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      One man bitter, demanding, and relentless. Another hiding his true identity to fulfill family commitments. Can one person’s tragedy re-ignite the passion between two past lovers? Or will two alpha men choose to forsake true love for determination and moral obligation?

      

      Damian

      

      
        
        Two years ago, fate brought him into my life.

        Two hours later, we were burning for each other.

        Two months after we met, he crushed me, leaving me hard, hollow, and promising myself one thing—never again.

      

      

      

      Until life had other ideas…

      

      For two years, I abided by that promise. My days consisted of work, play, sleep, and repeat. But when tragedy brought me face-to-face with the beautiful Hispanic who I never thought I’d see again, he was even more irresistible than before and still everything I longed to possess. And as hard as I tried to ignore my craving for this man from my past and his skin-hugging jeans, fancy shitkicker boots, and that burning brown gaze staring at me like he wanted to devour me, even a man like me has a breaking point.

      

      Now, I can’t seem to sever myself from Detective Diego Alvarado.

      

      But how can I forgive when I let all things go for him? Or forget that he left me alone after I gave him the one thing I’d never given anyone—my submission?

      

      Diego

      

      He had it all. Wealth. Looks. Popularity. And low and behold, the hotshot attorney with his expensive car and swanky suit was just as starved for me as I was him. Before I knew it, we were inseparable, sharing meals, our beds, our bodies, and our hearts.

      

      Until we weren’t…

      

      But when a missing person’s investigation brought us back together and he became a target to a psychopath, my priorities shifted, and I became torn between my faith, my promise, and my obligation. The longer I’m around Damian Kinnard, the more I realize that I can no longer ignore the man God meant me to be. I’m determined to gain his heart back, no matter the price. Whatever the risk. Even if it means forsaking my family … and my soul.
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      Strong fingertips dig into my thighs while hot breath brushes across my ass. My skin is on fire, my body quaking with need. Nothing has ever felt so good, so right, or so perfect. This insane connection between us is way more than just physical. It’s an emotional kind of intimacy.  

      Genuine. Profound. Undying. 

      He bites my right ass cheek then sweeps his tongue over the burning flesh. Heat shoots straight into my groin and I let out a long groan of pleasure.  

      “Ahh, fuck.” My body is starved for his, and my lips are seconds from begging him to shove his thick dick inside me. 

      I’m not a bottom. 

      I’m not versatile. 

      Not a bottom … Not versatile.   

      “Christ, you have a beautiful ass. I can’t wait to be inside you.” He pulls my cheeks apart and slides his tongue through the slit, then licks his way down my right thigh until he’s on his knees, gripping my calves and dragging me to the edge of the mattress.   

      “Don’t move a damn muscle.” 

      He stands, and I angle my head so I can watch him cover his magnificent erection and slather a coating of lube over the condom. Desire bleeds from his eyes as he flashes me a scorching grin and starts working himself, stroking his jutting length while his thumb brushes the plump tip. Another shot of heat darts down my body and I grip my throbbing cock. The longer I watch him, the hotter my body becomes, along with the urgency to tell him how damn wasted I am for him. I’ve never been anything besides a top, but with him, only him, I’m willing to … everything. 

      Diego. 

      He’s so beautiful, so sexual, and I’ve never been more certain about two people belonging together as I am us. 

      Christ, I could come just watching him.   

      We met in front of a convenience store after a long grueling day at the office. Tired, hungry, and ready to get home, a flat tire was the last thing I’d been in the mood for that evening. Irritated as hell that I hadn’t noticed the mammoth pothole, I eased into the all-night 7-11 to call Kinnard’s roadside assistance when the gorgeous Hispanic police officer pulled in beside me and asked if I had a spare. Before, I’d been detached, insensitive, and happily single, but the instant his brown eyes locked with mine, I knew he had the power to change me. The sensation wasn’t warm and fuzzy, but hot, hard, and sparking with raw lust and urgency. 

      He made me feel like a caged animal just freed from captivity.    

      An hour after we met, we were in an all-night diner eating greasy burgers while I rattled off corny jokes and we argued over the city’s best and hottest salsa. The next morning, we woke up together in a crappy hotel room two blocks away from the diner, fatigued and sore, but fulfilled. For hours before, he’d fucked my face, I’d swallowed his cum more than once, and I’d taken him in every position imaginable until we finally fell into an exhausted sleep. 

      Three short weeks later, we were inseparable, sharing meals, our beds, and our bodies. It was as if I’d known him forever.  

      Chills skate up my spine as he moves in behind me and teases the pucker of my virginal hole with his slickened cockhead, stroking the warm tip over the tight opening, then down and over my sack. I exhale a hiss of air.  

      “Jesus, I’m as good as a bitch in heat when you touch me.” 

      “Feels good, doesn’t it?” He eases down my back and slides his tongue up and down the slit of my ass, then side to side, sending another riveting shudder of anticipation through me. I’m so into him that I can’t think of anything but what he’s doing and the way he makes me feel. 

      “Hell yes, it’s good. It’s amazing.”  

      “Just you wait,” he utters, alternating licks with gentle blows of warm air. “Once I’m filling this tight hole with my cock, you’ll be thinking you died and went to heaven. Not even the prettiest pussy will ever satisfy you again.” He tugs the globes of my ass apart and dips his tongue inside, then kisses his way back up and wraps an arm around my torso, another around my neck.  

      “Me encanta como te sientes. I love how you feel,” he utters against my ear as he gently feeds his thick crown through the tight muscle. Painstakingly slow, inch by veiny inch until he’s all the way in, our balls brushing and his breath against my nape like fire. 

      “Se siente tan bien, Damian. So damn good.” 

      He starts moving, his hips swaying into mine with beautiful perfection. Ripples of pleasure soar through me and in seconds, there’s no more pain and nothing but sweet ecstasy. Already, I know I could let this man fuck me until my body gives out and I cease to breathe. Him inside me is a sensation like nothing I’ve experienced and like everything is just as it’s meant to be. 

      Connecting. Sharing. Loving. 

      “Yes,” I respond breathlessly. “It’s so—” My words are cut short when he starts rutting into me with a frantic, raw need that has my ass clenching and pleasure erupting inside me that I never thought possible. “It’s more than good. God, it’s perfect.”  

      He grips my nape and turns my head to the side. Our eyes catch and hold, hunger burning in his gaze. “Thank you. For this. For—” His voice cracks and he lowers his lips against mine. I open for his tongue, and he kisses me with deep, surging strokes, making love to my mouth while grinding, powering into me, and sweeping over the sweet spot that feels like heaven on earth.  

      “Damian,” he grunts, shifting and thrusting deeper. “Siempre te querre. I’ll always want you. Always.” His fingertips grip my hips, and he plunges deeper, then pulses warm surges of cum into the condom. 

      “Holy fuck.” My cock jerks and I follow him, coming with a loud groan that has my body vibrating with delirious pleasure that I feel in my thighs, my abdomen, my groin, and somewhere much deeper—my heart. I never imagined bottoming could be so powerful, so fulfilling, or so damn pleasurable. 

      This man is my soulmate. I knew it the minute I met him. He’s all I want. All I need. 

      “Holy shit, that was good.” 

      “More than good,” I respond breathlessly, my body achy and fatigued, my eyes heavy and half-closed. “I could let you fuck me all damn night, but we’re both going to be walking zombies tomorrow if we don’t get some sleep.” 

      He eases out of me and rolls onto his side. His eyes are soft but troubled as he pulls me against his body and slides a finger over my bottom lip. For the longest time, he’s silent as waves of emotion wash over his expression and every muscle in his face tenses. I know before he’s even opened his mouth that something has shifted, and not for the good.  

      It’s over.  

      Where he’d just looked at me with heat, hunger, and promises in his gaze, all I see now is sorrow, regret, and lies. Thirty seconds ago, we were as close as two people can be. Now, he may as well be a million miles away.  

      “This was the best night of my life. And I hope you know that I love you.” With the pad of his thumb caressing my cheek, he presses his mouth against mine. Painful knots feel like rocks in my belly when I sense the tension in his lips. Did I do something wrong?  

      Did I go too far? 

      Did I care too much?  

      My dominant side wants to roll him onto his back, straddle his hips, push my dick into him, and fuck the truth from him. Yet, I do nothing but stare into his somber eyes and their silent goodbye. 

      He ends the kiss and gives me a smile with an undercurrent of sadness that has my heart feeling like it’s being ripped from my chest. 

      “But?” 

      “But it’s over.”   

      For the next hour, I’m numb.  

      For the next two weeks, I barely eat, sleep, or function. 

      For the next two years, I work, survive, and crawl through life fucking enough men and women to fuck myself to death, while empty in mind, body, soul, and … never satisfied.
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        Damian

        Present Day

      

      

      

      “Evening, Mr. DJ. Let’s see here.” The valet takes a long hard look at my suit. “Ralph Lauren? Purple Label? Canali plaid?”

      I shake hands with the man I only know as BS, then reach into my pocket for tip money while watching the slow smile work its way across his face that never quite reaches his eyes.

      “And once again, you’re spot on. You damn sure know your designers.”

      “Canali plaid has been the paradigm of luxury and men’s elegance for over eighty years. I can spot it a mile away. Hell, I can even smell it.”

      “My father once said those exact words. You sure you aren’t psychic, BS?”

      Crinkles line his forehead with another smile, while his calloused hand with chewed down nails scrubs his chin and has me wondering what else he might do for work. “Not psychic. Just full of bullshit like the name implies.”

      With a grin, I hand him the crisp hundred-dollar bill because the guy seems nice in a peculiar kind of way, and I enjoy gifting dedicated hard workers.

      “Much obliged, Mr. DJ.” He sticks the cash into his back pocket, then winks like he’s confirming that he knows who I am. Strangely, we’ve never exchanged formal introductions.

      “Any time. Just park her with dignity.”

      “You know I will.” He cracks his knuckles, then lowers himself into the driver’s seat of the Nissan GT-R Nismo. “I’ll take care of this beauty. You just enjoy your evening.”

      Famous for its embellishing interiors and eye-catching artworks by Salvador Dali and Camille Pissarro, the Omni is a sophisticated hotel located in the heart of downtown. While also connected via sky bridge to The Convention Center, popular restaurants, and fine shopping, actors, musicians, and prominent businessmen are no rarity at the five-star venue. It’s also three blocks away from Norton Spahr, LLP, where I work as a tax attorney, and where a group of us meet on Thursday afternoons for what we call pre-Friday socialization. Today, however, I’m here because it’s been a hell of a good day and I’m stoked after receiving the Federal Tax Lawyer of the Year award for the third year straight. Plus, I’m more than ready for the one-on-one action awaiting me on the seventeenth floor.

