater and forget we ever
met them. But shit, it really sucks. | liked them both.”

“Yeah. And neither of us likes Jun.” Darius unbuckled his seat
belt asthe valet guy came running.

“Think he'll ever find out that his boyfriend is stealing from
him?’

“1 hope not.” She checked her watch. “We're right on time for
Leno.”
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It was so typical of Jun. He sure talked a good game in public,
but the minute they got home it was the same old story. Thistime
though, he didn't even want Jason to pleasure him. He wanted to
curl up on the bed and watch TV. Fine. Whatever. Jason had work
to do anyway. He fired up the laptop and could hear the strains of
the theme song from The Nanny. It was one of their guilty
pleasures.

She wasworking in a bridal shop in Flushing, Queens,

‘“Til her boyfriend kicked her out in one of those crushing
SCenes. ..

He found his foot tapping aong with the music. Hendrix
yawned. Jason often wondered how animals coped not being able
to pick and choose their humans' taste in music and entertainment.
He opened up his file on the new Cat Power book. There was
aways a sense of accomplishment to finishing a book. But also an
emptiness. Whenever he said goodbye to a chapter in the lives of
Adriano and Harris, he felt hewaslosing afriend.

Jason thought of himself as a method writer. Like a method
actor, he lived the story. Whatever his characters went through. If
they laughed, he laughed. If they cried, he cried...

Wait. Maybe he should check Ostrichwalk. God, how ludicrous
that he had to deal with this constantly all day long. Three new
uploads. Fuck, damn theseidiots. He hit the first book, went to the
upload link, copied and pasted it. It was automatic to him now. He
emailed a takedown notice to the offending site and switched back
to Ostrichwalk.

The other two uploads had vanished. That was weird.

He closed the tab, started a fresh one and came back to
Ostrichwalk. He panicked for a moment, thinking he' d been frozen
out of the site, but no. He still had access. Now all three new links
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were gone.

He hadn’t imagined that they’'d been there. He'd just copied
and pasted alink. He checked the link. Active. Okay. So somebody
had just removed his book uploads.

Rodney? He picked up his cdl phone. If it was Rodney, he was
S0 ecstatic he wanted to kiss the guy. He pressed redial and waited
for Rodney to pick up.

* * *

Alone in his room, Darius found three new uploads of Jason
Jagger’ s books. He didn’t hesitate to delete them. They’ d each had
some pretty heavy hits. Shit. A hundred and twenty users. He
calculated in dollars. Over three hundred bucks. And this guy was
struggling. It had been hard to talk to Xanthe about it. She got it,
she definitely got it. They knew piracy was wrong, per se, but up
until this point it seemed a victimless crime. A faceless,
anonymous crime. God. His face. He was handsome. A little
skinny. He had that preoccupied expression artists aways wore, as
if they were dancing with their muses.

There was a sweethess to the guy. Darius felt bad knowing that
Jason’s lover was actively involved in Ostrichwalk. Well, he
assumed he was active. Jun hadn’t said much at the meeting today
but Claude seemed comfortable talking about all this stuff in front
of him. Werethey lovers?

Darius sthoughts cycled back unhappily to the samething. File
sharing. He'd aways told himself that sharing books was like a
library. Y ou got booksthere for free, too, right?

His cell phone rang. He was surprised to see the readout. It was
his neighbor, Mrs. Kline back in Detroit.
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“Mrs. Kline? Is everything all right?’

“Sorry to bother you, Darius, but it's your neighbor, Mr. Mott.”

“What's happened to him?’

“Nothing's happened to him...except he seems...| don't
know...strange. He's thrown out everything. The Dumpster is
overflowing. | heard from Jeff’s sister that they think he died of a
heart attack. There won't be an autopsy. No sign of foul play, but
Mr. Mott seemsto have gone...well, abit cuckoo.”

Dariussighed. “I can’'t do much from here, Mrs. Kline.”

“You could talk to him. He says you were Jeff’ s best friend.”

Thiswas newsto Darius.

“Well, | could call himin the morning.”

“Would you, please? Oh...thank God.”

“What?' Darius asked.

“That awful dance music he's been playing all day just
stopped.”

“Do you have his number?’

She gave it to him. He promised to call their crazy, grieving,
dancing neighbor in the morning.

He sat for a moment, alone with his thoughts. Mutt was acting
like a guy let out of prison. Was this how Finn felt? Stuck?
Tethered? He hoped not.

His thoughts spiraled, the worries niggled a him. He had no
idea Jason Jagger was...so nice. And he wanted people to read his
books. Didn't he? He'd deleted these three uploads. No doubt by
the morning they’d be back up. The upload links were pretty
uselessif the thieves didn’t know to accessthem in the first place.

Thieves. There. He'd said it.

He got up from the table in his room and looked out the
window. He couldn't see much. Streetlights. Trees moving with a
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faint night breeze. I'm finally making money. But |'ve never felt
shittier about myself in my whole damned life.

* * *

“Hey, dude. | was just gonna cal you,” Rodney said. “I've
been monitoring that site for you and—"

Jason interrupted him. “Did you just remove those three new
uploads?’

“No. | didn't.”

Jason was disappointed. “Oh.”

“No, my newsis, um...well. | have no easy way of telling you
this but | checked your trackbacks and well...| hate to tell you this
but alot of your book uploads came from your own laptop.”

“What? How did they do that? Y ou mean they’ re uploading but
making it look like | did it myself? Wow! Technology’s gotten
way out of control, man.”

“No. I'm not saying that.” Rodney paused. “1 mean they came
from your own computer. | contacted two theft sites that get a lot
of your books. There's two file-sharers who are particularly
voracious and | contacted them using a bunch of legal jargon and
they freely gave methe ISPs on them.

“One of them isafake ISP. Meaning the user is hiding behind a
phony ISP server. It's a company called hidemyass.com. That's
gonna be a hard nut to crack. It's some user called Private Eye.
That's a prolific uploader. They can't readly stop that person
because Private Eye changes | SPs constantly. Not just your books
by the way, but many. Also abig uploader of music and movies.

“The second one, however, is...your |SP.”

“But that’s ridiculous. | work my ass off! Why would | upload
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my own books to a fucking theft site?’

“l didn’t say you did.” Rodney’s tone was calm. “Jason, who
else has access to your computer?’

“What? |—" Shit. Jun!

“You got any ideas?” Rodney could have no clue what
thoughts swirled in Jason’s mind. Jun was stealing from him. Why
the hell would he be uploading my books to this site?

“1 am going to email you afew of the ISP upload links. It tells
you the time of the uploads. Maybe you can narrow it down. | have
the two theft sites now working with us. Your ISP has been
blocked from uploading to them. You will be able to go there to
remove links, but you won't be able to upload or download
anything from there.”

Jason felt hot tears pooling in his eyes. This was crazy, just
crazy. It had to be a mistake.

“The only problem is there are hundreds of other file-sharing
sites, so whoever is doing this to you will just move on. These two
sites are attractive though because they offer cash incentives for
uploads.”

Jun's making money off my work. Shit! That's how he's
affording all those supplements!

Tears fell freey as he received three emails from Rodney and
opened them. Each of the uploads occurred during times when he
was out of the apartment. Working. One upload was from the night
he'd gone to meet Rocky and Kellis for dinner. Jun must have sat
down, fired off fresh uploads then come across the road to join
them.

“1 know who it is, Rodney.”

“Oh. Sorry, man.”

“Yeah. Me, too. And Rodney? Thank you.”
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Rodney paused. “Y ou okay?’

“No. But they do say the truth hurts.”

He ended the call and sat with his fingers on the keyboard for
several, long minutes. Of all the sneaky, snaky things Jun had done
to him, this was the worst. Cheating on him had broken Jason’s
heart. Stealing his books stole from his wallet and from his heart.
Why? What did | ever do but love him?

A fresh episode of The Nanny was starting. He heard that song
again. I'll show thisasshole a crushing scene when | throw him out
onhisass.

He walked to the bedroom door, numb.

Jun was half-sitting, half-lying, naked on the bed, playing
lightly with his balls as he watched TV. He looked up, a small
smile playing on hislips.

“You done?’Cos I'm feeling hotter than hell, baby, and | want
to fuck you.”

Too late, Jun must have seen the fury in Jason’s face because
his expression turned wary.

“What? What isit?’

“Fuck you!” Jason roared so loudly it seemed the very walls
shook. Jun shot into the air like he' d been tasered.

“What the fuck?’ he asked. “What isit?’

“You're fucking stealing from me, Jun? Are you crazy? What
the fuck ever, did | do to you?’

“l didn’t steal from you, crazy bastard. What are you talking
about?’

“My books! You lousy motherfucking user. You've been
uploading them to Ostrichwalk and making money off me! Did
you think | wouldn’t find out?’

Jun’s eyes widened. He looked frightened. “1 didn’t...who told
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you? How did—" He broke off his own words, throwing on
clothes. “I can explain.”

“No you fucking can’t!”

“1 spent that money on us.”

“That's your excuse? You're so full of shit. | can’t believe it.
Y ou' re buying secret supplements. Y ou’ re fucking some guy—"

“Holy shit. You talked to Claude?’

Claude? Who the hell was Claude?

Jason stopped speaking because his tongue was stuck in his
throat. Jun rambled, unaware that Jason had no idea about this
Claude guy.

“Look... it's nothing. We fool around. It isn't love. It isn't...
“Get out. Get out right now.”

“I'm not getting out. Are you crazy? It's the middle of the
night.”

“l don't fucking care. Call fool-around Claude. Maybe he'll
takeyouin.”

“Claude’ smarried.”

“So?1 don't give afuck. Y ou're cheating on me again and your
stealing from me, too.”

“It's not cheating. He sucks my ass and plays with my cock.
He...he'slikeadog. | tell him what to do and he doesiit.”

“Oh, shit | don’'t want to hear this!”

Jun opened his mouth.

“Get out! Get the fuck out!” Jason went nuts, screaming,
throwing Jun’s thing around the room. One of the neighbors
banged on the wall, another on the front door. Somebody called the
police.

It was a nightmare. Jun didn’t want to leave, but Jason held the
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lease. Jason paid the bills. Nobody understood the whole piracy
thing, but the police understood that Jason didn't want his
cheating, stealing boyfriend on the premises and convinced Jun to
leave.

“Just let him simmer down, go stay with a friend tonight.
Tomorrow you can discuss your problems,” Jason overheard one
of the cops saying to him.

There would be no tomorrow. It was over. Jason wept as the
cops left and his neighbors went back to their apartments. Hendrix
cowered under the bed and The Nanny ran around on TV in a crazy
checkered ouitfit.

He turned off the TV and sat on the bed. He'd known it was
over. He'd taken Jun back. He remembered what he'd said about
Claude. He' slike a dog. | tell himwhat to do and he doesit.

Probably, he said the same thing to Claude about Jason. He ran
a hand across his eyes. He wondered where Jun would go, but
frankly, for thefirst time ever, hedidn’t care.

He checked his bank account by phone. A hundred dollars.
Weas it enough to get a late-night emergency key change? He
wanted Jun out of here. He called a couple of places. He didn't
have enough funds. Okay. The worst that could happen was that
Jun could take his laptop and/or Hendrix. Well, he'd take Hendrix
to the vet in the morning. He' d give them strict instructions not to
let Jun collect him. He'd take his laptop to work. Nothing else he
owned mattered to him. Jun didn’t care about books.

Jason turned over. Tears till leaked from his eyes. Hendrix
came out from under the bed and climbed up like a small bear,
using his claws on the duvet. Jason held out a hand and felt the
thing that always, the thing that only ever, gave him comfort. The
sensation of hand on fur. Hendrix curled into him and allowed
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Jason’' stearsto fall on him. As Jason’s hand pulled the small body
close, Hendrix began to purr.

That was when he made his decision. Not just about his life,
but his book. Harris needed to be with Adriano at any price.

He cuddled Hendrix for a moment longer and sought refuge as
he aways did in the comfort of the written word.

* * *

Adriano bit into him finally. Harris hadn't known what to
expect, but it wasn't this bliss, this ecstasy as they crossed
boundaries, their species mingling, time and space shifting. He
heard a low groan. His cock had never been harder and he
realized the groan was his own. It was like a rebirth, not just of his
body but his senses.

He longed only for the pad of his lover’s paw, the touch of his
fur. Harris turned over on all fours as Adriano sought entry. How
he'd wished for this moment on so many lonely nights. Harris
marveled at the novelty of crouching down, his furry ass twitching
intheair as Adriano lay claimtoitin afinal act of bliss.

“You are of my blood,” Adriano whispered. “ My soul is yours
to keep.”

Harrisfelt a strength in this new bond he’ d never known when
he had two legs. Adrian’ s huge cock filled him. Harris' s head went
back as he tested out his new roar. The edges of the jungle
beckoned as he and Adriano came.

“Come,” Adriano said. “Let me show you the way to all
knowledge.”
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Jason typed the last line of the story. Knowledge. There was
power and pain in it. As aways, he marveled at the things Adriano
dictated to him. He wished he had a power cat he could learn from.
Ah, that's right. He did. Hendrix waited for him in the bedroom.
Jason absorbed the silence. He felt strangely at peace, turning the
pillows over so they wouldn't have the full weight of Jun's
lingering scent. He felt okay. Numb, but okay.

Only because | finished my book. Tomorrow | have to face the
world again. How the hell will | cope?
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CHAPTERS

Darius tortured himself reading some of Jason’s blogs. The guy
had a wonderful sense of humor about everything except Internet
piracy. HEd been dimly aware that Jason had co-authored an
anthology of short stories with severa other writers. An anthology
in which all the stories covered the topic of theft. All the proceeds
were going to be used to fight illegal downloading of their books.
He had no idea how well it had sold but he felt more than a pang of
guilt that Ostrichwalk had uploaded the book humerous times.

Could these authors fight Internet piracy? Maybe. Maybe not.
He read some of Jason’'s blogs and found himself laughing out
loud at the man’s sheer wonderment at the smallest detailsin life.
His eyelids grew heavy and he shut his computer down. God, | feel
sick. When hefinds out who | am, he' Il hate me.
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He was surprised when his room phone rang. He checked the
time. Two A.M. It could only be Xanthe. It was.

“I"'m so fucking tired and | can't deep,” she whined.

“Y eah, me, too.”

“1’m coming over. Brace yourself, bucko.”

He laughed. It would be like the old times, moonlight picnics,
late night feasts. What was the room service menu like, anyway?

She knocked at the adjoining door and he let her in.

“What should we eat?’ she asked.

“1 was just wondering the same thing.” He grinned at her as she
perused the room service menu.

“Holy heck, thisis expensive.”

He ruffled her hair as she flopped on the bed beside him.

“Let'sgo forit. Onenight only.”

“l want ice cream sundaes and french fries,” she said. She
flipped the telephone off its hook and ordered the food while he
surfed the TV channels. She put her feet on top of his and he lay
back, putting an arm underneath her head.

“Damn, baby,” she said, when she got off the phone. “Why
couldn’'t you be straight?’

“Why couldn’'t you be aguy?’ he countered.

“1 could have the operation.”

“Thendoit.”

She laughed, pushing a him. “1 would you know, except I'm
not sure about having apenis. What if you got sick of me?’

“As if,” he said. She rolled closer and he held her tight. He
wondered if this was how Jason Jagger sept with his boyfriend.
Then he wondered why he cared.

* * *
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“1 know I'm going to regret asking, but why is there a large
furry creature in my office?’ Araasked Jason the next morning.

Jason was on the phone. He'd just sold a ten-package booking
and he was on fire. His fingers kept pressing numbers on his
phone. All his referrals from the Costas were so far proving to be
gold.

“Sorry, Ara” He stopped the call. “That's my cat. | had to
bring himin.”

“But he doesn't like me and he's rather...gigantic. Why did
you haveto bring himin?’

“Broke up with the boyfriend and | was afraid he'd come and
take him.”

“So you thought I’ d like to have him patrolling my office?’

Jason grimaced. “No. | was taking him to the vet but they
weren't open yet. I’ m going to drop him there on my break.”

Araraised a brow. He wasn't pleased, but Jason rarely broke
rules.

“So how’ s your heart?’” Ara asked.

Jason took a moment to register that Ara was being kind. He
was asking if he was okay.

“I'mall right. Thanksfor asking.”

“Cooal. So, I'll just tiptoe back into my office and just hope the
baby mountain lion doesn’t decide I’ d make anice meal.”

Jason actually laughed. “He' s in his crate.”

“No, he's not. | took him out. | felt sorry for him. It seemed
like persecution.”

Jason opened his mouth but Rocky was screaming across the
room at him.

“Phone call, Jason!”

Hetook it, not completely surprised to find out it was Jun.
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“Where’ sHendrix?’

“With me.”

“Shit, man. | even called the vet. | thought he got out. Why'd
you take him to work?” When Jason didn’t respond, Jun blew out a
breath. Jason glanced at Rocky and realized the room supervisor
was listening to every word.

“We need to talk. Thiscannot be over.”

Jason swallowed over the lump in his throat. “It’s over, Jun. |
can't do this anymore. You know? I'm tapped out. I'm all done
giving you chances. Cheating on me sucked... but what you've
been doing to me with this fucking website... pirating my
books...stealing from me... making money off me—"

“It'snot likeit was millions,” he said.

“l don’t care if it was a dollar. Y ou're supposed to be my life
partner. | feel like Sandra Bullock. | thought you had my back.
Instead, | find it'sfull of little steak knives.”

“l can explain.”

“No, you fucking can't.”

“1 have nowhere else to go,” he whined.

“You can't stay with me.” Jason realized his voice was rising.
A few of The Dinosaur Club members were standing up, staring at
him.

“1 haveto go,” he said and ended the call.

“You and Jun broke up?’ Kellis asked. “That won't last. You
two are made for each other.”

“God, | hope you're wrong,” Jason said.

Mahdi came over, between calls. “Y ou need aplace to stay?’

He opened, shut, and opened his mouth again. “Rea ly?’

“Hell, yes, redly.”

“It would just be a couple of days.”
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“Stay aslong asyou like.” She blew him akiss. He sat back in
his seat. Maybe it was a good thing if he let Jun cool off, let him
stay in the apartment...for now. He was supposed to renew the
lease at the end of the month. Instead, he' d give notice. Somehow,
everything changing in five minutes felt right. He felt free, but
scared. Shit, | gave that lousy guy way too many chances.

* * *

At lunchtime, he and Mahdi drove to her apartment and took
Hendrix into the guest room, where he and Jason would spend the
next couple of days. He sniffed his litter box, his food and water
bowls, and went right under the bed.

“He'll be fing” Mahdi said. She gave Jason a spare key, he
closed the guest bedroom door, and they headed back to downtown
LA. They'd had no lunch and as they crossed the driveway back
into the theater, she put ahand on hisarm.

“We have ten minutes. Let's cash our checks. I'm worried
they’ re gonna bounce.”

“You think they will?’

She nodded. “I’ve heard some people couldn’t cash them and |
knew three people who got bounced checks.”

They hurried across Spring Street into the bank. Rocky was at
the counter already, alook of dismay on his face as he turned and
saw them waiting in line.

“No money in the account,” he said. “I can’t cashit.”

Theteller told all three of them to try the next day.

“Funds are on hold,” she said. “Maybe they’'ll release
tomorrow.”

They encountered Voodoo Dall in the theater lobby. A lot of
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staffers swirled. Evidently, they weren’t the only ones unable to
cash their checks.

“Have you been to the bank?’ he asked them. They told him
they had.

“Oh, too bad. | went first thing. | cashed my check.” He turned
on his heel and flounced, yes, flounced. Jason had never actually
seen agrown man do that before.

Jason adjusted his laptop and notebook bag from one shoulder
to the other.

“Doesn’'t actually make you want to run to the phones and start
dialing, doesit?” Mahdi asked.

Back in the Audience Development Room, Ara had left for the
day. So had most of the others.

“What do you want to do?’ Mahdi asked.

Jason didn't have much to do until his book signing in the
evening. He sure as hell didn't feel like getting on the phone
soliciting credit card information from unsuspecting prospective
patrons. It would feel too much...like what Jun had done to him.

“Let’sfind some place cheap to eat,” Mahdi suggested.

Jason was happy to do that. The news about paychecks had cut
right through the theater. The actors were now panicking and
morale was pretty bad. Half the staff was trying to stay calm, the
other half was lamenting the loss of the one job they loved.

“1 predict we'll al be able to cash them tomorrow,” Kellissaid.

“Shut the fuck up,” Rocky snapped at him.

A couple of the actors from the smaller stage shows were
milling in the lobby. Gossip had reached afever pitch.

LawWanda came out of the box office and announced that the
theater owners would be making an official statement at nine A.M.
the following day.
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“You think it's good news or bad?’ Mahdi asked Jason.

“1 don't know.”

“You're friendly with her. Go poke her and see if she fesses
up.”

“Okay.” He made his way over to the box office and found
Raul Marquez already there.

Raul seemed happy to see him. “How did things work out with
Rodney?’

“You have noidea.”

“Tell me about it...on God. There's Mahdi. Dude, come
backstage. | don’'t want her to seeme.”

“Why not?’

“Amigo, that is one tough chick. She doesn’t get a boyfriend.
She takes hostages. Oh, fuck. Here she comes.”

Hetore off down one of the marble passageways.

“Was that Raul?’ Mahdi asked.

“He had an...emergency. Let’s go get some food.”

They turned and walked right into Xanthe and Darius. Shock
registered on everyone's faces. Jason and Darius, however, locked
eyes and Jason wasthefirst to recover.

“Hey,” he said, touching Darius's elbow. “Of dl the gin
joints...” Helaughed, genuinely pleased to see the man.

“What are you doing here?’ Darius gazed right into Jason’s
eyes. For thefirst timein along time, Jason felt histoes curling in
his shoes. Something about the guy made him want to strip naked
and do the funky chicken.

“Wework here,” he said, glancing at Xanthe, who was hugging
Mahdi.

“You'rekidding! Wow, it's agorgeous place,” Xanthe said.

“What are you doing here?’ Jason asked.
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“We have tickets for tonight’s performance of Fiesta Forever
and we can't find them,” Darius said. “We were going to ask the
box office if there was any chance we could still get in.”

“Oh, we'll get you in,” Mahdi said.

“What's going on?’ Xanthe asked. “ There' salot of activity for
an afternoon at the theater.”

Jason smiled. He was not about to reveal company troubles.
“You have a few moments? There's something you should see.
Fiesta Forever is about to give a free performance for At Risk
teens. Y ou gotta experience this..”

“Sure,” Darius said. We're all yours.”

Mahdi and Jason led the way into theater number one.