      As I stride toward the front door, I find myself dialing my dad while thinking of the first suit Wallace Kinnard bought me to attend The Nutcracker at age seven.

      I still hate the fucking ballet.

      I still love a damn fine suit.

      “Son.” Winded and covering up a cough when he answers on the first ring confirms what I have suspected for quite some time. The man isn’t well. Struggling for breath and hacking up something resembling black tar mixed with blood isn’t just a common cold as he claims, and he knows it. Hell, we all do. Yet, every time I question him about going in for a physical, his response is the same. If I can still get a chubbie without swallowing a little pill, then all’s right with the world and no damn doctor is going to tell me different.

      Reasoning with this man is like trying to reason with a blind and deaf mule.

      “Hey, Dad. How are you feeling?”

      “Can’t complain. The old ticker hasn’t let me down yet, and I still wake up with morning wood. Was just about to run out and grab myself a double cheeseburger, some chili cheese fries, and an extra-large chocolate malt. How are you, son?”

      “Jesus, Dad. What happened to trying to eat healthier?”

      “Oh, hell, son. Cheeseburgers and fries are full of protein and vegetables, and a malt has dairy. Now, enough about that. How are you? And how’s the job? Ruined any lives lately? Torn up any families?”

      I shake my head at his attempt at a joke. “Not today, Dad. But there’s always tomorrow.”

      “Dammit, Damian. I miss you. Your family misses you.”

      “I miss you guys too. Let’s have dinner on Sunday at the house. Ask Derek and his crew to join us. I’ll pick up some nice steaks and bring the beer.”

      “I’d like that. And, Damian, make sure to bring the good shit.” Good shit means Miller Lite in the bottle instead of any of the premium lagers I’ve brought over in the past. A grin bends my lips.

      “You got it, Dad. Good shit it is. See you Sunday.”

      We end the call as I make my way to the fourth floor and the Terrace Bar & Grill for a quick drink while I return a phone call before heading thirteen stories up. Inside, a stunning dark-haired, dark-eyed woman with a curvy, beautiful body and thick shiny red lips looks me up and down, then gives me an I’m available and I like to suck dick kind of smile. I return the gesture and purposely slide my gaze over her chest and down her torso, then order a Blanton’s Gold, neat. While staring outside at the sweeping views of downtown, I swirl the tumbler of smokey bourbon, lift the fragrant drink to my lips, and take a deep pull that leaves a sweetness with teases of caramel and butterscotch on my tongue. Three swallows later, I’ve finished my drink and my call. I nod at the brunette, lay some cash on the table, then make my way toward the elevators.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I’m an asshole. He knows it. I know it. Hell, most people familiar with Damian Kinnard know I’m arrogant, bossy, and care about very little besides making money, fucking, and making more money. But it doesn’t stop real estate mogul Dennis March from wanting more. Naked, I stride toward the bathroom, dispose of the condom and clean myself up, then return with a warm, wet washcloth.

      “How long before they get your house back in order, Dennis?” Dennis is a self-made millionaire and CEO and owner of March Investments. The forty-five-year-old has investment properties all over Texas and California and owns several retail centers, a dozen or so office buildings, two golf courses, and homes in Dallas and San Diego. He’s also someone I don’t generally involve myself with on a personal level—a client.

      “Contractor says I might be out another four or five weeks. There was a lot of damage to the walls and half the floors need replacing. As much as I’m on the road, you’d think I’d learn to shut off the fucking toilets upstairs.” He reaches for my hand and squeezes. “Stay the night, Damian. Be a shame to waste this gorgeous room and big comfortable bed. Let me order a nice bottle of bourbon. Then we can drink and fuck all night. In the morning, I’ll get room service and send you off to work well fucked and well fed.”

      “You mean you will be well fucked, which I thought you already were.” I release his hand, pull my suit jacket on, then lean over and brush a kiss over his lips, knowing I won’t be seeing him again socially. Dennis is intelligent, funny, and an overall good guy. I like the hell out of him. Plus, we’re a lot alike. We have a mutual interest in making and saving money, enjoy fast cars and lifestyles, and share a reciprocal appreciation when it comes to sex. No bullshit. No commitments. Just rough, sweaty, indifferent fucking. Though, recently, I’ve seen a change in him. He’s more touchy-feely. More sentimental. Hell, the last time we were together, he even tried spooning with me. Problem is, it’s nothing more than casual for me. Never has been in our off-and-on liaison.

      “I know you’ll never let me put my dick in you,” he says with a thread of disappointment in his tone. “But hey, a guy can still hope.”

      “I’m a top, Dennis. Non-versatile. And I don’t stay the night,” I say, striding toward the door.

      Dennis heaves a loud sigh. “One day, you’re going to realize that life is more than just working, sucking dick, and fucking. People were created to love and be loved. Don’t wait until you’re old and broken to wake up in a lonely house and another sad statistic of a cold shell of a man. Goddamn, Damian. Open your dead eyes and let someone in. Give someone a fighting chance.”

      My response is a thin-lipped smile and a simple nod as I exit the hotel room and leave my emotions at the door. Yes, I’m insensitive and indifferent. Relationships aren’t on my agenda, and I damn sure don’t sit around sulking about old age or depressing what-ifs. I’ve survived heartache and witnessed loss that left me trembling, chilled for weeks, and wallowing in indescribable pain that felt like my soul was being sucked from my body.

      Trauma like that changes a man. Hardens him.

      Drugs took my brother’s life when he was only eighteen, and his tragic death sent my family spiraling into a dark hole of hell. Dad quit caring about the business he built from scratch. Broken-heartedness ultimately killed my mother, and a dark evil overtook my remaining brother. All during a time when loneliness and sexual frustration played their own ugly games in my head. Plus, I tried letting someone in. There was a time when I thought I’d found that special person.

      God, I miss you.

      Today, I’m emotionless. I fuck to feel good and fulfill my bodily needs.

      Nothing more. Nothing less.

      I leave the Omni with a headache stirring behind my temples and sex still heavy in my nostrils. Strange emotions play through my head as I drive home in silence. Despite the last two hours of rough, deep fucking, I’m the same as always.

      Empty. Unfulfilled. Lonely.
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        Damian

      

      

      

      Sunday is the Lord’s Day, my mother used to say. The seventh day is the weekly memorial of the resurrection of Jesus and should be considered a time of worship and rest.

      Once upon a time, I agreed with her. I was a believer and trusted what I’d been taught about God and religion. But today, my thoughts are anything but spiritual and God-fearing. Fuck worship. Fuck tithing. Fuck religion. No loving God would take an eighteen-year-old kid and an honest, vibrant, devout mother and wife way before their time. To me, that’s not love.

      It’s cold, dark loathing.

      Cars pack the parking lot of the Divine Joy Lutheran church as I enter the outskirts of McKinney on my way to the family home. As I smirk at the place I attended services as a kid, a warm feeling also stirs in my chest as I remember the day Dad angrily ushered Dalton out of the sanctuary by the collar of his shirt. The choir had just broken into their new rendition of How Great Thou Art, adding a guitar and piano to the normal organ version. Dalton stood up and lifted his hands in the air, then started singing along. Dad was so red with rage that it was a miracle he didn’t have a damn stroke, while Mom flushed with humility, and Derek and I fought busting out laughing. God, I remember that like it was yesterday.

      I make my way through downtown. Most of the shops and businesses are closed until noon, other than the city diner and the Donut House, which I remember always being packed on weekends.

      Bavarian cream was always my favorite.

      I pull into Dad’s circular drive, park behind Derek’s Tahoe, and grab the 12-pack of Miller Lite bottles and two plastic grocery bags with four Wagyu beef hand-cut ribeyes, frozen chicken nuggets, and a cheap stuffed pig that I picked up in the checkout line. With soft laughter sounding as I walk inside without ringing the bell or knocking, a perfect, smiling ball of energy runs into my arms and hugs the hell out of me like I’m her favorite person, and all feels right with the world. Her little heart races against mine and her soft hair smells like something floral mixed with little girl and, oddly enough, powdered cheese.

      I love the hell out of this little girl.

      “Uncy Damian,” Lily Rose says, her face covered in yellow, her wide smile genuine, worry-free, and everything that a three-year-old should perceive. “Grampy gave me Cheetos.”

      “I see that,” I say, brushing dozens of kisses across my niece’s soft, plump cheeks. “I brought something else I think you might like.” I reach into one of the two grocery sacks still on my arm for the stuffed pig and frozen dinosaur-shaped chicken nuggets.

      “Look, Daddy.” Lily takes the two-dollar pig and jumbo-sized bag of nuggets to Derek and shoves them into his hands. “I got Dinysores. And a pretty piggy too. I loves her.”

      Derek kisses the top of his daughter’s soft hair. “And I loves you,” he says, looking at me with a deep proudness in his expression that tightens my chest. “Why don’t you take your piggy and nuggets into the kitchen and show Mommy?”

      Logically, I knew I shouldn’t have bought the frozen tidbits Derek and Kinley are trying to wean their daughter from, but then, who gives a shit about rationality? That’s something for a mom and dad to worry about. Not for the coolest uncle on the planet.

      I’d buy the perfect little angel her own island if I knew she wanted one.

      “She’s so damn cute,” I say when Lily runs off to the kitchen. “She bite anybody else lately?” Despite the fact that biting is a habit that needs to be broken before it leads to more serious problems, it’s hard to keep a straight face. When Kinley told me Lily bit the blood out of some little boy after he pulled her hair, I couldn’t help but laugh my ass off.

      “No. Not that I’m aware of. The kid has a real issue with anybody touching her hair. She barely lets her mother put a brush through it, much less wash it.”

      “Looks like she got some of her dad’s temper. Thank fuck she took after her mother and wasn’t also possessed with your ugly-ass mug.”

      Derek rolls his eyes just as Dad walks into the living room wearing an apron with World’s Hottest Grampa across the front.

      “Nice apron.” I hug my aging dad’s neck. “Ready for a cold one?”

      “Hell yes,” he responds. “Let’s all go in the kitchen. Kinley is finishing up some kind of better-than-sex cake, and she put yours truly in charge of making caramel sauce to pour over the top.”

      “Poor woman. Cake is probably an improvement over what she gets from my brother.” I elbow Derek in his side. “Everybody knows a beautiful lady like Kinley needs more than a dismal three inches of soft dick.”

      “What’s a dick?” Lily asks as we round the corner into the kitchen where Kinley is mixing up some luscious-looking whipped topping.

      “Great, asswipe,” Derek says in a low tone as I set the two bags of groceries onto the counter and scoop my niece into my arms.

      “Let’s you and I give that baby pig a name.” I set Lily onto the counter beside my brother’s gorgeous wife who’s glowing with pride and contentment. “By the way, hello, sister-in-law.” I lean over and kiss her cheek. “You’re looking mighty beautiful today.”

      “You look good yourself, Damian. Really good.” She pushes the hair from her face and pours whipped topping onto the top of what looks like a chocolate cake. “Hope you like coconut. I love it, but Derek isn’t crazy about it.”

      “I’m cool with coconut,” I say, cringing inside. The shit smells good but tastes damn near vile, like a mix of sugar, soap, and dirty water.

      “Good. I tried to think of something everybody would enjoy. Oh! And speaking of enjoyment, your niece is already claiming that she’s going to sleep with her new piggy forever and ever. Good choice, Uncy.” Love and contentment glimmer in Kinley’s emerald gaze as she blinks toward the perfect little clone of herself who’s kissing the stuffed animal and telling her she needs a good nap so she’ll grow big and strong. “Lily, why don’t you tell Uncy Damian what you named your new friend.”

      “Princess,” Lily says with the two-dollar toy against her chest.

      “Princess?” I shower her face with more kisses. “I only see one princess in this room and that’s you.”

      Sweet laughter falls from her lips. For a second, something resembling jealousy slithers through my chest, but I shake off the feeling and spend the next few minutes listening to a three-year-old tell me about her favorite book called Today I’ll Be a Princess.
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      The day passes quickly, and I can tell Dad is getting tired. After a steak dinner with all the fixings and the best cake to ever cross my lips despite being packed with little slivers of unchewable wood shavings, we’re in the living room while Kinley clears up the mess she insisted on doing solo. Dad is stretched out in his recliner, watching the golf tournament, while Lily sleeps beside Derek and we talk about business and the possibility of buying out another suffering dealership.

      “How’s the new manager over at Carrollton?”

      “Still the same egotistical fuck of a man, but other than that, he seems to know his way around the car business.”

      “Sounds right up your alley, big brother,” I say and halfway mean it.

      “I was thinking the same about you, asshole,” Derek returns with humor lacing his tone, which is still something I’m trying to get used to.

      When Dalton died of a drug overdose, Derek freaked out. Losing his twin left him angry, guilt-ridden, and filled with hatred. Not only did he become a full-blown son of a bitch, but he also transpired into something way uglier, way more sinister, way more illegal. But when he met Kinley and became a father to Lily Rose, his priorities somersaulted. For many reasons, the two of us have never been that close, but since marrying, he’s put forth the effort in changing that, and it feels good. And right.

      Half an hour passes and I’m full, tired, and need to get home and get some sleep before a full day tomorrow. Just as I stand to tell everybody I’m about to take off, a special bulletin interrupts Dad’s golf tournament.

      This just in from Channel 3 News Absolute.

      Real estate mogul Dennis March has been declared missing while in the metroplex on business. According to authorities, March has homes in both Dallas and San Diego, but due to a water loss in his Park Cities estate, he’d been staying at a downtown Dallas hotel.

      March is the sole owner of March Investments and owns properties in Texas and Southern California. We’ve been told that he was in town wrapping up some business affairs before traveling to Europe for vacation. Police currently have no leads and the March family is offering a large reward for any worthwhile information about his mysterious disappearance. If anyone knows anything, please call the Dallas Police Department at the number at the bottom of your screen, or log onto Channel 3 News Absolute’s website for further information.

      Now, back to your local programming.
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      Heavy rain and wind slashes at the window while the crunching of metal and shattering glass draw my attention from a client’s tax return to a multi-car accident that’s just taken place on the service road. Damn idiots. Car crashes are part of life in cities the size of Dallas, but hell if I can understand why these dumb as rocks fuckers won’t slow down while traveling on a slickened highway renowned for a high frequency of accidents.

      With it still early and the weather shitty, besides me, the receptionist, and the legal assistants, the office is eerily quiet, which I appreciate after a rough night. Sleep hadn’t come easy after learning about Dennis’s disappearance. I just saw the guy not long ago, and even though things hadn’t exactly ended well, I still consider him a friend. But knowing Dennis like I do, the rich bastard could be anywhere. If there was a good deal to be made, I can envision him leaving his belongings behind to rush to the airport to catch a flight.

      “Shit. Where are you, dude?” I ask myself, hoping he’s on some exotic island or fancy yacht, dining on expensive food and drink while laughing his ass off and watching his net worth soar. Yet, as much as I wish that to be the case, I have a sinking suspicion it may not be.

      I drain the last drops of coffee, then wake my laptop to email the client when my cellphone rings. Dallas Police streams across the screen.

      Fuck.

      “Damian Kinnard,” I answer on the third ring.

      “Good morning, Mr. Kinnard. This is Carolyn Finley, civilian crime assistant to the North Central Patrol Division of the Dallas Police Department. I apologize for the early call, but our lead crime investigator would like to meet with you. Today, if possible.”

      “What’s this about, Ms. Finley?” I ask, knowing exactly why she’s calling.

      “Do you know a gentleman by the name of Dennis March?”

      “Yes, I know Dennis. He’s a client.”

      “Sonja March, Mr. March’s mother, has filed a missing person’s report. According to more than one Omni employee, the two of you were seen together in the hotel restaurant a few hours before his disappearance. The investigator wants to ask you some questions. It shouldn’t take more than a few minutes.”

      “I’m not sure I’ll be much help, Ms. Finley.”

      The woman clears her throat. “Ms. March informed us that the two of you were, well... close. Would you be able to come in sometime today, Mr. Kinnard? As I said, it shouldn’t take much of your time.” Besides discussing water damage, fine dining in Europe, California real estate prices, and subjects I have no intention of sharing with anyone else, we didn’t talk about much else when I last saw him. Even so, I owe it to him to try and give the police whatever information I can.

      “Of course. I’ll try and get by a little later in the day.”

      We end the call with my mind flickering to the first time I met Dennis. The day had been stressful. We were short-staffed and had internet problems most of the day. Club 1999 is a gay joint not far from the office that I frequent on rare occasions. Instead of going home, I decided to blow off a little steam and stop in for a few minutes. Dennis sat down beside me as I was nursing a bourbon on ice and offered to buy me another drink. Less than an hour later, we were in a plush room in the Omni. My dick was pelting his ass with no lube at his request as he worked himself and snorted three lines of coke off the hotel bed. He was a nice guy, smart as hell, and crazy good in the sack. Unfortunately, his love of the white powder hit way too close to home.

      A cold chill runs up my spine as I remember the night my brother lost his life to drugs. Christ, I hope like hell Dennis hasn’t gone and done something irreparable.

      My assistant, Holly, sticks her head through my office door and points to her watch. “Don’t forget the staff meeting at ten. Of course, that’s if everyone makes it in today with this crazy rain.”

      Normally, I’m one of the first in the conference room when Joshua “bossman” Norton calls for a meeting. Today, I tell Holly to let him know I’ve had something come up and need to step out of the office. To hell with staff meetings, shitty weather, and traffic pileups. I’m just as anxious to find out what happened to Dennis March as the Dallas Police Department.
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      Wax runs down the sides of a half-burned, three-wick candle resting on the corner of the police station desk. Scents of vanilla and wildflowers drift through the air, returning me to my childhood as I wait for the receptionist to end her phone call. Family time outside by the pool on a hot Texas afternoon. Mom humming a religious tune as she tended her beloved garden. Dad lost in a crime novel while sipping at a cold beer. My brothers dunking each other in the pool.

      Me—alone—floating silently on a Big Joe waterpad pool raft.

      “Can I help you?” The attractive brunette removes her glasses and gives me a half-smile revealing snow-white, perfect teeth. Definitely veneers.

      “I’m Damian Kinnard. Ms. Finley asked me to come in.”

      “Have a seat, Mr. Kinnard. And help yourself.” She gestures to a small table with plastic cups, spoons, and a pot of what looks like stale coffee. “I’ll let Carolyn know you’re here.”

      I nod, pass on the coffee, and take a seat in one of four skinned-up fake leather chairs, cringing at the squeaky tone of someone speaking a few feet away. In my line of work, I’ve met my fair share of investigators, most of which have come across as aggravating assholes with attitudes. With my mood already in the shitter, the last thing I need today is some thirty-minute interrogation by a nasally, narcissistic jerk.

      While jotting down a few notes after listening to a voicemail from a well-known football player who’s gotten himself into another deep shit hole with the IRS, the hair on my neck lifts when I hear my name… and that voice. And him.

      “Morning, Damian.”

      Deep, gravelly, and how I might envision the sound of a fine bourbon if it could speak, I feel his words in my dick. I grip the ink pen in my hand like it’s a lifeline as my eyes start a slow, grateful slide upward. Starting with square-toed, full quill ostrich boots, I move up dark-washed, boot-cut jeans housing toned thighs, and a black button-up—lightly starched—pulled tight over strong shoulders with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows showcasing tribal looking ink work winding up his forearm and disappearing under his shirt. Then there’s his face with its captivating kind of handsome that could easily be on the cover of a men’s magazine or a trashy romance novel. Defined cheekbones, concrete jaw, eyes like a fire with passion, all surrounded by black silken hair with a sexy scattering of gray around the temples.

      Christ, he’s even more gorgeous than before.

      “Nice to see you again, Damian.” My gut rolls at his steady gaze and chilly attitude. It’s almost as if it’s no big deal that he emptied his dick in me two years ago, then walked out of my life like I was nothing more than a common street whore who he’d paid fifty bucks to fuck.

      “Diego,” is all I manage as my mind fogs and my insides shift.

      As soon as we’re in his office and behind closed doors, animosity kicks in. “You’re the head crime investigator? And here I thought all this time you were a police officer. Of course, I thought many things two years ago, all of which turned out to be complete bullshit.” I thought you loved me.

      He gazes at me, his features emotionless, and takes a seat behind his desk. “I got tired of the streets. When the senior detective retired, I applied for the job. A few months later, I was promoted to investigative lieutenant. And while we’re being sarcastic as fuck, clearly our breaking up didn’t keep you from jumping right back out there and falling into bed with someone else.”