They took seats toward the front, turning as the doors opened
again and twenty teenagers wearing black T-shirts with white
lettering saying Downtown Theater Center is Me and carrying
plastic DTC gift bags and cartons of popcorn trooped in front of
them.

The Fiesta Forever actors stood on the stage and waved at the
kids who took their seats, talking loudly.

“Thank you for coming today,” Raul announced from the
footlights. “We hope you enjoy the show.”

The house went dark and the kids stopped talking.

* * *

Darius noticed a couple of cops and two adults sitting behind
the teenagers in front rows. He couldn’t believe this was where
Jason was working. The man was gitting right beside him, hotter
and nicer than he remembered from the night before. He kept
imagining the two of them naked, rolling around the large, comfy
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bed of his hotel room. He brushed the thought from his mind.

God, he smelled good. There was a clean, manly smell to
Jason, who turned now and smiled at him. God, nice teeth, too. Isit
my imagination or are we leaning into each other?

The show started and the kids in front of them gazed up at the
stage, enthralled. Darius hadn’t known what to expect, but it sure
hadn't been anything as funny and engaging as this show.
Throughout it, he was aware of the nearness of Jason Jagger and
the growing sense of attraction. | don’t know him...but he’ sdriving
me crazy. | haven't felt thisway since first met Finn.

His cell phone buzzed and he quickly shut it off. He hadn’t
been expecting to be in the theater at this moment, but one of the
actors shouted, “Thanks, buddy,” from the stage and everyone
laughed.

There was a short intermission and the kids went wild,
laughing, yelling, talking about what they’d seen. As the house
lights went up, Jason put his hand on Darius' s arm, putting a finger
tohislips.

One of the police officers stepped in front of the teens and held
up his hands. “Okay, gang. Now you can take a restroom break,
grab adrink in the lobby, or you can wait for the second half of the
show.”

None of the kids moved.

“You enjoying it?" he asked.

“Yes,” the kids screamed. They chatted among themselves.
They rifled through their bags and Darius glimpsed buttons, note
pads, pens, stickers and small bottles of spring water.

“Who are they?' Darius whispered. He wanted to do the
Snoopy Dance. Jason’s hand was till on hisarm.

“Baby gang bangers. The cops get them off the streets into
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youth programs. None of them have been to the theater before.
They are brought here to encourage their creativity. To show them
there is a better way. All of these kids...their parents and siblings
are or were gangbangers.”

“Wow,” Darius said, genuinely moved. “Does it make a
difference?’

Jason smiled. “Absolutely. That's why | am so committed to
working here.”

His stomach let out aloud rumble.

“Areyou hungry?’ Darius couldn’t keep the laughter out of his
voice.

“Starving, as it happens.”

“Well, how long is the second half?’

“About forty minutes.”

“We're taking you for an early dinner, right, Xanthe?’

“Right.”

Not that Darius wasin a hurry. He and Jason were sitting close
to one another, even though the man had taken his hand off his
arm.

God | want to put my arm around him. Do | dare? He's not
acting likea guy in arelationship.

Don't be a fool, man. Be cool.

But | like him.

Watch the show.

Thoughts whirled in his mind, but he and Jason kept sitting
closer and closer, arms, legstouching. | am like a teenager in love.
God...what is happening to me?

After the show was over, they went into the |obby.

“Your boyfriend is so talented,” Xanthe said to Mahdi.

“lsn't he?” Mahdi beamed. “Where are we going to eat?’
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“It dl depends on Darius and Xanthe. Now you've seen the
show, you won't need to come back tonight. Y ou can come to my
book signing.”

“I"dlove that,” Darius said.

“So we can get back to Hollywood for an early bite,” Mahdi
said. “How many cars do we have?’

“WEe' ve got one,” Xanthe responded.

“So do we,” Mahdi said. “Jason’'s staying with me for a few
days so we dropped my car back at my place. | was planning on
going to his signing, so we' re gonna hang out together.”

“You're staying with Mahdi?’ Xanthe said.

“Yeah...my boyfriend and | broke up,” Jason said.

“You okay?’

“Yeah. It was long overdue.” He glanced at Darius. “You
wanna ride with me? The girls can follow us.”

“Yes,” Darius said smply. He felt like dancing. He fet like
screaming. Instead, he walked outside in the bright light, smelling
what he was certain was human pissin the alleyway.

“Youwork here at night?’ he asked, suddenly concerned.

“Sometimes.”

“Shit. This place doesn't seem safe, Jason.”

Jason shrugged. “I’'m...careful .”

Darius scowled. “How late do you work?’

Jason grinned. “1 don't usudly work late, unless I’'m picking up
extramoney working as an usher.” He paused. “| just remembered,
Mahdi and | have another part-time telemarketing job. | guess we
both just quit.”

“You quit?’

Jason laughed then. “Yeah...I guess| did.”

Xantherolled past them in the Ferrari.
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“Dude, haven't | seen you some place?’ Mahdi cracked.

“Do you redize we're supposed to be selling nail polish?’
Jason asked her.

“Nail polish...schmail polish. Not us, darling. Let's go have
some fun.”

“Where t0?" Xanthe asked. There was a long discussion in
which they agreed to take their out-of-town visitorsto The Grove.

Jason seemed very happy as he jumped behind the wheel of his
car and they headed to the freeway.

“1 feel like I'm playing hooky,” he explained. He checked over
his shoulder to make sure Xanthe was following. “I'm aways
working. I'm either writing, editing, researching, or I'm at the
theater. Look at this, it's a glorious, sunny day, and I'm going to
The Grove with a handsome man beside me!”

Darius couldn’t help it. He reached out and touched Jason’s
cheek. The skin was smooth, his thumb moving down to the
shadow of bristles at the man’'s lower jaw. He wanted to kiss him
so badly.

Jason smiled and Darius, enchanted, moved his hand to Jason’s
thigh.

“Y ou want some music?’ Jason asked.

“1 want you.”

Jason laughed and Darius covered his face with his hands.

“Way to go, dick.” He shook his head. “I'm sorry. Music's
great. What have we got?’

“l don't know. | hope there are some CDs in the glove
compartment. Mind checking?’

“No. Mindif | snoop whilel’min there?’

Jason laughed as they veered down the Highland exit off the
101 Freeway. Darius s hand closed over a box of condoms which
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he unwittingly withdrew.

“Shit!” Jason dapped the steering whedl. “What the fuck?’

“Not yours, | takeit?’

“No. Not mine.” A muscle worked in Jason’s cheek. Darius's
hand went back to it.

“Don’t get upset. I'm sorry. | didn't mean to find it.”

“It'snot you.”

They hit ared light by the Hollywood Bowl.

Jason blew out a sigh. “Goddam Jun. I've given that guy so
many chances. Thisis my car and he’ s been driving it... he's been
stealing from me... man. | knew he was cheating on me! If you
leave rubbersin aguy’s car, you want to get caught, don’t you?”’

Darius sat back. “He' san ass.”

Jason grinned then. “Yeah. A big ass.”

“A very big, hairy ass.”

For some reason, they both got an attack of mad laughter and
Darius found himself telling Jason all about Cade.

“Wait—your favorite movie is The Apartment?’

“Yes, why?’

“Mine, too.”

They grinned at each other.

Jason blinked as he crossed four lanes of traffic and hooked a
right on Melrose.

“1 could never get Jun to watch that movie. | think it's one of
the most...romantic movies...and the dialogue!”

“You sadit. So many gems.”

Jason shook his head. “I met Jack Lemmon, you know?’

Darius was impressed. “Y ou did? What was he like?’

“My dad did his roof.” Jason grinned. “He's an awesome guy,
my dad. He gets some big accounts. | was so excited when he got
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Mr. Lemmon. He told Mr. Lemmon | was a fan and he was very
gracious. He lived in Beverly Hills and told my dad | could come
by. | hadn’t started writing books then, and he came out of his
house and he was so nice. So kind. | told him C.C. Baxter was one
of my favorite characters ever. He told me C.C. was one of his
favorites, too. He told me to write anice part for him.”

“He said that?’

Jason grinned, but he looked emotional. “I went home and
started that day. My dad told me that Mr. Lemmon asked him a
few times how my writing was going and if I’d written him a great
part yet. He said, ‘ Tell him to make sureit's anice big one,” and |
will never forget how kind he was to me...when he didn’t need to
be.”

“Did he ever get to read anything you wrote?’

Jason waited at the signal for The Grove and Farmer’s Market
complex. Darius was so absorbed by the conversation he never
even noticed the landmarks as they sped by.

“No, he died. | think every time one of the great actors die,
Gregory Peck, James Stewart, Mr. Lemmon...we lose a big piece
of our sunshinein thistown.”

As they passed the entrance to the rustic Farmer’'s Market
entrance, Darius wanted to know about the history of the place, but
Jason wanted to hear the Cade story. He had plenty of time to tell it
since parking was next to impossible in the massive structure.

They eventually found parallel spaceson thelast floor.

Jason didn’t seem surprised by the story.

“Honey, I'm sorry you got scammed...on the other hand, if he
hadn't been a bastard, you wouldn't be here and, speaking
selfishly, to quote C.C. Baxter, asfar as|’m concerned you' re tops.
| mean, decency-wise and otherwise-wise.”
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Fuck...I adore you. Darius stared at Jason’s mouth. He wanted
to kiss him. He wanted to confess his sins, beg for forgiveness,
pledge undying honesty to hislast breaths on this earth.

“Hey, you two. Let’'s eat!”

Jason broke off their stare first. Darius wanted to open his door
for him, but Jason was out of the door fast.

As they walked to the elevator, he touched Jason's back and
said in his ear, “Y ou make me want to be the tops...decency-wise
and otherwise-wise.”

Jason grinned at him. Darius pulled him closer for a second, his
lips touching Jason’s ear. Jason took in a breath. It reached Darius
al the way past his suddenly-hardening cock to his now shaking
legs.

At the elevator, he caught Xanthe’ swink.

Xanthe was in a state of bliss with her newfound friend. She
and Mahdi giggled like girls. As they walked toward Morel’s, a
sidewalk French bistro in the charming outdoor courtyard of The
Grove, Xanthe and Darius marveled at how Cosmopolitan it was.
The restaurant itself was lovely. Freshly-baked bread with a variety
of flavored butters appeared immediately.

Darius and Jason sat close, but Darius was pleased to see that
Mahdi and Xanthe also sat close together. He' d never seen Xanthe
so happy.

“Will you split a beer with me?’ Darius asked Jason, wanting
nothing more than to plant akiss on the guy’s mouth.

“Only one. | have my thing tonight.”

“Onewon't hurt us.”

“Doyou like French fries?’ Jason asked.

“We love French fries!” Xanthe insisted.

“They have the best here. Mahdi and | came here for her
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birthday.” Jason grinned at his friend. “At Christmas, it's really
beautiful here.”

“It's redly beautiful here right now,” Darius said, staring
pointedly at Jason.

They ordered four different meals so they could al share and it
seemed like the most natural thing in the world when Jason leaned
into him and Darius dipped his arm around him. Their meals were
wonderful. Darius couldn’t remember a better feast, but maybe it
was the company. He loved Mahdi, who was funny and smart. She
and Xanthe wanted to go to the American Girls doll shop on the
corner. Darius and Jason wanted profiteroles and coffee.

“Lunch is on us, because we adore our new friends,” Xanthe
said.

“Absolutely, | got it.” Darius snatched up the check.