      “Since when did we break up, Diego?” I grit out as I take a seat across from him. “If my recollections are right, you bailed mere seconds after you emptied your load inside me.”

      He gives me a deadpan look. “You don’t understand, Damian. You never did.”

      His words stab at my chest, while that same craving from before feels like electricity buzzing through my body. “What don’t I understand, Diego? That you’re not sure you’re gay, yet you turned hard every time I came near you? That you pleaded to put your dick in me, yet you claimed you were still testing your sexuality?  Or that you used me like a cheap fuck toy then walked away without the decency of an explanation?” That you ripped the heart from my chest.

      “Damian, please. Let’s not do this here. These walls are paper thin.”

      His darkening gaze weakens my knees with memories of the past. Kneeling in front of me. Blowing me until my legs trembled. Groaning as I fed every inch of my erection inside him until our balls touched. But I can’t and won’t think about that. Not here. Not now. Two years have passed, and he made his choice. Those days are long gone. Still, I can’t shake off the brisk thrum of my heart or the twist of need pooling in my belly.

      “You’re right. Let’s not.”

      We spend the next few minutes talking about Dennis. Diego states that he has walked Dennis’s house and spoken to his neighbors, a handful of business and personal acquaintances, and several employees at the Omni. Seems Dennis not only left his clothing behind but his phone too. I explain that Dennis is a client and that we spent some time together intimately, but that it was never serious. I continue by assuring him I have no idea what could have happened, and that, although I can see Dennis leaving his belongings behind, I don’t perceive him walking away without his phone.  Lastly, I clarify that we only discussed his investment concerns, his love of European food, our disagreements on red wines, and not much else rendering importance. Diego tells me he has all he needs, and I leave his office, then stop by the men’s room, keyed up as fuck. My heart is pounding and my knees are shaking. Anger mixed with something I can’t describe swirls inside me like a hot, raging fire, and I’m ten seconds from putting a fist through the wall.

      Why did you leave? I gave you all of me.

      “Fuck! Fuck!”

      Splashing cold water on my face and staring at the bags underneath my eyes does nothing to calm me. I look like shit and feel ten times worse. I never expected to see or speak to Diego again, nor did I want to. I’d been so angry when he left my condo that Saturday night. Christ, we’d swallowed each other’s cum, licked each other’s assholes, and emptied our dicks in each other.

      We’d been frantic, spoke of the future, and I’d loved every minute.

      I thought he felt the same.

      What a fool I’d been.

      Exhausted but too unnerved to go back to work or home, after I call the office and check in with Holly, I stop by a small taco joint I used to visit as a kid. I devour three barbacoa tacos and sling back two Modelo Negras, settle my tab, then make my way to my car. Beside the front right tire is a piece of torn notebook paper with Tic Toc… Tic Toc etched in red ink. Thinking nothing of it, I kick it to the side, get inside my Nissan, and head for home in silence feeling just as I did when I arrived. Angry. Nauseated. Emotional. Sick and fucking tired of feeling inferior and ready to just drive until I’m somewhere nobody knows me or my family name, and where I won’t be judged. Or hell, maybe the world would be a better place if I just drove off the side of a motherfucking cliff.
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      What the hell just happened?

      My eyes blur as I squeeze my temples and stare at the scatter of paperwork on my desk. I told myself I could do this. That I would do this. I really thought my heart had hardened over the last two years and that I could look him in the eye without falling apart. But one glance into that livid, bourbon-colored gaze had knives plunging back into my heart, my insides bouncing, and that returning fire blazing inside me.

      I can’t love you. I made a promise.

      The last two years have been the darkest of my life. I’ve done nothing but pretend, walk through the motions, and plaster a smile on my face. On the outside, I come across as cool, collected, and not bothered by much. Inside, it feels like there’s a heavy force pressing on my chest. I’ve felt no passion or had any emotional connection to anyone or anything. There hasn’t been a day that I haven’t thought about him, filled my mind with his voice, or craved his breath against my neck. Nights are hell. Mornings are worse, waking to dreams still lingering in my mind, his smell still fresh in my nostrils, dried semen on my body, and my energy sapped.

      I can’t even think of him without longing.

      I take a breath and crack my neck, trying to stay calm and focus on the job while something stinging and sharp pierces my chest.

      Damian stoked a fire in me the minute I met him. He was different. He was smart and strong and funny. He willed me to experience things I’d never considered before and to be the man I’d been born to be. Those days were the best of my life.

      But the timing had been off.

      Stage four kidney cancer had just wormed its evil bitch of a self into my mother’s life. Her health declined rapidly, and she became weak, scared, depressed, and stricken with panic attacks about no offspring to carry on the Alvarado name. As devout Catholics, faith and family were everything to my parents, especially my mother. Being fruitful, multiplying, and producing large families isn’t an issue of morality, Diego, but God’s blessing, and one of the primary purposes of marriage. I tried explaining that I was a gay man, but she’d sobbed and pleaded with me to study the scriptures, ask God for help, and produce grandchildren for my dad, even if she never got to meet them. Hijo, please produce an heir. For your father. For our loving God. For the sake of the Alvarado name.

      How could I tell her no or refuse a dying woman—my mother—her only wish? So, I did what I thought best at the time.

      I kneeled before him. I swallowed his cock and cum. I tasted every intimate part of his body, then did what I’d longed to do since the night I met him. I fucked him so hard that I saw stars. Next, like a pitiful, weak excuse of a human being, I ended things with nothing more than a pathetic I can’t see you anymore. Afterward, with his scent all over me and my body still reeling from one of the best sexual encounters of my life, I drove home, empty and broken. Guilt-ridden sobs shuddered through my body, and I didn’t care if I lived or died. I walked through my front door, changed clothes, and went on a run until every muscle throbbed with exhaustion, my ears felt like they had frostbite, and I puked until nothing remained in my belly.

      Eaten up with grief and consumed with worry, I’d been determined to abide my aging parents’ wishes, and really believed I could. And God knows I tried. My cock has turned to stone while making a beautiful young lady lose herself in pleasure as I tongue-fucked her pink cunt. I’ve shuddered from head to toe as I face-fucked a compliant, mature woman until tears rolled off her soft cheeks and I blew my load down her throat. I’ve had earth-shattering orgasms while pumping my dick inside tight pussies and puckered assholes, prayed to wake up longing for a woman instead of a man, and read articles on how to change my needs. Christ, I even visited a psychologist after my mother's death. None of it changed anything and only made me more aware of what I’d known all along.

      Books, shrinks, and prayer can’t alter what’s in a person’s DNA. Even the most gorgeous women can’t provide the high and forbidden satisfaction my body craves. Only one person—Damian Kinnard—has ever given me what I bleed for. But turmoil continues to keep my mind in a constant state of uncertainty.

      Is it a sin to lie to a dying loved one out of kindness?

      Are the living obligated to keep these kinds of promises?

      Is breaking an oath an act of betrayal? Is it double-crossing? Unethical?

      Does my mother hear the agonizing cries that live inside her only son?

      Are you there? Can you hear me?

      Jealousy swirls in my gut and a dull pain lodges in my chest as I stare down at the photo of Dennis March. The guy is everything I’m not. Blond and blue-eyed, net worth in the high millions, owner of not one but two homes, five cars, a Ducati bike, MasterCraft Pro-Star ski boat, and a multitude of prime real estate. The man even owns a motherfucking golf course. Why wouldn’t Damian be attracted to someone like him? Why wouldn’t anyone?

      Did he put his dick in you? Did he mean something to you?

      While scanning through paperwork, I see March is also a widower. Rebecca Katelyn March; date of death nine years ago; cause of death breast cancer. No children. No siblings. Father deceased. Mother Sonya Lorre March. Most of the remaining potential witnesses are businessmen, and nothing jumps out as suspicious. From the half-dozen acquaintances I’ve already spoken with, I’ve learned that the guy was laid back, well-liked, and had no enemies. And just as Damian stated, they all agreed that March was the type to walk away without his belongings should a business opportunity arise last minute. Problem is, nobody leaves their cell phone behind.

      Foul play is inevitable.

      For the next two hours, I contact more of March’s friends, work acquaintances, his banker, and his landscaper. No pertinent information is gained, so I go take a piss, then pour myself a cup of old coffee and head back to my office. My phone rings with Dad on the screen.

      “Hey, Dad.”

      I spend a few minutes explaining Netflix streaming, walk him through the simple process, then tell him about a couple of popular television programs I think he may enjoy. We end the call, agreeing to try a new Chinese place close to his south Dallas home once things slow down. I finish off the last few drops of coffee, then do what my heart is telling me to do, but not necessarily my brain. I text Damian.

      Are you free this evening? Can I come by your place?

      Two years of undivided hell have passed. And still, I ache to hold him, smell him, and just be in his presence. We can’t be together, but he nonetheless holds a place in my heart. If I don’t at least try and unfuck a fragment of the shit show that’s become my life, then what’s the point of anything anymore?

      He doesn’t respond, so I resume reading and re-reading paperwork. When Carolyn sticks her head around the corner to tell me she’s leaving for the day, I realize it’s almost six p.m., so I gather my things and head out. Despite no response from Damian, which I can’t blame him for, I get into my car and drive straight to his condominium.

      I’ve owed him an explanation for two years.

      It’s been two years too fucking long.
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      I answer the door to eyes hooded and dark, begging to be taken hard, and that damn scar aching to be touched. My dick stiffens at the sight of him. After two years, I still remember the lines of his body.

      I still want you.

      “Why are you here, Detective? Even someone as seasoned as you couldn’t have any new information this quickly.”

      He tenses, and his glare hardens as he stares at me like an aggressive dog ready to attack. “You know why I’m here, you selfish, unyielding motherfucker. I told myself a dozen times that I had you out of my head and could handle seeing you again. Why do you have this effect on me, goddammit?”

      “I’m the selfish one? Not quite how I remember things, Diego. As I recall, after you emptied your dick in me, you basically rolled out of bed and hit the fucking road like you couldn’t get away fast enough.”

      His lips twitch, his gaze softening. “Can we sit down?”

      “Yeah. Whatever.” I brush off the tightening of my chest and kick off my shoes, then take a seat on the opposite end of the sofa. I can’t be near you and not touch you.

      “I come from a very dedicated Catholic upbringing. And Hispanic. My parents, most especially my mother, are old school. Faith and family are very important.”

      “As they are in many families, Diego. Your point being?”