“1 have to kissyou,” he said, as soon as the girls darted off. He
bent his head and claimed Jason’s lips for an all-too-brief kiss.
Awarethey werein public, he restrained himself.

“Darius, | wanted you to do that all day.”

“Yeah?’

They finished their coffees fast. Darius took Jason by the hand.
Up ahead he could see Abercrombie and Fitch store. Good! They
have tons of dark spacesin there!

Darius saw the hot young models posing by the front door.
God, Jason is better looking than either one of them. He couldn’t
think straight. He had to get his mouth on him. He had to kiss him.

“Here,” Jason said, apparently reading his thoughts. They could
hardly see in the blackened, pinpoint-lit recesses. He and Jason
dlipped into a dressing room after Jason grabbed something off a
hanger.

They reached for each other, their hands, mouths, groins,
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joined. Whatever Jason had been holding fell to the floor. His
laptop bag landed, too, with a soft thud. The kiss went on and on,
their cocks hardening against one another.

“1—" Darius broke off as Jason held his head in his hands.

“This—" Jason began, his words disappearing into Darius's
soul. God, it was wonderful. Sheer, exquisite lust. The passion felt
like fever. He fdt his hairline beading up, felt the sweat starting
inside his shirt. Man, | am burning up. They stopped kissing when
they both realized their hands were all over each other.

“1—" Darius began again.

Jason moved away. He took out his cell phone.

“Who are you caling?’ Darius panted, trying to catch his
breath.

“Mahdi. | want to make sure it’s okay if | take you home with
me.”

“Cometo my hotel.”

Jason shook his head. “1 want to check on my cat and I'll need
to get changed. Do you mind?’

“If she says no, your assis coming to the hotel with me.”

Jason leaned into him for another kiss. “Hey,” he said, breaking
away from Darius. “Is it okay if | take Darius back to your place
for alittle while?’

Darius caught his gleaming smile, evenin the dim light.

“Cool, thanks, Mahdi.”

He looked at Darius. “I should thank Jun after al. Those
rubbers are gonnacomein handy.”
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CHAPTERS9

Jason felt the smoothness of Darius' s skin and luxuriated in the
taste of it. He was a clean man, which he loved. He was lean and
muscular, without being overdeveloped. He let his hands soar over
his new lover’s body. He couldn’t believe he was touching another
man when it had only been Jun for so long. Sex hadn’t enthralled
him in his real world, only his mental one. He'd strip-mined his
fantasies and emations for his work. Now he found his cock very
hard, straining toward Darius, who stood naked in front of him at
the foot of his bed. They both had big cocks and both were hard.
Dariusfondled Jason gently at first, then moreinsistently.

As Jason's cock started creaming, Darius moaned. His thumb
moved over the glans. Not letting go, he bent down and licked and
kissed his cock head. He pushed Jason down onto the bed. They
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hadn’t even pulled down the bedspread.

Jason held his arms out to Darius, who got between his legs.
Jason felt the wet, hot mouth at his, moving down his body. Oh,
God...Darius was so ord. His tongue went where it wanted.
Jason’'s legs flew open. He kept up a silent mantra of please,
please, please as Darius tongued his crotch, the tender skin of his
inner thigh and—mercy, God!'—moved to his asshole. Jason’'s legs
opened. It had been so long since a man had licked his ass. Darius
didn't just lick him, he feasted on him. Jason felt the orgasm
building. Unable to stop himself, he felt his nerve endings pulsing,
shimmering, felt the way Darius sucked and licked a him. His
cock exploded without him even touching it.

“Fuck me,” he begged. Darius fumbled for arubber.

“1 want to suck it,” Jason said, as he reached under histhigh for
the huge, hard shaft poking at his muscle.

“Next time, baby. Right now, | need to bein you.”

Darius rolled the rubber over his cock, lifted up Jason’s feet,
kissing the toes. Jason’s feet landed on Darius shoulders. He felt
the beautiful cock sliding into him. He hadn’t had such abig onein
ages. His body took it, accepted it. Craved it. Jesus, God, he was
good. Darius fucked him with reverence and didn’t stop fucking
him until Jason exploded again, between their hard-rutting bodies.

The impact hit Jason like a brick. He felt Darius's cock head
expanding in him, he didn’t feel the rush of liquid heat because he
was wearing a rubber, but he knew. He knew Darius was coming
and kissed him.

They could not stop fucking. Jason rolled over on his knees,
Darius ate him out again. He fucked him on his knees and on his
back.

“1 love how excited your cock getsin my hand,” Darius said.
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“My cock islike me,” Jason said between kisses. “ Starving.”

“Wow.” Darius fell back againgt the bed. Their legs and arms
entwined, they lay in arich, sated silence.

“That was...” Jason’s voice drifted away.

“It was.” Darius started to laugh. “God, | dreamed of you al
night.”

“You did?’

Darius propped himself up on one elbow, his hand moving
down Jason’ s body.

“1 don’'t want to share you with al those people tonight.”

“It's only for a couple of hours.” Jason reached over and patted
Hendrix, who sat on Jason’s recently discarded shirt that he'd
tossed on the chair beside the bed. The two men kissed, peeped
outside the bedroom door and saw the American Girl doll bags on
the sofa. The girls were home.

“Don’'t shower. | want my scent on you,” Darius said, drawing
Jason back into the room. They re-dressed, letting Hendrix camp
on the shirt Jason had been wearing earlier. He left hislaptop in the
bedroom, taking only his messenger bag with his wallet and a few
copies of his latest paperback. He left the bedside light on for
Hendrix and they stepped back into the living room.

“Nervous?’ Mahdi asked, coming out of the kitchen.

“No. Yes.” Jason laughed. “We should get going.”

“1 made coffee,” Mahdi said. “Have a quick cup, both of you.”

She poured them both a cup, Jason hating even the small
physical distance between him and Darius as he stepped toward the
fridge.

Hefelt Darius at his back as he reached in for milk.

“l don’'t know what’s happening to me,” Darius said, pulling
Jason to him. The girls were in the living room as Darius nuzzled
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his neck.

“Areyou two gill at it?” Mahdi asked, making Xanthe laugh.

The girls showed off their new dolls and the little outfits they’d
bought them.

“It costs as much to buy one of these outfits as it does for me,”
Mahdi exclaimed. Jason was shocked. How could she afford it?

The girlsheld up their dolls' clothes.

“How much dieting do you think it would take for meto fit into
this swimsuit?’ Mahdi asked.

Jason laughed. “Not much. It's very stylish. Very retro.”

“1t makes me think of Esther Williams,” Xanthe said.

“We should get moving,” Mahdi said. “Somebody has some
booksto sign.”

They dl piled into Mahdi’s car. Jason’s was bigger, but she
wanted Jason to be driven on his big night. Jason didn’t mind. Not
a all. He and Darius, holed up in the backseat, kissed the whole
way.

“He never acted like thiswith Jun,” he heard Mahdi saying.

“I’ve never seen Darius like this either,” Xanthe said. The two
men broke off their kiss for a moment, staring into each other’s
eyes.
“Sorry,” Jason said to the girls.

“No, you're not.” Darius tugged Jason’s chin back toward him.
At Vermont, Jason felt dazed as he and Darius got out of the car
outside the bookstore. The employees had set up a poster of his
book cover out front with the sign LIVE TONIGHT posted to one
corner.

They entered the shop. Jason wasn't really worried that Jun
would be here. He never came to book signings when things were
good between them. Now, however, who knew? He greeted the
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store staff and checked over the book table where al his stock lay
waiting. He also greeted a few of the readers he aready knew and
then the girls arrived.

Mahdi fluttered over to the microphone stand to make sure it
was working. She was the best friend in the world when it cameto
speaking events. The room filled slowly but Jason was pleased to
see about sixteen people sitting in the first four rows.

Book buyers came to their seats with copies of his books.
Mahdi was taking to Al, one of the store assistants. She was
pointing to the speakers imbedded in the walls. She mentioned
music. Man, if he hadn’t spent the last three hours getting royally
fucked, he'd be able to think straight.

Some of his readers started to swarm him. Most he knew by
name. A few he recognized from MySpace and Facebook photos.
He was overwhelmed that so many had shown up for him. Some
coming asfar as San Francisco and San Diego to meet him.

He went to the counter. “I know we said I’ d bring pizzafor you
guys. | ordered it yesterday at Palermo’sbut | really can’t leave—"

“Y ou need something, baby?’ Darius was beside him now.

“1 ordered pizzafrom Palermo’s.”

“Isthat the place just down the road?’ Darius asked.

Jason was aready in love with Darius sface.

He couldn’t speak, only nod.

“1 aready paid for everything, but it's waiting to be picked
up—"

“We're short-staffed otherwise I'd send Al,” the store owner
said. “But you're so nice, Jason, only you would order our staff
some pizza.”

“I'll getit,” Darius said. “ Go back to your fans.”

Jason accepted Darius's quick kiss. He hated the word fans
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since he didn’t think of himself as any kind of celebrity. They were
readers...friends. He turned and saw the place was hopping. He
took a deep breath.

Mahdi had done an excellent job of getting people to tell her
their names, and she'd jotted them on Post-its peeking out of their
books to speed up the signing process. He' d ordered fifty copies of
his books and only about ten remained on the tables. This was
heartening since he'd paid for the books himself. He looked
forward to getting a nice check from the store in afew weeks.

Jason greeted everyone, hugging and kissing those he knew,
introducing some to others. He found chairs for people who didn’'t
have them and spotted his parents arriving. His father and his life
partner were there. His mom and her second husband, whom Jason
thought of as his second father, were also there. He ran over to hug
them all. For aweirdo, blended family, they al got aong well. So
well in fact, the two couples had moved to the same country town
and spent many evenings together going to concerts and having
dinner. They’'d driven all the way from Ojai. He was so pleased to
seethem.

Al straightened the remaining books on the signing table and
gave Jason a thumbs-up. Jason nodded and Al went to the
microphone stand. Jason was aware of Darius returning as Al
announced Jason to the crowd. There was now standing room only.
He moved over to Darius, thanking him for the pizza and
introduced him to his parents.

His mom took the pizzafrom Darius and went back to the staff
kitchen with the three boxes.

“Welcome, ladies and gentlemen. We're very proud and
pleased to announce that our favorite gay erotic romance novelist
Jason Jagger isin the house!”
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Everyone clapped. Jason glimpsed his dad and Darius standing
together, clapping loudest.

“I"m going to hand over the mike to the lovely and delectable
Mahdi Danush, who will introduce our studly stud.”

There was more applause and laughter and Mahdi rushed to the
mike stand.

“Good evening, everyone. I'm so proud of my friend Jason and
his amazing tales of love and magic. I've read al his stories and
I’m astraight woman. | know many of hisfansare. | can tell by al
the women sitting here tonight. People aways ask why women are
atracted to gay romance and | say it's because we love men. And |
think one man is great, two even better...especially when one of
them has magical, shape-shifting powers.”

The audience laughed.

“We have ten copies of Jason’s books left. Please wait until we
finish taking questions, after Jason reads an extract from his book
Cat Power 5 and you can pay for your books at the register. As
dways, twenty per cent of each purchase will go to Jason's
favorite charity, Pediatric Aids. And now without further ado, my
friend, my inspiration, Jason Jagger!”

The small crowd went wild and Jason hugged Mahdi, almost
dropping his book. He was so overwhelmed by the response and in
spite of his nervousness, he forgot everything. He forgot fears,
money, work, piracy... Jun... Darius... he thought about nothing
but the world he'd created. The world that brought him and,
apparently, so many other people real pleasure.