      “Mom couldn’t conceive again after I was born. Being that I’m an only child, since I was old enough to understand, my parents talked about the day I’d marry and produce grandchildren. It was expected and my rightful duty being the only son. For years, I tried convincing myself that my attraction to men was only a phase and would pass as I grew older. As a teenager and even in my early twenties, I kept my sexuality under the rug. I fucked women—many women—while knowing it wasn’t what I wanted or who I was. Then, once I graduated from the police academy, I started visiting gay clubs and accepting the fact that I’m not straight or even bi, but a full-blown gay man. For a couple of years, things went smoothly. I had my own place, a job I loved, sex when the opportunity arose, and no pressure. But then…”

      He shifts toward me, then drops to his knees, his palms falling onto my thighs. “There you were. Standing behind your fancy sports car looking all fine and shit in your tailored suit with every hair on your head in place. Besides this.” He lifts a hand to brush the falling strand from my forehead. “I can’t explain it,” he rasps, caressing my temple, “but I knew you were someone I wanted to know. Someone I needed to know. But just when things were growing and becoming deep and wonderful, I got the phone call that everyone dreads. My mother was dying.”

      “You never said a word.”

      “Because I didn’t want to burden you. We were still new, still getting to know each other, and I didn’t think it was the right time to overload you with my personal issues. Do you remember that Sunday afternoon when I had to leave suddenly?”

      “Yeah, I remember.”

      “It wasn’t for work like I said, but to visit my parents and tell them about you, and us. That’s when everything turned into a mental shitstorm. Mom’s meds were already fucking with her head. Then, when I told them I was seeing someone—a man—and that it might be serious, she lost her mind and started quoting Bible verses about family and God’s will.”

      Hurt sparks in his gaze. Part of me wants to reach for him and explain that I know how agonizing it is to feel like a failure to your parents and the agony of watching one of them lose their health and ultimately their life. Yet I’m not confident that any of this changes anything or that he’s not still struggling with his sexuality.

      “My mother was appalled,” he says after agonizing minutes of awkward silence. “She believed that sexual attraction toward the same sex was an abomination and punishable by eternal fire.”

      I huff a laugh. “And you believe this, Diego? Really?”

      “I don’t expect you to understand. Your parents more than likely welcomed your sexuality. Plus, you have a sibling to carry on the family name. That wasn’t the case for me. My chest still cracks open every time I see disappointment in my dad’s eyes when he asks if I’m seeing anyone.”

      “You might be surprised what I understand.”

      Diego’s head lifts, his gaze like magnets on mine.

      “My parents never had a clue who I was. They were too wrapped up in their twins to pay much attention to any struggles I was experiencing. Don’t get me wrong, they loved me, and I lacked for nothing in the physical sense, but I was clearly an oops baby and always felt like more of an outsider. I never told them I was gay until I was grown and living on my own.”

      “I didn’t know that.”

      “How would you? You didn’t stick around long enough to find out.”

      He frowns, and I hate how the disappointment on his face turns my stomach to hard knots.

      “I’m sorry, Damian.”

      “Me too, Diego.”

      His gaze falls to his hand that’s stroking the side of my thigh. “Minutes before my mother died, she woke up from heavy sedation, sat straight up in her hospital bed wide-eyed and alert, and told my dad and me that she had two wishes. The first was to be buried in the clothing she had tucked in a blue suitcase in her closet and to make sure her hair and make-up didn’t look like a freak show. Her second wish was for me to find a woman to love and bear children with. Those were the last words she spoke.”

      My jaw tightens at his words. It makes me sick to know he’s living his life in a bubble and can’t be himself. That he can’t be with me.

      “So, what you’re trying to say is that you’re married? And a father? How’s that working out for you, Detective?”

      He stands, frustrated, and scrubs his hands through his hair. “Goddammit, Damian! Can you stop with the sarcasm for five fucking minutes and let me finish saying what I drove over here for?”

      “By all means. Carry on.”

      “Thirty minutes after I met you, I knew you were going to change my life. My God, you were the most beautiful man I’d ever laid eyes on, and I wanted you more than my next breath. I wanted to learn all your deepest secrets, all your quirks and dreams, your likes and dislikes. I wanted your body, but more than that, I wanted your heart. But yeah, I fucked up. I should have found a way to make my parents accept who I am years before my mother became ill. But I didn’t, and that’s something I’ll always have to live with. That said, I never stopped missing you or wanting you. A day hasn’t passed that you haven’t entered my thoughts. And when I saw you again, I knew I couldn’t go on without making you understand.”

      “Can’t say I’ll ever understand, but you fucked up, Detective.”

      Remorse glimmers in his eyes, and I want to understand his difficulties and forgive him for his choices. But I can’t because I don’t understand. No matter how hard I try, I can’t fathom how a man can waltz through life pretending and denying who he is.

      “I did, and I’m sorry. I don’t expect you to forgive me, but just the same, I needed to get that off my chest. You deserved an explanation.” He walks to the door, then spins back around, his eyes locking on mine.

      “And for the record, I’m not married.”

      My stomach bottoms out. More than anything, I want to go after him, pull him against me, and never let him go. But I do just the opposite and watch Diego leave my condo while I feel like utter shit and my emotions are jumping all over the place. For the next few minutes, I sit and stare at the front door, pondering over Dennis’s mysterious disappearance, worrying about my aging dad, and wondering if Diego will ever be proud of who he is and allow himself a life of happiness. Or if either of us will.

      A little later, I eat leftover pizza, then shower and answer a few emails. Fatigue is kicking my ass, so I make my way to the bedroom, turn out the light, and crawl into bed. I stare out my window overlooking downtown, remembering him, me, our last time together, and all the times between. His passion for his job, his crazy sense of humor, and his lack of knowledge concerning salsa when he’s Hispanic.

      Fuck, I’d do anything if things were different.

      So stiff that I ache, I squeeze my dick, then start stroking while my eyes slip shut, and I tell myself that I’m strong and that I won’t tear myself up over this again.

      You won’t hurt me again. I won’t love you. There’s nothing between us.

      Minutes later, I’ve jacked myself so violently that my wrist is cramping and my dick is chafed. Then, with spurts of semen still on my belly and hand, I ignore both and roll over, reach for my phone, and do exactly what I said I wouldn’t.

      He used me. He hurt me. He shattered every good thing between us.

      Still, I burn.

      If you ever choose to open your dead eyes and accept who you really are, look me up.
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      “The IRS sucks. One day I’d like to be able to hide every cent I have and tell the fuckers to go kick rocks. I’m in a financial bind, Mr. Kinnard. I don’t have eighty grand to pay these bastards. I’m barely making payroll as it is. Should I start packing my shit so they don’t barge through my front door with their armed soldiers and take everything I own?”

      Landon Harrison is a new client who owes thousands in back taxes. The self-employed electrician hasn’t paid a dime for prior years or reported all income earned. He claims that when he started his business, he was making quarterly payments, but when his twin sons went off to college, expenses started adding up and he used what he netted to pay for tuition, books, and rent.

      “First of all, call me Damian. You make me feel old as hell when you refer to me as mister.”

      The fifty-five-year-old father of three sighs. “Okay. Damian it is.”

      “Landon, in a nutshell, you’re right. The Internal Revenue Service can do whatever they choose when monies are owed. Plus, penalties and interest will continue to accrue the longer this goes unpaid. Yet, as far as storming through your house and taking your personal belongings, that’s not likely. How much can you afford to pay monthly? I’d like to get a good idea of what’s feasible for your budget then negotiate and hopefully even get your balance reduced a few bucks. Then we can try and figure out a plan to get you current on taxes and grow your finances instead of the opposite.”

      “Shit, man,” he grits out. “How can you stand talking to those greedy assholes? My temper goes red every time I see one of their envelopes in my mailbox. Like the saying goes, extra cash in the bank is like a pie cooling on a windowsill to these people. You’re damn sure a bigger and better man than me to spend your days trying to make sense of these crooks when you don’t have to.”

      Landon’s comment reassures me that he knows who I am. My brother and I look a lot alike, and with Derek’s face plastered all over television in Kinnard Auto commercials, it doesn’t take much to put two and two together.

      Many have asked what led me to become a tax attorney instead of working for the family business. My answer is always the same. I like helping people with their financial transactions, good and bad, and even dealing with the IRS is a mental trip in my opinion. At a young age, I knew the automobile industry wasn’t in my future. That was Derek’s jam, and the right decision. Fine automobiles are like fine women, or in my case, men. They’re status symbols and extensions of ourselves. Hell, I’ve loved every car I’ve ever owned. But I also love a full-bodied aged scotch and three-thousand thread count Egyptian cotton sheets. Doesn’t mean I want to eat, drink, and shit either of them every day.

      “Even with their ominous reputation, they’re more willing than not to work out a payment plan. Let me make some calls and I’ll get back to you tomorrow.”

      We end the call, and I finish what I’m doing, then pack up my things and head over to the Omni for pre-Friday socialization. A good shot of fine bourbon sounds damn good right about now. Work has been insane. We’ve taken on two new attorneys, another legal assistant, and business continues to boom. By the time I’ve gotten home in the evenings, I’ve been overcome with exhaustion and done nothing but scrounge up something to eat, then fall into bed.

      Still, he’s on my mind. Every time my phone rings or dings with a text, my first hope is that it's him.

      Yet it never is.

      You didn’t even care enough to respond to my text?

      I walk inside the bar and see a gorgeous redhead sitting alone at a corner table, reading on her tablet. It’s been too long since I’ve had any kind of sex that didn’t include my hand, and I’m a footstep away from stopping at her table and asking if she wants to get a room and fuck all night.

      “Shit,” I say under my breath, knowing even the sweetest pussy isn’t going to kill this craving.

      My thoughts return to Dennis. Still missing, it’s hard to believe they’ve found no traces of anything leading to his disappearance. No ATM withdrawals, no credit card charges, no contact with his administrative assistant or any other employees. Lack of closure must be terrible for his mother. Temptation to call or text Diego about the case has entered my mind a dozen times. But the asshole hadn’t even given me the satisfaction of a response to my text message a couple of weeks ago. So, fuck that. And fuck him.

      After I sling back a second drink, I order a burger with the others, eat half, then decide I’m exhausted so I say my goodbyes and head downstairs. There’s a different valet on deck. He says he’s new to the job and wasn’t scheduled to start until next week. He hasn’t met any of the other employees, including BS. He claims BS got sick and went home early, and none of the other valets were able to come in last minute. The kid brings my ride over, and after a brief conversation about cars, he tells me he caught some seedy-looking guy wearing a bright orange cap with the word Legend across the front pulled down low snooping around my Nissan.