He read two excerpts, telling the crowd, “1 aways make my
Mom blush,” and at the end he took questions. One woman asked
about piracy and if it wasindeed such abig deal.

“Yes, itis,” hesaid, but he didn’t dwell on it. He signed books,
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posed for photos and his gaze sought out Darius. He found him
with his parents.

“You were wonderful,” Darius said, hugging him. He held a
copy of Jason’s book in his hand.

“My mom lives in Ojai,” he said. “Can you believe it? Your
parents know her!”

Jason grinned. “Small world.”

“We have to go visit them this weekend,” Darius said. “I
promised.”

“Of course,” Jason said. “Will you till be here?’

“I will now.”

* * *

Darius and Jason made love al night in his room at Mahdi’s
house after a celebratory dinner at Palermo’s. Each new thing he
learned about Jason entranced him even more. He fell adeep, his
cock inside Jason, listening to his quickening heartbeat.

| have to tell him about the file-sharing. | have to apologize. |
haveto kill Ostrichwalk. His biggest fear was Jun finding out about
him and Jason and telling Jason the truth before he got a chance.

But no time seemed right and in the morning, Jason dropped
him back at the hotel. He kissed him, already feeling bereft.

“1 know,” Jason said. “Me, too.”

“Jason, | can get through the day if you promise me we can see
each other tonight.”

“Absolutely.”

They kissed goodbye. Jason drove off and Darius walked into
the hotel. He had never felt so high and simultaneously so low in
hislife.
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Xanthe wasn't in her room so he couldn’t really discuss the
website situation with her. He fired up his laptop and to his dismay
there were seven new releases for Jason’s books. He killed al the
links. What was he going to do? He bit at his fingernail and
pondered his problem. He was on the cusp of something amazing
with Jason. He did not want anything to spoil this beautiful new
relationship. Not with Jason. Not with him. Darius felt himself
getting mushy just thinking about kissing him. He was serioudly in
gagaland over thisguy.

He had to call a meeting with his partners. He had to extricate
himsdf from Ostrichwalk. He thought for a moment. This no
longer involved Finn. Xanthe would understand. That left Claude.
And...shit. Jun. What was Jun’ sinvolvement exactly?

As if on cue, his cell phone rang. He took the cal, not
recognizing the number.

It was Jun.

“Hey, Darius.” He sounded nervous. “I’'m Claude’ s assistant. |
was at the meeting a couple of days ago. And | ah... met you
with... um... my um... boyfriend, Jason Jagger at the Dresden that
night.”

Dariusfelt himself bristling. Boyfriend. Jason is no longer your
boyfriend, you ass!

“Yes, of course.” He worked hard to keep his tone even. “How
is everything?’

“Well...actually...Jason and | kinda broke up. He found out |
was uploading his books to your site and to some others—"

Darius was sunned. Jason mentioned cheating and
stealing...never mentioned the piracy. We were too busy falling in
love. Shit. | said it. God...that meansit’' strue. I'mfallingin lovel

“Oh, wow, that’s wild. How’d he find out?’
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“l have no idea. He went nuts. Thing is, | don’'t think he's
going to change his mind thistime. Anyway—"

Thistime...geez Louise, thisguy’sa booby prize.

“Look, | want to get more actively involved in the company
and Claude...well, he's happy for me to do that. I'm wondering
what would be involved.”

“I'll need to get back to you on that,” Darius said.

One way or another he had to get out of Ostrichwalk. He
wanted a chance with Jason. He was the tops. Decency-wise and
otherwise-wise. First, he had to talk to Xanthe. They needed to be
on the same page.

“Where is the head office?’ Jun asked.

Darius baked. “There is no head office. We work out of our
homes. Xanthein New Y ork, I'min Detroit.”

“Oh.” He sounded disappointed. “I was just hoping...you
know...to have a place to go every day. | have a new apartment in
Hollywood. | could work out of there...but Claude seemed to think
you had an office out herein LA.”

“No, we don’t. But let me talk to Xanthe. Maybe we can work
something out and you can work out here for—"

“What kind of wages are we talking about?’

Wages? Boy, was this guy pushy. How the hell had Jason put
up with him?

“There is no job at this point, Jun. I'm just sayin’. Maybe we
can work out something so that you can be more involved. You
spend alot of time online?’

“Yeah. Wdll, | did. Jason took the laptop with him. Listen,
Claude’'s put me up in a place on Fountain. It's real nice. I'm
getting alaptop today over at the Apple Store.”

How nice for you.
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“So, I'll be good to go.”

“Okay, I'll get back to you.”

“When?’ Jun persisted.

“1 don’t know, maybe tonight, maybe tomorrow.”

“You'rein meetings?’

“Yeah.”

“Can’'t | come, too? | mean, you know...now |I'm one of the
principalsinvolved? | should know everything that’s going on.”

Oh, God.

“They’'re not those kinds of meetings.” Darius flashed on
making love to Jason.

“Oh.”

“I'll bein touch.”

He ended the call before Jun could argue. Where the hell was
Xanthe? He left a voice mail message for her and texted her. She
was a text girl. She checked those messages more often than the
voice ones. He checked Ostrichwalk again. Damn! Three new
Jason Jagger uploads. He killed all three. He missed Jason. He
missed his laugh, histouch. He missed those kisses.

* * *

The news at the bank wasn’t good. The theater's assets had
been frozen. Not one person employed by the theater had been
paid. The bank lobby was filled with alarmed theater employees
who all wanted their money. Security guards ushered everyone out.
They were just mere rent-a-cops who seemed overwhelmed by the
dismayed staffers who shuffled reluctantly out of the building and
back onto Spring Street.

“It was a harbinger of doom when our keycards wouldn’t work
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in the parking lot,” Mahdi muttered. Several people agreed with
her. All the theater employees paid for parking out of their
paychecks and the theater itself actually paid the parking company.
Security forces stopped al the staffers from entering the facility.
Nobody’s parking fees had been paid. The news got worse inside
the building.

Jason had the peculiar feeling he'd just stepped into an | Love
Lucy sketch. The one where she writes an operafor her Wednesday
Afternoon Fine Arts League and mounts a production with
materials bought on a bounced check. Halfway through their debut
performance, workmen turn up removing the sets as the women
run around screaming in fright. It was abit likethat at DTC.

Federal marshals padlocked theater doors, barring everyone
from entry. Nobody could go into the basement. The theater was a
million dollars in the hole. Some people started to cry. Mostly,
everyone felt defeated. A beautiful dream had disintegrated. Badly.

“That’s it,” Jason said and then his cell phone rang. His heart
leapt when he saw it was Darius.

“Are you okay?' Darius asked. “I just saw the news online.
Y our theater’ s been shut down?”’

“Yeah.” Jason felt dismayed...disoriented. He'd never felt so
personaly high and so professionally low at the sametime.

“Sweetheart, are you okay? | wish | could hold you.” Darius
sounded so loving, Jason felt his eyes moistening.

“Yeah. None of us have been paid. We're being locked out of
the building.”

Mahdi was hugging Raul Marquez, who was openly weeping.
This was the biggest thing to ever happen to the guy and it was
over. So over.

“Shit, baby. I'mreally sorry.”
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“Thanks. It...it feels nice that you care.”

“Oh, fuck. Just get over here, will you?’

“1"m unemployed now.”

“1 can think of some good use for your hands.”

In spite of himself, Jason laughed. He ended the call.

“Mahdi, I'm gonna go meet Darius.

“I'm coming with you.” She was crying. As they left the
theater, she told Jason that Raul had confessed he was married.
Jason was surprised. The guy seemed so stand-up. It never
occurred to him.

“He said they’'ve been separated and they just got back
together.”

Jason hugged her hard as they walked out to his car, parked in a
lot a couple of blocks over. He'd driven them both here and now,
with Mahdi so unhappy about Raul, he didn't like to leave her
alone. He wanted to call Darius and let him know he was bringing
Mahdi, but her cell phone rang. It was Xanthe. She and Darius
were waiting for them.

* * *

They swam in the hotel pool in their underwear, running to the
chaise lounges on the roof to sip coffee and munch toast. The
attendants were sweet and friendly, the music loud and fun. Darius
was dl over him and with the sun warming their bodies and Darius
heating up every part of him, Jason didn't argue when Darius
suggested they go to hisroom.

Xanthe and Mahdi had found two cute guys to talk to.

“WEe'll meet you for lunch, okay?’ Darius asked.

He and Jason wrapped their towels around their bodies, but

163



COPSAND RUBBERS

Jason was having a hard time hiding his boner. They got in the
elevator and Darius touched him.

“Don’'t hideit. | want to seeit.”

The door opened and a couple got it. They looked at each other.
Darius and Jason huddled close, trying not to laugh.

At hisroom, Darius unlocked the door and pushed Jason inside.

“Show methat hard cock.”

He moaned when Jason dropped the towel to the floor. Darius
put the do not disturb sign on the door and closed it.

Slipping to his knees, he rubbed his face against Jason’s tight
black briefs. Man, he was hot. His cock jutted to the right and it
demanded escape. He pulled Jason’s pants down and licked at the
cock head waving in his face. He picked Jason up and put him on
the table. Jason sat there, feet dangling over the edge as, heavy-
lidded, he smiled at Darius.

Darius kissed him. He wanted Jason. Jason could tell. He
kissed Jason’s mouth, his tongue ranging over Jason’s body. He
pushed Jason’ s legs up and zeroed in on his cock and balls.

Jason panted as Darius licked him long and deep. He fét his
cock starting to leak. He couldn’t stop it.

“I"'m coming.” He gasped, feeling Darius s whole tongue inside
his ass.

He wanted to suck Darius's cock. The feeling of bringing the
man pleasure this way when Jun hated it so much brought Jason
his own sense of pleasure. He took Darius to the floor. They
wrestled each other for a moment. Jason adored being with a guy
who thought more about his partner’ s pleasure than his own.

“Let me suck you, please,” he said, his mouth closing around
Darius's cock. He loved the fedl of it, the newness to it. He loved
the taste of Darius, who aways seemed hard and ready to play. He
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licked up and down the shaft, licking, teasing his new lover’ s balls.

“Jun must have been crazy,” Darius said.

“No. | was the crazy one. | should have been out looking for
you.”
Jason’s mouth tightened around the big, hot cockhead in his
mouth. He sucked it dowly, moving down and up to the top again.

“Oh, God,” Darius roared as he came hard, filling Jason's
mouth and throat.

They were till engaged in a hot, sticky kiss when the girls
arrived at their door.

Jason jumped in the shower and Darius grabbed his towel,
throwing it around hiswaist.

“How come it's so easy for guys?” Mahdi asked. “You meet
each other and you just know.”

“Not always,” Darius assured her. “Your friend is the most
amazing man | have ever met.”

“Yeah...he's worked his way through a few crackers,” Xanthe
sad.

“If that wasn't so true, I’ d be offended.” Darius grinned.

“WEe're ordering room service,” Xanthe shouted.

“Cool. Hang on.” He opened the bathroom door, caught hot ass
waiting in the tub for him, and felt himsalf drooling. “Baby, what
doyoufedl like for lunch? Burger and fries sound good?’

Jason nodded, looking ecstatic. “Can we order coffee too,
sweetheart?’

“Yeah. For you, anything.” He repeated their orders to Xanthe
and let himself into the bathroom and locked the door.

“Have we got time for you to fuck me very fast?’ Jason asked.
He turned and braced himself against the white tiled-wall.

“Fuck, you are the hottest man.” Darius bent and bit Jason’s ass
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cheek. He wanted to |eave his mark. Jason gasped.

“Oh, my God...bite me. It feels so good.”

Darius left a nice raspberry mark and straightened. He fumbled
for the last remaining rubber in the box that Jun had left in the car
and shoved it on his dick. Getting back inside Jason again was both
heaven and hell. The hell was how quickly he came and how badly
he didn't want to pull out of him again. He kissed Jason's ass,
feeling around for his hot cock, still covered in come and
hardening again at Darius' s touch.

He sucked it into his mouth. Jason reacted but didn’t pull away.
Darius released him, wanting to bite the guy all over histhroat and
chest.

“I"'m gonna say this one last time,” Darius said into his ear,
adjusting the water spray so it cascaded down Jason’s belly. “Junis
a fucking moron for cheating on you and | will never stop being
grateful to the stupid, dumb fuck.”

Jason laughed as Darius splashed water on his body.

Xanthe thumped on the door. “Food' s here!”

“To be continued,” Darius said and reluctantly turned off the
taps.

His cell phone rang. Mutt. He took the call, swallowing some
coffee.

Mutt sounded unusualy happy. “Thanks for the cal, buddy.
I’'m on day four of my sobriety. I’ve got a new persona trainer,”
he said. “He's so damned cute. Thanks for checking on me. Say,
you have any ideawhere | could buy a cheap pedometer?’

Darius found himself blinking. “ Sports store?’

“Cool, thanks. Catch you later.”

“Yeah,” Darius said to dead air.
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* * *

Jason hated returning to the apartment on Vermont. Mahdi
went with him. He'd left Hendrix at her place. She’'d convinced
Jason to move in with her. The break in rent would help them both
and Hendrix seemed to love his new digs. Outside, Darius was
parking the U-Haul. Jason couldn’t believe he was moving out,
starting a new life. He' d spent the last two days packing. None of
hismail ever came here since he kept a post office box. That saved
filing change-of-address cards with the post office and the bank,
but he couldn’t shake the feeling of being rushed, things being left
undone.

Xanthe was leaving town that night, returning to New York.
Darius was staying to spend the weekend with him. He dreaded the
thought of not being with him Monday morning.

“Not much to show for yoursdf,” Mahdi said, her voice
cheerful.

“No. Mostly books.”

Jun had taken the bed and the TV. Not that he cared. He cared
more that the little prick had stolen some of his clothes. As he
suspected, he'd left Jason’s books. They were now in boxes.
Darius came into the apartment, his gaze searing into Jason’s.

“You ready, baby?’

Jason nodded. Xanthe was staying with the truck. Nothing was
safe in this neighborhood. After four trips back and forth, they
were done. As Jason and Darius stacked everything in the truck,
the girls vacuumed the apartment and brought out the contents of
the fridgein two old milk crates.

“Y ou want to go and take one last look?’ Mahdi asked.

Jason made one fina vigit to take digital photos of everything
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should the management claim he' d left the apartment in disarray. It
was tough to leave the place that had been his writing retreat, but
he had learned he could write anywhere. He had found he
especialy liked writing naked in bed, with Darius curled up beside
him.

He went to give the apartment manager his keys. The old guy
was pretty sweet. He was half-blind and so was his dachshund,
Loretta.

“You've been a great tenant. We'll send you the deposit, if
there’ s anything owing once we do an inspection.”

Jason shook his hand, not realy expecting he'd ever see a
dime. He' d | eft the place immaculate, but it was a notorious rip-off
in LA, the whole security deposit thing.

He thanked his three friends for their help. Back at Mahdi’s he
and Darius unloaded the truck while the girls made dirty martinis.
Xanthe hated to leave her new best friend but Mahdi was aready
planning to visit her in New Y ork for July 4th weekend.

Mahdi wanted to drive Xanthe to the airport aone so they
could exchange girl talk. Jason secretly suspected she was going to
meet Raul Marquez some place for a quickie, not that he was one
to judge. He'd jumped into his potentially dangerous liaison with
Darius hot on the heels of breaking up with Jun.

When the girls left for the airport, Darius pulled Jason onto his
lap.
“Cometo Detroit,” he said.

Jason’ s hands moved to hisface. “Oh, God, | want to.”
“Then please. Come. | want you to move there. Be with me.
Jason, | loveyou.”

“1 loveyou, too.”

They stared at each other a moment.
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“We' ve got thetruck. Let’sjust repack it and go.”

Jason laughed. “We told your mom and my parents we'd go to
Qjai for the weekend, remember?’

“1 know.” Darius sighed. “Just think about it. All right? There's
nothing keeping you here. You can write anywhere. 1 want...I
want so much to make you happy.”

“You aready do.” Jason pulled Darius closer, kissing him.

“I'm afraid if | leave you here, you'll go back to Jun.”

Jason was shocked. “I...no. Never. That's never going to
happen.”

“We love each other. Please...think about it,” Dariusinsisted.

“1 am thinking about it. Just...please. Give me alittletime.”

“You'reright,” Darius said, giving himself up to Jason’s kisses.
“We have time.”

The door opened, surprising them. The girls stood there,
grinning.

“I"m staying one more night,” Xanthe said. “Mahdi twisted my
am.”

* * *

They spent the day together, Darius surprising Jason in the
evening with a rooftop date on hisfinal evening at the hotel. Jason
loved what appeared to be a tradition of dinner for two served on
one of the big beds that had warm, faux-floor blankets and a heat
lamps keeping them warm as the night darkened and grew chilly.
Their bed was screened off from other couples enjoying the starry
sky and Jason watched their personal waiter lighting more candles
as the night progressed. They started out fully-clothed, but with
each successive course, Darius removed more and more of Jason's
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clothing. Jason couldn’t remember ever laughing so hard. Darius
was fun and so sensual. Their waiter seemed to like them and kept
bringing them mini cocktails he' d blended for them to sample.

He even looked the other way when Darius moved under their
soft blanket and began to suck Jason’s cock.

“Isdl this going in one of your books?’ Darius asked, coming
up for air.

“Oh, yes,” Jason said. “My readers get their thrills vicarioudly,
you know.”

“Which particular thrill do you think they would like this scene
to end with?’ Darius asked, kissing hisway along Jason’sjawline.

“A three-way with the waiter, but I’'m too selfish to share you.
So, you should just fuck me instead.”

“Y ou mean pretend?’

“Sure, why not?’

Jason could smell orange blossoms in the air, feeling very
decadent as his lover dipped beneath the blanket once more,
tonguing his ass and balls. Sexual heat caught in his throat as the
danger of being caught only increased his desire. Bob Marley sang
about “One Love” with Jason looking right up into the stars as
Darius dlid two fingers into his ass and sucked Jason’s cock until
he came.

His heartbeat raced. | think I’ ve found my Adriano.

* * *

One day...the words kept whispering into Darius's brain as
Jason came in his mouth. One day, | will tell him. | can’t tell him
now. He'll leave me. The more time he spends with me.. .yes.. .he
will see I’'m a good guy. He won’t dump me. In the meantime, no
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matter how wonderful things were between them, his singular and
pressing panic was that he would never be able to make Jason
understand about Ostrichwalk.

Up there on the roof, al this seemed possible. Yes! His plan
would work. He would make Jason feel so loved and so happy that
he would forgive him anything. He'd never been with somebody
who made him feel so good, who was his mental and spiritua
equa and who stimulated him on a physical way that pushed the
supernovaindex.

He dipped out of their bed back downstairsin the middle of the
night and called Xanthe.

“| gottatalk to you.”

“Not right now, doll,” she whispered. “I got me a hot man
here.”

“Please.”

She met him in the halway, wrapping a fluffy hotel robe
around her body . She looked pissed until she saw hisface.

“What's wrong? Y ou look awful.”

Heled her away from their rooms.

“It'skilling me. | havetotell him, but I can’t tell him.”

“Darius,” she said, “you didn’t know him then. | think you
shouldn’t tell him. I'll find someone to replace you. Maybe...you
know, I’ ve been thinking.”

She glanced back at their closed doors, making sure they were
aone.

“You could eventually come clean. You could help code his
books so we can trace the thieves. We could turn this thing around.
We could help Jason and so many other authors protect their
material once and for all. Hey, maybe you could even help him sell
awhole new line of stories he self-publishes.”
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“The coding thing excites me,” Darius said. “That would be
really cool.”

“1 love seeing the gleam come back in your eye. | amost gave
up on you, my friend.”

She hugged him and pushed him back toward his room.

* * *

Jason awoke to the sweet sensation of being in Darius's arms.
Helet himself enjoy it afew momentslonger before dipping out of
their shared bed. He sat at his laptop for amoment, stories swirling
in his head. Damn. He was so happy he couldn’t write. He sat their
smiling like a goofball. He checked his emails once he was able to
access the hotel’ s Wi-Fi and saw three messages from Rodney, the
computer guy. Subject matter: Progress.

He ignored them. For once he was too happy to even scour the
theft sites. Jun had been right. He' d been obsessed. Obsession was
unhealthy.

“Hey, how come I'm in this big beautiful bed al aone?’
Darius asked, yawning and stretching.

“A dituation | am about to rectify,” Jason said, shutting down
his laptop.

They lingered in bed until the last possible moment before
checkout and drove back to Jason’s new apartment with Xanthe,
who spent the entire drive yelling at someone on her cell phone.

Mahdi was aseep in bed, her door open. She had one pillow,
Hendrix had the other. Xanthe threw herself on the bed but till,
Hendrix wouldn’t budge.

“My cat is miffed,” Jason said, watching his beautiful furball
open an eyethen closeit again.
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“Nah, he'sinlove,” Darius said, nuzzling him. ”And soam I.”

Jason’s laughter woke Mahdi, who came out to greet them,
dressed in Transformers pajamas.

“Oh, my God, | love them,” Jason said. “Where did you find
them?’

“ Xanthe bought them for me. Y ou guys ready for breakfast?’

She and Jason made pancakes and eggs as Darius coaxed
Hendrix into the living room to play with him.

“I'll choose the music,” Xanthe called out.

“What asweetheart heis,” Mahdi whispered.

“lsn’t he, though?”

She nodded. “Y ou guys heading to Ojai tomorrow?’

“Yes. Want to come with?’

“Naw. I'm gonna load up on DVDs and junk food. Hendrix
quite likes the idea. I'm going to miss Xanthe...she's leaving
today. She can’t extend her trip any longer.”

“Can you believe that aweek ago, we didn’'t even know them?’

Mahdi shook her head. “I hate saying goodbye. First the
theater...now our friends.”

It was tough saying goodbye and it felt even tougher knowing
it was Friday and he was out of work and should be job-hunting.

“1 keep telling you, come to Detroit,” Darius said when the
girlsleft for theairport.

“Baby, | will, but it's crazy for me to come now.”

“Why?’

“My lifeisout here.”

“What part of your life can’t move across state lines?’

“You're serious about this.” Jason realized that Darius really
wanted him to move to Detroit.

“I'm very serious. Jason...sometimes, you just know. I've
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never known before, but I know now.”

Jason grinned. “ Clunky but eloguent.”

“You know, too, don’t you?’

Jason didn’t respond. It was al happening too fast. He needed
time.

“So what fun things can we do with Mahdi today to distract
her?’ Darius asked.

“1 need to think about it.” Jason crawled across the living room
floor, burying hisfacein Darius's crotch.