      “The dude kept staring at the ground like he was up to no good and had his cap down like he was trying to hide his face. He was probably just gawking at this beauty, but I nevertheless told him to disappear.”

      “Appreciate it.” I slip him fifty bucks, and after he thanks me, he tells me I look like I’ve had a hard day and that he hopes I have a good rest of the evening.

      He’s right. I feel like shit. Obviously, I look the same.

      After a stop at the post office box for mail and the grocery store for coffee, bagels, and cashew butter, I’m more than ready to be home. My eyes are heavy and I’m tired as hell, even though it’s still early. Maybe I’ll have a cup of French roast then fire up a movie. Stifling a yawn as I get inside, I walk straight to the kitchen, toss my keys onto the counter, and decide to skip the coffee and grab a bottle of water instead. Once I change out of my suit, I start thumbing through the mail, most of which is junk, so I toss it to the side and make my way to the bedroom.

      I turn on the television and park my tired ass on the bed. There’s nothing but depressing shit on the nightly news, so I bring up Netflix and start a popular horror movie, which does nothing but bore me and put me to sleep.

      Something startles me awake. After I get my eyes open, I realize it’s the doorbell. With an exhausted sigh, I glance at the clock to see it’s eleven p.m., which sends me into a panic. Is something wrong with Dad? With Derek or his family? Fuck, is the building on fire?

      Is it him?

      With my heart pounding, I answer the door to a drained-looking Diego. Dark circles underline his eyes. His hair looks like it hasn’t been combed, and his scruff is almost a full-grown beard. My chest squeezes, and while I want to tell him to fuck right off, the other side of me wants to pull him against me, tell him how much I’ve missed him, then curl up beside him in bed.

      “What can I do for you, Detective? It’s late. I’m bone tired. And from the looks of you, you could use a little rest yourself.”

      He takes a deep breath, and his expression hardens. “I dated a woman for three months, a beautiful, smart woman who worked as a human resources manager for a medical billing company. She was tough on the outside but compliant in the bedroom. She also wanted kids. I considered it, Damian. I thought I could grow to love her, give her a good life with the family she wanted, and focus on raising children. Then, we were at dinner one night. Someone I’d met at a gay bar was at the same restaurant picking up food to go. He saw me and came over to say hello. Five minutes later, Valerie asked me if I was gay. I couldn’t lie, so that was the end of it.”

      “You drove all the way over here at this late hour to tell me this? Why?”

      “I don’t fucking know.”

      Silence hangs in the air and his hands drop into his pockets.

      “What do I have to do, Damian?” he asks after what feels like a lifetime. “Drop to my knees? Beg your forgiveness? Tell you how many times I’ve laid awake at night because I hurt too much to sleep? How many times I’ve been unable to breathe because it felt like the walls were caving in around me, or how many tears I’ve shed while tempted to just chase a bottle of sleeping pills with a fifth of bourbon? Would that lessen the resentment in your eyes or the tension in your body?”

      I motion him inside and close the door. My head is on fire, my eyes blurry with fatigue, and I feel his words in my dick. “What exactly do you want from me, Diego? A welcoming handshake? A pat on the shoulder? The last time we were together I was seconds from telling you I was falling in love when you just left like it meant nothing. You offered no explanation, never called, never texted. We made love, then you waltzed out of my life like I was a two-bit bench whore you picked up in a seedy alley. And now you want me to give a shit about how hard your life has been and act like nothing ever happened? I’m not stone, Diego. I hurt just like the next son of a bitch.” I’ve hurt every damn day for two years.

      “If it’s any consolation, I started to call you many times,” he says in a voice thick with pain. “I hated myself for what I’d done. For hurting you and denying you an explanation. God, I ached to hear you speak my name, to listen to you breathe, or… fuck…” He pushes the hair from my eye. “Just to see that one piece of hair fall when the rest stays perfectly in place.”

      Something churns in my chest and deep in my belly. It’s overwhelming, heart-wrenching, and like nothing I’ve ever felt. It hurts like a physical ache of wanting to touch and be touched.

      “But days became weeks and months, then my mother died. By then, I figured you’d long moved on.” He shrugs, his eyes like magnets on mine. “And why wouldn’t you? You’re gorgeous. You’re smart and even funny at times. You could have anybody you choose.”

      My gaze drops between us at his strong chest, toned abdomen, and his jeans thick with his cock. “As could you, Detective.”

      “At the time, I didn’t feel I had a choice. But don’t think my heart wasn’t choking and my insides shattering. I felt like I was dying, or like God was playing some evil trick on me. There wasn’t a part of me that didn’t hurt. For fuck’s sake, my mother asked me on her death bed to give my father grandchildren. I felt like it was my duty, if that makes sense.” His finger traces my jawline, his gaze like pools of grief. “I’m only human, not perfect. I make mistakes. And I’m still paying for them every day.”

      “Were we a mistake, Diego? Is that what you’re implying? If so, it’s all good, man. I get it. And no worries on my part. Our dirty secret will go no further than right here.”

      “No, goddammit! No! I just…” His words trail off as he stares at me with misery in his expression.

      “Life is a one-time shot, Diego. You can’t change who you are. You can only change your actions. Wake up and face the music. Men fuck. They lick assholes, suck each other’s dicks, and swallow their cum. It doesn’t make us inferior or monsters. It’s who we are, how we were engineered by your so-called God that you hold so much respect for. But if hiding who you are and walking through life in a bubble just to produce grandchildren for your father is what’s important, then I suggest you make your peace with your god and pray you’re doing the right thing.”

      “You’ll never understand, will you?”

      “No, I won’t.” Exasperation tightens my chest, and I want to just shake some damn sense into this man. “Move on, for Christ’s sake. Live life your way. And if it’s children you want, then have them. Gay men and women adopt and raise healthy, happy children every day, and you’d make one hell of a father.”

      A small smile bends his lips. “Can you imagine two hard-headed motherfuckers like us trying to raise a kid together? Cleaning up vomit and shitty diapers? Warming baby bottles and trying to get them to eat pureed spinach?”

      “Yeah,” I respond in a whisper. “Why the hell not?”

      I’d love to raise children with you.

      He stares down at his hands, his jaw clenching. “I can’t undo my past, and I can’t change the fact that I made a promise to my mother. But if there was a way, I give you my word that I’d do things differently. I wanted you then and I ache for you now. Even your ghastly jokes and your argumentative, and wrong, opinions about salsa. Jesus, I just want… you.”

      “So you can fuck and flee?”

      “Fuck and flee?”

      “Don’t think I stuttered.”  I draw in a long inhale of breath, then release it. My head feels like it’s about to explode. My cock is stiff enough to dig up a fucking garden, and my heart is racing so hard it hurts. I want inside this man. I want to kiss away all his doubt, take him to bed, and keep him underneath me for the next week. Life is short. We weren’t put on this earth to just work, pay bills, and play it safe. We were engineered to take chances, make mistakes, and live the life our hearts desire. And yes, I know plenty of men who would appease my needs without all the guilt, questions, or leaving myself wide open to more disappointment or heartbreak. But it wouldn’t be the same. It hasn’t been the same.

      Why do I still need you?

      Pleasure buds in my cock as I walk him into the wall, then press a hand against his zipper. “Forget everyone else for a moment and focus on your needs for once in your life.” He stiffens as I put pressure against his swelling dick. “Has anyone ever made you feel this way? This quickly? This intensely?”

      I unzip his jeans and reach inside his boxers. His cock is straining and hot, his tip leaking arousal. For a minute, I stroke the veiny, warm length while watching his eyes hood and feeling him harden to stone. Then, I release him and step back.

      “That’s what I thought, Detective. Now, go on home. Keep telling yourself you can’t do this and denying the connection we felt the minute we met. Continue trying to convince yourself that you should live the life your family and religion intended for you while waking up in the dead of night feeling empty, restless, and fucking lost.”

      “Damn you, Damian.” He stares at me with confusion, then tugs my hand back against him. “My body is burning up for you.”

      I dart my gaze at the door. “Go home, Diego. Get some rest. And when you’re in your nice warm bed, alone, close your eyes and think about what just happened here and how uncomfortable you were in this moment.” I lean over and press my lips against his.

      “And don’t come to my door again until you’ve unfucked all that doubt in your pretty head.”
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      “Thank you, Holly,” I tell my assistant of five years when she brings me a refill on coffee that I didn’t ask for.

      “You look tired. I thought you might need it.”

      “Remind me to put in for that raise,” I say with a genuine smile.

      “Yes, sir. I’ll hold you to that.” The middle-aged blonde turns and exits my office, her curvaceous figure making her look well younger than fifty-two.

      I glance at my watch and see that it’s close to eleven. After a miserable night of tossing, turning, and a relentless erection, I’d jolted awake at stupid o’clock with my cock hard as steel. After I decided to be an asshole and send Diego a photo of my hand wrapped around my swollen base, I beat off with thoughts of fucking his inflamed hole until we were both limp with exhaustion and our balls empty.

      I’m still walking around with a half boner, dead tired, and turmoil roiling through my chest like rocks bouncing around my lungs. I can’t stop thinking about Dennis. How does someone just disappear without a trace? His credit cards haven’t been used. No signs of a new cell phone have been found, and according to his personal assistant, he never made it to the early morning business meeting he’d been in town for.

      Who would want to bring harm to this guy? And why?

      And why haven’t I heard from Diego?

      I spend the next thirty minutes on the phone with ex-professional quarterback JJ Kyle, explaining that I’ve spoken with the IRS on his behalf and need to meet with him to discuss options to keep him from being charged with a tax crime. Mouth dry after we end the call, I swallow the last drops of coffee, then reach for the mail Holly brought in earlier.

      On top is an envelope addressed to Damian ‘Jon’ Kinnard, which strikes me as weird since I rarely use my middle name. Assuming it’s probably junk mail, I start to toss it into the garbage when a strange feeling stirs in my gut that I might need to look at it. I unseal the letter-sized envelope and unfold a piece of notebook paper that’s been torn from a spiral notebook.

      Who’s next? Tic-Toc. Tic-Toc.

      The fuck?

      I return the note to its envelope, then text Diego to meet me at a popular Mexican restaurant I know he likes. Once I run over a few things with Holly, I make my way to my car and head toward Lonestar Tex-Mex with an overwhelming concern stirring through me.

      Is this note confirmation that Dennis has been abducted?