Darius stroked his head. “Does that help you think?’ His voice
was soft.

“No. But it makes me feel very good.”

“Worksfor me,” Darius said.

* * *

They drove to Ojai on Saturday morning, leaving Mahdi and
Hendrix to enjoy takeout and marathon episodes of Torchwood and
Doctor Who. Jason drove, worrying about Darius's mood. He
seemed to be in great spirits when they first woke up, but business
had kept him online and on his cell phone. Jason wasn't certain,
but he thought he heard him arguing with Xanthe on his cell
phone. He'd gone out to the balcony and closed the dliding glass
door, pacing as he spoke.

He'd asked Darius if he wanted to cancel the trip. Darius
insisted he wanted to go.

“| feel bad,” he said, as they headed up the 101 freeway. “All
week, we've talked about my work, but what about yours.
Everything okay?’

Darius shrugged. “It's nothing | can’'t handle.” He scowled out
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the window at the passing parade of coastal farms lining the
freeway. It aways struck Jason how strange it was that
Cdifornians bitched about illegal immigration, yet, nobody but
migrant workers were in the lettuce fields working for minimum
wage.

“You want to talk about it?" he asked. He didn’t want to push,
but Darius's mood seemed to be getting worse.

“1 will. Sweetheart, 1 want this weekend to be fun and right
now, work isn’t fun.”

“Were you arguing with Xanthe?’

He caught Darius's sharp glance. “I didn’t mean to eavesdrop,
but | heard you. Y ou seem so close.”

“We are.” Darius relaxed as Jason's hand moved across his
thigh.

“I'm trying to get out of the online company we created.
It's...no longer working for me. She found an investor to replace
my ex. | thought she could find somebody to buy me out.”

“And?’

“She doesn’t want meto quit.”

“Why isit no longer working for you? Too stressful 7’

“You could say that.”

Jason waited, hoping Darius would open up more. Instead, he
picked up Jason’s hand, massaging his fingers. Darius had figured
out in a few short days what Jun never had. Jason’s wrists and
hands constantly hurt from writing. He'd given him hand massages
that almost made him come they were so great. Darius's fingers
closed around his wrist now. Jason bit his lip as Darius shook
Jason’s wrist, sending the tension ricocheting up his pam to his
fingertips and shooting into thin air.

“Fuck...where did you learn how to do that?’
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“1 did massage therapy for years. In England | even studied
aromatherapy. | contemplated doing it for aliving again.”

“You should.”

Darius grinned now, the light coming back into his face. “Is
your cock hard?’

“Very.”

“Then maybe | should reserve my specia technique for you.
Pull over, we'll have some fun.”

“Wait until we're on the Ojai freeway,” Jason said. “l can
pretend you' re my cowboy.”

Darius laughed, leaning over and kissing his cheek. “Thanks
for making me smile. Y ou always do.”

They took the right fork for the 126 and half a mile along the
tiny, two-lane highway, Darius told Jason to pull over.

The smell of horses, manure, earth and good, clean air filled
Jason’s spirit as Darius grabbed him by the hand and dragged him
to the backseat.

“l want to suck you, too,” he said. Darius put Jason on his
back, kissing him, climbing over him so that his crotch was exactly
where Jason wanted it. He unzipped his lover’'s pants, Darius's
smooth, huge cock springing out. He began licking the head,
Darius's moans overshadowed by the speeding cars rushing past
them so fast the vibration kept rocking the car.

“Suck me, baby,” Darius said, coming off Jason’s cock for a
moment.

Jason’s cell phone kept ringing. He ignored it. Gripping his
lover's hips was more important than reaching for the phone to
turn it off.

“Somebody wants to talk to you badly,” Darius said before
dliding his hot mouth back over Jason’s hardness.
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Jason couldn't respond. He was in orbit. Having his cock
sucked a the same moment he was enjoying Darius was
unbelievable. Darius bleated when Jason released the cock in his
mouth. But Jason wasn't going anywhere. His tongue lapped at
Darius s ass hole. Darius went nuts, squirming against his face.

“Oh, God,” Darius screamed. “I’m gonna come, baby.” He tore
his ass away from Jason’s face, raising himself up so that his cock
plunged into Jason’s mouth. Jason glimpsed his own raging
erection and it sent him off. They came together, the car rocked by
a huge semi-trailer. He held Darius to him, hugging the man's
body.

“I loveyou,” Darius said, putting soft kisses on Jason’ sballs.

Jason let his lover get off him as his cell phone rang again. He
checked the readout. Mahdi.

She'd caled five times in a row. Petrified something had
happened to Hendrix, hetook he call.

“Areyou al right?” he asked.

“I'm fine. Hendrix is fine. It's Xanthe. We just had an
argument. We—"

“Hon, can | call you when | get to my mom’'s? I'll be there in
twenty minutes.”

“All right, she said, sounding grumpy. “Don’'t say anything to
Darius. I'll wait for your call.”

Whatever. He was glad Mahdi had found a new friend, but why
she needed to call him about their argument was beyond him. As
he and Darius tidied themselves up and moved back to the front
seat, Darius seemed concerned.

“IsMahdi okay?’

He nodded. “Y ou ready to deal with family?’

Darius laughed. “I guess...say, |I've been meaning to ask you.

177



COPSAND RUBBERS

What' s the story with your parents?’

Jason shrugged. “They got divorced, they met other people and
they are each other's best friends. It's kind of spooky how
European they are. My mom and my dad’s boyfriend even make
holiday dinnerstogether.”

Darius laughed.

“What about your family?’

Darius blew out a breath. “They’'re not European... they're
midwesterners... you'll meet them.” He grinned. “And | hope you
don’'t hold them against me.”

They swapped hot kisses the rest of the way to small country
town that they both apparently adored. An old cowboy town with a
Chumash name meaning valley of the moon, Ojai was a secret,
sacred jewel an hour and fifteen minutes north of Los Angeles.

Darius held Jason’s hand as they listened to Raul Midon on the
CD player. They veered inland on the 126 and Jason pulled off the
dinky highway.

“Look!” he exalted. “Wild orchids!”

Darius followed Jason to the side of the road where his
gorgeous lover pulled tiny flowers out by the roots. They were
colorful and, Darius soon discovered, sweetly scented.

“1 would never have seen these without you,” he marveled.
Jason darted up the road and plucked out wild thyme and fennel.

The car smelled so intoxicating, Darius insisted they pull over
and have wild sex in the backsest.

“Wejust did,” Jason said. “Don’t you remember?’

“But | want you again.”

“You'll have to wait until we reach my folks' place. | have a
tree house there you know,” Jason said.

“1 didn’t know. Y ou constantly surprise me.”
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The rest of the drive almost sent them both over the edge, with
the two men rubbing at each others' cocks through their pants.

Darius fretted about the phone call. He was worried that Mahdi
knew about Ostrichwalk. He was certain he heard her saying,
Don't tell Darius. On the other hand, maybe she didn’t want
whatever argument she’ d had with Xanthe being repeated to her.

Quit worrying. He took a deep breath. He really didn’t want to
wait until they reached the Jagger residence, but once he saw their
house, a lovely, sprawling ranch-style property on Eucayptus
Road in the arbulata, or maze section of Ojai, he was glad they’d
waited. It was lovely. One lone horse lived on it and came trotting
up to Jason like adog, burying his head under Jason’s arm.

“Oh, he's precious,” Darius said, stroking the horse's soft
muzzle. “What' s his name?’

Jason smiled. “Adonis.”

“Adonis. It suitshim.”

The two men walked to the front door. Jason’s parents greeted
them and Darius was surprised to see his mom there. Sue Maguire
owned a café on Ojai Avenue, the main drag. It had been her
lifelong dream and she' d worked hard on the place. She sold books
and gourmet coffee. Darius was anxious to take Jason there.

He introduced them and Darius was surprised to see his mom
being alittle reserved with Jason.

“Darling,” she said when she got a minute alone with him. “He
writesgay porn, for God’' s sake.”

Darius felt his temperature rising. “He writes gay erotic
romance, Mom. There’ sahig difference.”

“Well, his parentsdon’t think so.”

“Really?’ Darius was surprised. “His parents came to his book
signing. They seem very supportive.”
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“That doesn’'t mean they don’'t think his books are very
explicit. Too explicit.”

“S0, | suppose that means he won’t be getting a book signing at
the café anytime soon?”’

Shelooked alarmed. “ Y ou're joking, right?’

Jason came out of the house right a that moment. He must
have heard everything. Darius longed to apologize, but Jason wore
a smile that didn't quite meet his eyes as he passed them
champagne mimosas.

They had brunch buffet-style out on the back veranda, the view
of the Topa Topa mountains just stunning.

Darius's cedl phone rang. He amost choked when he read
Xanthe' stext message.

Mahdi knows about Ostrichwalk.

Darius felt the fragile splendor he'd shared with Jason
disintegrating before his eyes.

He watched his lover carrying dishes into the kitchen. Had he
returned Mahdi’ s call? Did he know?

Darius had to tell him. He had to tell Jason the truth. Now.

Jason’ s cell phone rang. Dariusfelt his heart ssammering.

“You okay, swestie?’ his mom asked, touching him.

No...my whole world is about to come crashing down.
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CHAPTER 10

“Hey,” Jason said, answering the phone. He hadn’t checked the
readout and was surprised to find it was Jun.

“1 hear you got yourself a new man,” Jun said, the sneer in his
tonesickening.

“So what?’ Jason asked, looking out the window to see
Darius s anxious gaze on his.

Oh, fuck...I am such a goner. | can’t stand being away from
him. Even for a moment.

“Yeah?' well, there are some things you should know about
him.”

“1 know al | need to know, Jun. Don’t call me again.

He ended the call. He remembered he hadn’'t called Mahdi
back. He pressed her numbers, got her voice mail and left a
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message.

Jun called back and he turned off the phone, leaving the dishes
on thesink.

Back outside, he smiled brightly at Darius, who stood in his
gentlemanly way and held his seat out for him.

“You're so adorable together,” Jason’s mother said.

Jason saw Sue's lips thin, but took comfort in Darius's arm
moving around his shoulder.

* * *

Dariuswas going crazy. Maybe Jason hadn’t found out. He was
till acting lovey-dovey, but the whole thing was driving him
crazy.

He was pleased when his mom invited everyone over for
breakfast the following day. It was agood sign. If shetotally hated
Jason she wouldn’t have done it. She had a house off Ojai Avenue
on astreet named Drown. The name aways made Darius wince. It
was a cute house, but nothing like this. Going back inside for
seconds, Darius grabbed the opportunity to kiss Jason, who carried
in more plates.

“1 hope my mom didn’t offend you.”

Jason sighed. “ She hates me.”

“No, she doesn't. She's aliterary snob. I'm so sorry, honey. If
she read your work shewould loveit.”

Jason looked dismayed. “1 have along way to go in impressing
her, | cantell.”

“Well, her son is deeply impressed. Does that count for
anything?’

Jason laughed then, the sunshine back in his eyes.
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“Actudly, to me, it'sall that matters.”

Jason’s mom was a great cook. There was so much food,
frittata, smoked salmon, bagels, coffee and papaya drizzled with
fresh limes, that Jason and Darius were too full to climb trees or
even fuck.

Jason’'s dad and his partner left right after lunch for a gay
men’ s weekend wine-tasting in Santa Y nez.

“We want you to come back and spend more time with us,”
Jason’ s dad said, and the men waved everyone goodbye.