      If so, why am I being involved? And who’s behind it?
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      Since a big part of the Lonestar Tex-Mex parking lot is under repair, I park between a lifted Dodge Ram and Damian’s Nissan at the sports bar next door, then make my way to the entrance. Inside, the place is buzzing with people, the air smoky from sizzling plates of fajitas.

      “Table for one?” The young blonde looks toward the bar. “The wait is about fifteen minutes, but there are available seats at the bar.” She smiles, and I return the gesture.

      “I’m meeting someone, but thanks, hon.” Jealousy stirs in my gut as I nod at the hostess and feel the photos inside my pocket shift.

      When I came across them, I started shaking and my throat closed up. For minutes, I just stared at the damn things, shocked that Damian would allow something so personal and gutted at the contentment on his face. Did he put his dick in you?

      I look around the place and see him at a table a few feet away. My abs clench and pressure squeezes at my chest while something I remember from a movie comes to mind. What makes the gift of trust one of the hardest things to gain is the fact that, while it may take years to build, it only takes seconds to destroy. Another sharp pang of jealousy which I have no right to feel tugs deep at my insides as I stride toward the hungry stare in Damian’s eyes, one not intended for me. He’s peering into the face of a beautiful woman. Her chair is pulled over beside him while his hand rests on the lower part of her back and his fingers caress the intimate spot in the way a lover would. My throat tightens when he smiles at what she’s saying.

      Man up, Diego. He’s not yours. He’s free to fuck whoever he likes.

      The woman giggles and then turns toward me at the same time as Damian’s brown gaze connects with mine. His hand falls to his side and he looks at me with a blank expression.

      Young and beautiful, with silky dark hair and crystal blue eyes, the smile on her face is still wide, radiating happiness, and glowing with something that looks like intimacy. Hurt makes my stomach bottom out. Is this what a man feels like who’s lost at sea with no chance of being found? Or lost his battle to a debilitating disease?

      Is this the feeling of being hopeless? Powerless? Forsaken?

      Damian introduces me to Sophia Granger, a hair stylist he met ten years ago. We exchange a few cordial words, then I watch them walk to the exit with his palm pressed into her lower back again. For a few minutes, they visit, then he kisses her right temple and opens the door for her. After, he returns to the table and gives me a weak smile but doesn’t offer me a word of explanation. Nor do I ask for one.

      For minutes, neither of us speak other than placing orders for beef fajitas and iced tea. Then his phone rings and he speaks with a client. Once he’s done, the waitress returns with tortillas and two bowls of salsa while silence continues lingering between us and I try ignoring the faint smell of female cologne and what feels like my heart being ripped straight from my chest. Is this why he asked me to lunch? To introduce me to a woman? To tell me he’s fucking her?

      To torment me?

      “I went back to Dennis March’s house this morning,” I manage to say in a shaky voice. “Something wasn’t settling right, like we were missing something. There’s some shady shit going on, Damian.”

      “No fucking shit, Sherlock.” He pushes an envelope in front of me, then takes a long swallow of water. “This was in today’s office mail. I found something similar beside my car a couple of weeks ago underneath a tire. At the time I didn’t think anything of it and left it.”

      “Could someone have a vendetta against you, Damian? An old client? An old lover maybe?”

      “Not that I can think of.”

      “I’ll have it dusted for prints.” I fold the letter back up and return it to the envelope, then reach inside my jacket pocket. “Unfortunately, I’m about to make your day a little worse. These were underneath a lamp in March’s bedroom.”

      There are two photos, both of Damian nude. In one, he’s lying across Dennis’s bed with his arms at his sides and his cock flaccid yet still enclosed in a condom. In the other, his back is propped against the headboard with thick pearls of semen sliding down his chest.

      “Dennis told me he’d gotten rid of these damn things,” he grits out. “We’d had a little too much to drink that night.”

      “Somebody purposely placed these in March’s bedroom since I was there last. Someone clearly wants to make a statement.”

      “Fuck!” Anger flashes in his eyes, his hands pushing through his hair. “What kind of statement? And why? Who gives a flying shit what two consenting adults do in their free time?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Fuck me,” he mumbles as the waitress brings over two plates of sizzling fajitas.

      “Can I get either of you anything else?” she asks in a peppy tone that matches her expression.

      “I think we’re good, here. Thank you, hun.” I push the smoky plate to the side, then turn toward Damian’s worried stare.

      “Are you sure you can’t think of anybody either of you has had an altercation of some sort with?”

      “No!” he snaps loudly enough to get the next table’s attention. “I can’t speak for Dennis, but for me, no.”

      Shifting in my seat, I lean across the table. “I’m not accusing you. I’m just trying to cover all the bases.”

      “And if word of this gets around, I’m fucked.”

      “I’m not turning in the photos, Damian. It could cost me my job in the long run, but for now, they stay with me. However, rest assured, whoever put them there has copies.” Before I realize what I’m doing, I place my hand on top of his shaking wrist and squeeze. The unorthodox move has his eyes widening and a half-smile crossing his lips. In the past, I would have never shown affection in public, but it feels good and right, and I don’t move. Not even when a middle-aged man that I’ve seen in here before walks in front of our table and gives me a seething stare, then blinks down at our hands and rolls his eyes. Fucking judgmental asshole. I’m almost tempted to reach beneath the table and grab a handful of thick Kinnard dick just to piss off the ignorant asshat.

      “Think hard,” I insist, ignoring the prejudiced shrew. “Can you think of anything at all that might be helpful?”

      “No!” He pulls his hand back, irritation in his expression. “You know my background. I’ve fucked around. A lot. As for clients, let’s face it. They want me on their side, not the opposite. And as I said before, I don’t know anything about Dennis’s past lovers. I do know he was married and their breakup wasn’t a nice one.” He blinks away for a minute, scrubbing his jaw. “There was this one woman I was seeing for a short time. It’s probably nothing, but…”

      “Everything is something. Tell me about her.”

      “Her name was Liz Olson. I really liked her. She was beautiful, feminine, and sweet as hell. She played the cello and wanted to attend music school. We fucked a few times, but then she started getting clingy, talking about futures and relationships. So, I ended it. For a while, she kept calling, crying and shit, saying she knew I was gay but that she was okay with sharing because she cared about me. I quit responding.”

      “What else can you tell me about her?”

      “Nothing, really. We saw each other a few times. She wanted more than I was willing to give, so I broke it off. Doesn’t make the lady a killer.”

      Who is the woman you were just kissing goodbye?

      “Didn’t say she was. I’m just trying to do my job and get all my ducks in a row. Does she have an older brother? An overly protective father? Maybe an old boyfriend that might be controlling, have anger issues, or something along those lines?”

      “Hell if I know. We shared food. We had sex. Then I went home. Personal questions weren’t on my agenda.” His head falls into his hands. “I’m screwed, man. If the media gets hold of this and learns I was involved, they will turn it into a three-ring circus. Youngest son of automobile pioneer Wallace Kinnard involved in embarrassing gay fiasco. Derek Kinnard’s younger brother involved in sex scandal. I can just hear it now,” he spits out. “This could hurt my career. Or worse. What a motherfucking shit show.”

      “Are you sure this Liz Olson doesn’t hold some kind of grudge? Women can be vicious bitches when things don’t go their way.”

      “No. She wasn’t like that. This lady was quiet and reserved. Even when she called, she never raised her voice. She was a cellist, for fuck’s sake.”

      I pull a small tablet and a pen from my shirt pocket. “Write down her name and whatever other information you have. I need to get back to the office. You want to have them box up all this food we haven’t touched? Eat it this evening?”

      “I don’t give two fucks,” he snaps. “Box it up if you want.” His eyes latch onto mine. “I’ll stop by your place a little later."

      I throw a wad of cash onto the table, and we stride toward the exit, a pull of yearning lodging in my chest when his hand brushes mine. He walks with me to my car and his eyes lock on mine, his expression a little rattled, as if he wants to say something.

      Who is she, Damian?

      He sighs, his eyes burning as he strokes my cheek with the pad of his thumb and presses his mouth against mine. “Tonight, Detective.”
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      With a half boner rubbing my zipper, when I walk past Holly’s desk, she tells me that the bossman is waiting for me in my office. “Heads up,” she warns in a whisper. “He’s not in the greatest mood.”

      “Great. And thanks, I think.”

      Norton, Spahr, LLP is one of the top firms serving auditing, accounting, tax valuation, and consulting services to companies and individuals in Dallas and the greater metroplex. With over twenty years of experience, Joshua and the firm receive around $118 million in annual revenue. After I finished law school and obtained my accounting degree, I started my career here. It wasn’t long before my five-figure salary turned into a six, and now, as a recent partner, with bonuses, I earn a sizable income.

      “Hey, Joshua. What’s up?” A deep scowl covers the fifty-two-year-old managing partner’s face as he sits in a chair across from my desk staring out the window.

      “I was going to ask you the same thing. Why so much time away from the office, Damian? This is out of character for you. Is Wallace okay? Derek?” Most of the attorneys here know Dad and Derek. Derek’s salesmen know to offer the best car and truck deals they have available to support my work acquaintances while they return the favor by using us for tax and consulting affairs when needed.

      “Dad and Derek are fine. I’m gay, Joshua,” I blurt out. “And I may be in some deep shit.” Thoughts of admitting my sexuality to a man I’ve worked with for years, a smart man who clearly knows that I’m into dudes, almost has me choking back laughter. For a second, I think back to years ago and when I came out to Dad and Derek. You think we’re deaf, dumb, and blind, son? You and Dalton were both gay. Your mother and I weren’t as stupid as we may have looked, and just like I told your mom, if a man likes ass better than the honey hole, that’s his prerogative.

      “I’m no fool, Damian. And your sexual preferences aren’t a concern to me, only your work ethics. You’re an excellent attorney. If you weren’t, I wouldn’t have made you a partner. But I need you one hundred percent. Tell me what’s going on.”

      “I’ve been seeing a client.”

      Joshua’s eyes widen. “Go on,” he says on a deep sigh.

      “It’s Dennis March.”

      “Dennis March?” Surprise rings in his voice and a streak of anger covers his face. We haven’t spoken about his disappearance, but it’s all over the news. If word gets out that I was involved with him, it could be bad for my business, as well as the firm. Joshua glowers at me, silent for a few seconds before he speaks again.

      “Who knows about the affair?”

      “I didn’t think anyone did until recently.”

      “Christ, Damian.”