Will that be us one day, going on gay men’'s weekend wine-
tastings?

Jason and Darius took a siesta as soon as Sue left to go back to
the café. They had all agreed to meet her and her new boyfriend at
Bocalli’sfor dinner.

Napping with Jason in his arms in the Jaggers guestroom was
an erotic high Darius wanted to repeat again and again. Even in
repose, their bodies strained toward one another.

I love this man. Darius kissed Jason’s smooth forehead and
tried not to worry about the future. It was only two days away.
No...he'd persuade Jason to move with him. To be with him and
share hislife with him.

He had told Xanthe what he wanted. She understood. How in
the world had things gone so wrong that Mahdi knew about
Odtrichwalk? She said she would handle Jun. She would handle
Claude. She understood Darius wanting to walk away from the
business. She'd urged him to consider a remodification. Maybe
they could persuade authors to give them books that they could
upload for afee. Thoughts tumbled over and over in his mind.

Darius had argued it would lead to the same issue. More piracy.
But he wanted out. He wanted a life with Jason. He wanted to love
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and carefor him.
If he still wants you once he learns the truth.

* * *

Late in the afternoon, Jason and Darius walked down to Ojai
Avenue. They stopped at the antique store at the end of the street,
the one that constantly changed hands but attracted an interesting
cross-cultural crowd that drifted over from the Oh-hi Ice Cream
bar. Inside the store were paintings of the entire lineage of
Hawaiian kings. Jason knew them all, down to the history of each
one.

He had no ideathe store owner had painted them all, or that the
guy, an eccentric, retired merchant marine was Sue's new
boyfriend.

Brecken was impressed by Jason and told Darius he'd finally
met a*“ decent fella.”

“1 know,” Darius said, nuzzling Jason.

“See you at dinner.” Brecken adjusted his nautical cap at the
back of his head and returning to his painting behind the counter.

It was hard not to maul Jason as they got closer to the center of
activity. There was an art exhibit over at Libbey Park. They darted
acrossthe road, looking at the range of art, and popped into Nomad
galery, listening to songs of the Tuareg tribe smuggled out Africa.

They seemed to love doing the exact same things. They
wandered down Ojai Avenue, finishing at the Ojai Café, where Sue
had a poetry reading going on.

Jason and Darius hung out, looking at books. Jason wanted to
try the new Guatemalan blend coffee and Sue brought them some
in aFrench press.
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“1 heard you met Brecken,” she said. “Isn’t he amazing?’

Jason nodded. “Sureis. Did he spend alot of timein Hawaii?’

“Twenty years. | think he still missesit.”

“He's very taented. | bet he could sell his paintings of the
monarchs over there.”

“You redly think so?’

“Sure,” Jason said. “You should talk to my mom. She knows a
lot of people over there who could help.”

“I'll do that.” Sue ran off to make more coffee and Darius
couldn’t resist pressing a big kiss on Jason’ s mouth.

“God, | wish we were going home to make love.”

“Me, too,” Jason said. “I don’t want you to leave Monday. The
ideaiskilling me.”

“Then come with me.”

“Y ou have an online company, right?’

“Yep”

“You don’t have a job to report to, you work out of your
home.. your laptop is here, Why are you rushing back?’

“1...1..." Dariuslaughed. “| don’'t know. | live there?’

Jason grinned. “I just got my third-party royalty payment in my
PayPal account and it’s not bad...alot more than | was expecting.
Maybe | could come visit if you really want meto.”

“1 want you to. Please come with me.”

The three couples drove up to Mediation Mount right at sunset
to watch the pink moment, arare and unique thing to Ojai. Because
of its geographical positioning, the entire sky became infused in
pink. It was a wonderful moment. People came from al over the
world to witness this natural splendor.

“I"'m with the people | want to be with more than anyone else
in theworld,” Darius said.
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Jason put his arms around him and they all had a group hug.

“Before we all get too blissed-out, let’'s grab dinner,” Jason's
stepdad said.

They drove back down to the bottom of the hill and had a
wonderful evening at Bocalli’s, the best Italian restaurant in town.
They talked until the sky grew inky black and they were the last
onesto leave the restaurant.

* * *

In bed that night, Jason and Darius attacked one another in a
frenzy.

They tried so hard to keep quiet, knowing his parents were just
down the hall, but sucking each other’s cocks was a naturally noisy
proposition. They couldn’t keep their mouths off each other.

Jason wanted Darius inside him and climbed on him, facing
away from him. He rode him, reverse-cowboy, kissing Darius's
feet as he came deep inside Jason.

“Fuck. How can | not love you,” Darius said, stroking Jason’'s
sweating back. He sat up, feeling Jason’s spent and dripping cock.
“Y ou must come home with me.”

Darius spent the rest of the weekend persuading Jason to go
back with him. The thought of not seeing each other was horrible.

As they prepared to leave Sunday night, Jason checked his
laptop for emails and turned on his cell phone.

“Man...aton of messages from Mahdi.”

“Don't,” Darius said.

Jason gaped at him. “Don’'t?’

“1 know what she’s going to tell you.”

Jason gulped.
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“Areyou married or something?’

Darius shook his head. He remained mute, his face clouding in
misery.

“What's going on?’ Jason asked. He couldn’t imagine what
was so terrible.

Darius sat on the bed, hishead in his hands.

“Whatever it is, Jun knows. He caled me yesterday.” Jason
tried not to get hysterical or angry. Darius's silence was eating at
him.

“For God' ssake,” hesaid. “Tell me.”

“I"'m so fucking afraid of losing you.” Darius lifted his face,
tears streaming down his cheeks.

Jason moved over to him, trying to hold him.

“No...” Darius jumped off the bed, away from him. “You're
gonnahate me.”

“What'swrong?’ Jason kept asking him.

Darius felt hiswhole world collapsing around him.

“What'swrong?’ Jason asked again. “It’s hot cancer, isit?’

Darius shook his head.

“Then we can handle whatever it is.”

Dariusthrew himself into achair. He couldn’t fully breathe. He
was about to lose everything. He would die without Jason, just die.

Jason knelt between his legs. “Are you going to tell me what's
going on?’

“1 don’'t know how to tell you.”

“Just doiit. Just say it.”

“No. I'll lose you. Thisisahorrible fucking nightmare.”

“Darius. What the hell could be that bad? Are you seeing
someone el se?’

“Oh, my God, no!”
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“Then tell me.”

“Ostrichwalk.”

“Y o7’

“The...file-sharing site?’

“Yes, | know it. Quite well. Too well.”

“1 was behind it.”

“I knew it.”

Darius gaped. “You knew it?’

Tears came to Jason’'s eyes. “1 knew you were just too fucking
good to betrue.”

He tore down the hallway, shedding the tears he hadn’t had for
Jun but for some stupid reason he had for Darius.

Darius followed him, but Jason pounded on his parents' door.
His dad opened up. Jason was so upset he knew he wasn't making
sense. His parents poured cognacs for all of them.

“l don't get the piracy thing,” his father said when Jason
explainedit all.

“He stole from me!”

“Look, Jason, | know you're upset, but cam down. Some
people don't think file-sharing is such a bad thing.”

“What? Are you saying you're on his side?’

“I’"m not saying that.”

“What are you saying, Dad?’

“1 never meant to hurt you,” Darius blurted.

Jason didn’'t know who he was more angry with. His father put
his hand on his shoulder.

“Jason, life was never meant to be easy. Your other dad's
always quoting that goofy Australian Prime Minister who said that,
often, | believe. | think it's true. It's been hard watching you
struggle with your chosen profession when other things would
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have given you more security.”

“But—"

“Just hear me out. You love what you do. Regardless of the
sharing, the theft...the piracy, whatever you call it, you've built up
a readership and 1 am so darn proud of you. | stood in that
bookstore a few nights ago and saw the faces of the people who
came in there to listen to you. You aways talked about the effect
your theater had on you. You affect people the same way. You
don't even redlizeit. Nobody...nobody can take that from you.”

Jason was so stunned he couldn’t respond. He needed to think.

He took a long walk, on his own. Maybe his dad was right.
Anger kept bubbling to the surface,

He walked down to the main road. So much had changed in his
life. Darius had made a big impact and the truth was, in spite of
everything, he believed the guy cared. He sat on awhite stone wall
outside Libbey Park. He took a deep breath. He wasn't surprised to
look up and see Darius standing in front of him.

Darius covered the distance between them, pulling Jason into
hisarms.

I must be a pushover. God...why do | already love this guy so
much?

He submitted to Darius's kisses, his seemingly heartfelt
apologies.

“I loveyou, but | can’t make any decisions about the rest of my
lifeyet,” Jason insisted. “You really hurt me.”

“l know...I'm so sorry. You think you might think about
spending the rest of your life with me?’ Darius asked, kissing
Jason’ sthroat.

“1’m not sure yet. It might take me alifetime to decide.”

“A whole lifetime?’ Darius grinned.
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“Possibly.”

“You're avery dangerous guy, Jason. Y ou're going to keep me
honest. | love that. You're like acop...avery smart cop.”

“l need to quote C.C. Baxter right now,” Jason said, kissing
him.

“Oh, what quote isthat?’

“Shut up and fuck me.”

“Henever said that.”

“No. But if I'd written the dialogue he would have.”

Darius grinned. “The actual line was shut up and dedl.”

Jason nodded. “That works, too.” He leaned forward and kissed
Darius. “Gameon.”

190



A.J. LLEWELLYN

A.J Llewellyn divides his time between California and Hawaii.
Bags of Kona coffee in the fridge and a healthy collection of
Hawaiian records keep him refueled when he is on the mainland.

A. J’s passion for the idands led him to writing a play about the
last ruling monarch of Hawaii, Queen Lili’ uokalani. He has written
a non-erotic novel about the overthrow of her kingdom—in diary
form from her maid's point of view.

He never lacks inspiration for his male/male erotic romances and
has to force his fingers from the computer keyboard to pursue his
other passions. collecting books on Hawaiiana, surfing and
spending time with hisfamily, friends and his animal companions.

A. J. Llewellyn believes that love is a song best sung out loud. To
find out more about A.J., visit hiswebsite at www.gjllewellyn.com
or you can reach him at ) @ajllewellyn.com.

* * *

Don’t miss Deeper Blue
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Tracy Costantino accepts the task of tutoring Marjo, a troubled
little girl whose father has rented a house in the remote but



picturesque Greek idand town of Molivos. But this is no
Mediterranean paradise...something strangeisgoing on...

In the shadow of the town’s fabled castle, events start badly with
Tracy's new boss, imperious music composer Benoit Seguin, who
isfuriousto learn his daughter’s new tutor isa man, not a woman.
Nevertheless, as an undeniable attraction builds between the two
men, Tracy becomes convinced the Seguins house is haunted.
Some say the ancient legend of the castle’s once-kidnapped
princess is coming back to life. Is the threat to little Marjo
spectral? Or if it’ sreal, who would want to abduct her?

Increasingly confused by his tumultuous relationship with Benoit,
Tracy fights the urge to flee to the comfort of his life in New York
and await the birth of his twin sister’s baby. He's bonded with
Marjo, however, and fears leaving her to the increasing danger
from unseen, sinister forces swirling around her. And with Benoit
shut away working most of the time, Tracy believes he is the only
one who can protect the young girl.

Unwilling to leave, yet rejected by Benoit, Tracy needs to decide if
this is what he's been looking for...if this is his love, love of a
different color...a deeper blue...
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