      Thirty minutes after I’ve informed my boss that I dick men and admitted my affair with client Dennis March—something not forbidden, but not encouraged—I’ve also told him about the strange notes that may be an authentic warning or just some idiot trying to stir up shit. After he all but lets me know that he doesn’t appreciate my personal affair with a paying client, he tells me I’m a good attorney and that we’ll get through this one way or another. He then insists that I take some time off to get my personal affairs in order, which I hesitantly agree to, then shakes my hand and exits my office. With my heart in my throat, I make a few calls, send a dozen emails, then pack up my laptop and a few files. I close my office door and tell Holly that I’m going to work at home for a few days, but that I’ll be checking in daily.

      “Oh, crap. He was pissed. Is everything okay?” Worry glistens in her eyes.

      “It’s all good. I just have a few personal issues I need to tend to.” I force a thin smile, then leave the office with tension in my chest and confusion stirring in my gut. Being sent home like an adolescent schoolboy receiving in-home suspension mixed with the possible meaning behind those notes sends a cold dread up my back and has me aching for one thing—my hands on Diego Alvarado.
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      Before I get the front door all the way open, Damian is forcing his way through and pushing it shut with the toe of his shoe. Eyes dark, cold, and calculating, he backs me into the wall and presses his rock-hard groin into me.

      “What are you doing, Damian?”

      “I can’t eat,” he growls, grinding against me. “I can’t fucking sleep. I can’t do anything but think about you, your mouth around my cock, and me inside you. You make me feel weak, Diego. And I don’t like the feeling.”

      I loved you then, I love you now, I want to say while wishing I knew how to make him understand that leaving him was the hardest thing I ever did and that it gutted me when all I wanted to do was love him. Instead, I pull him against my erection.

      “And your cock is all I’ve thought of all afternoon.” Pressing my mouth to his neck and licking my way to his ear, I murmur, “Despite you kissing a beautiful woman at lunch and offering me no explanation, I was so hard when I left that I had to walk around for the next hour with a hand covering my boner.”

      Lust glistens in his eyes. “Is that so? You want to get off watching me fuck a woman, Detective?”

      “No, asshole. I want to get off by you fucking me. Or the opposite.”

      “So, what do you suggest we do?” He looks at our hips pressing together, then back at me.

      “For starters, let’s take this to my bedroom so I don’t blow a load in my damn gym shorts.”

      “Fuck the gym shorts,” he grits out, shoving them to my ankles. “And the bedroom.”

      My cock bounces against my stomach, my crown so enlarged that the skin is a taut, deep red. He drags his fingers down my length, then underneath and around the pucker of my ass.

      “Damian,” I say on an exhale as his finger grazes my hole.

      A sadistic smile bends his lips as he slips the tip inside just enough to torment me and make my cock ache. “Once I’ve filled your throat, I’m going to spend the next hour fucking this tight ass until you’re so damn raw and sore that you’re begging me to stop.”

      I never want you to stop. It feels like forever since I’ve felt you.

      He eases his finger from me then lowers his lips to mine for a soft but controlling kiss that I feel through my bones.

      “My God, I want you in me,” I whisper breathlessly, so hungry for him that everything inside me feels like a deep throb. I lower a hand into the waist of his sweats and start fisting his thick erection, then rub the warm arousal down his swollen length and over and behind his balls until I’m pressing the erogenous spot.

      “Jesus!” A tremor moves through his body and he backs up and strips out of his clothes while I tug my t-shirt over my head.

      “Get on your knees and suck my cock like you mean it, Diego.”

      I don’t hesitate. It’s what I’ve craved and missed for two years, and I’m uncertain if there will be a next time. But mainly because I love him. I drop to my knees, then grip his base. I squeeze and dip my tongue into the leaky slit while my free hand moves across the globe of his ass and I press a finger inside.

      “Fuck, yes,” he groans when I add a second and push deep. “Feels so damn good.” His fingers coil through my hair and he utters a trail of obscenities while I ease out of him, then push back in and graze his P-spot. Legs shaking, abs tensing, and his eyes on his grinding cock, he whispers, “That’s it. Just like that.”

      “Like this?” I lick up his underside then suck his warm crown while my fingers stroke in and out, curling and massaging his prostate.

      “God, yes. Christ! Diego, I’m…”

      His words trail off and his fingers dig into my scalp as he powers into my mouth, frantic and harsh, throat-fucking me while groaning and murmuring my name. Hot tears leak from my eyes and my throat aches, but I don’t care. He’s so beautiful to watch. So sensual. So sexual. So close, hot and hard, his balls drawn up tight, and that vein in his neck throbbing.

      “Fuck you Diego,” he rasps. “For making me want you. For making me second in your life. And for your damn fear of religion.”

      He’s wedged deep in my throat, his eyes dark with heat. My fingers plunge and curl while my mouth bobs and my cock drips and aches for release.

      “Ah, fuck. Fuck!” A shudder sweeps over his body and he pulls me against him tight, rocking into my mouth with such ferocity that it’s hard to breathe. With his fingers coiling through my hair, he makes a low, growling noise, then pulses and spurts thick bursts of warm cum that feel endless. His eyes hold mine as I swallow every drop, then lick the last warm bit from his tip.

      For seconds after he eases himself from my mouth, neither of us moves as we catch our breath. Finally, he takes my hand and pulls me up, our gazes locked. I push the strand of hair from his eye, then smile. “What is it about this one piece of hair that refuses to stay in place?”

      He leans his forehead against mine and blows out a long breath. “You always did know how to bring me to my knees with your mouth.” He gives me a half-smile.

      “You’re the only man I’ve ever cared about pleasing, Damian. You’re the only person I’ve ever wanted.”

      His eyes turn to dark pools of gloom. “Yet you walked away and you’re still unsure.”

      I’m sorry.

      “Don’t do this, Damian. Please.”

      For what feels like an eternity, he doesn’t speak. He only glowers at me with a bitter chill in his expression. “Please,” I reiterate, rubbing the pad of my thumb over his bottom lip. “Let’s just be together and focus on now and not my fuck-ups from the past.”

      “I’m not the same man you knew two years ago, Diego. I won’t submit to you.”

      His words sting. I want Damian. God help me, I want him every minute. Every day and night. I want him happy and confident that I’m no longer the same man either. But then, am I? Strangled emotions claw at my chest. Pleading… Promises… Lies. Her voice playing in my head. Her frail fingertips reaching for mine. Sin is deceitful, hijo. The Bible warns us constantly that it will divide and separate a man from God.

      “Neither of us are the same.”

      “So, what do you want, Diego?” His eyes are hard and his jaw pulled tight.

      “It’s simple. I want you. Just you. You’re killing me, man.”

      For seconds that feel like years, he doesn’t respond and just rubs his forehead, looking at me like he doesn’t know whether to take me in his arms or kick my ass to the curb.

      “Let’s go to my bedroom. Be with me, Damian. Please.” I reach for his hand, which he accepts, then lead us down the hallway.

      “I didn’t bring condoms.” Straight-faced, his tone cold, he stands in the doorway and brushes a palm over his semi-erect cock.

      “I have condoms.”

      I flip on a table lamp, open the bedside drawer with condoms and lube inside, then lean over and brush my lips against his. Trying to get him to relax, I brush a hand down his back and over the swell of his ass. He pulls back and sighs, his disgruntled expression hitting me deep. Part of me thinks he wouldn’t blink an eye if I closed the drawer I just opened and asked him to leave. But my body, along with my heart, doesn’t know how to refuse him. Even in my darkest moments when I was trying like hell to forget and move on, I knew I’d never be able to resist him. Today is no different.

      Trying to forget Damian Kinnard is inconceivable.

      “Is it always going to be like this between us, Damian?”

      “I don’t know, Diego. I’m still angry. I’m still bitter, yet I can’t stay away from you.” There’s a softness to his voice, one that stretches the crack in my heart and makes me wonder if the two years we spent apart can ever be forgotten.

      “Come to bed with me. Let’s forget your anger and your bitterness and just focus on making each other feel good. Even if it’s hate-fucking on your part.”

      He takes a step closer and starts stroking himself, ignoring what I said and glancing at the open drawer and the condoms and lube. “With or without?” he asks in a stony tone that matches his expression.

      I reach for his shoulder and pull him and his swollen cock against me. Hate-fucking or otherwise, I’m too desperate to stew over it. I close a hand around my erection and start pushing it against his throbbing, hot crown.

      “You choose.”

      His gaze locks with mine—dark and assertive—and he pushes me away, then reaches for a condom. He sheathes himself, then spreads a small dot of lube over the latex.

      “On your belly,” he grits out while squeezing an even smaller dab of lubricant onto his fingertip. “You want meaningless sex, Diego? Well, I’ve been living that shit for two years, so get on the bed, turn the fuck over, and I’ll give it to you.”

      I hate this animosity between us. It shatters me knowing the man I love is hurting and that I’m seconds from being hate-fucked when I want so much more.

      What’s worse is that I can’t deny him, no matter what.

      “I need you,” I whisper, then get on the bed and flip onto my belly. “And if I can never be anything more than a fuck toy or the man you use, abuse, and take out your frustrations on, then so be it. I just… want you.”

      His jaw tightens as he walks behind me, then bends down to bite my right ankle. My lips part and my eyes squeeze shut at the unexpected touch of discomfort. But the tick of pain quickly becomes pleasure when he slides his tongue up the length of my leg until he’s moving over the curve of my ass. He squeezes both sides, then separates me and crudely works lubricant into my tight hole.

      “And I need you, goddammit. More than I’d like.”

      With my heart accelerating and my pulse ringing in my ears, I turn my head at an awkward stance, and when I do, I see the tautness in his body that I’m sensing. I also see something else—red-hot fire in his dark gaze as he watches himself finger lubrication inside me.

      “I know you’re angry, Damian. And you have every right to be. But despite what I did two years ago, my hunger for you never subsided.”

      “Angry, Diego? Yes, I’m goddamn angry. I’m fucking furious!” He says nothing further and lowers himself on top of me, rubbing his hot tip against my entrance.

      “It’s always been you, Damian. Nobody but you.”

      “Doesn’t matter now. This is where we are and what you want.” He circles an arm around me that I’m confident is shaking and drags me closer.

      “It matters to me. It always has. It always will.”

      He winds his free arm around my neck then wedges his thick crown against my opening and pushes inside me in a hard, ruthless, biting thrust. For seconds, he doesn’t move, his body trembling and his breath hot and quick against my back.

      “Fuck.” He lets out a shaky breath. “You’ve always driven me crazy and I don’t know why.” He pulls out to the head, then drives back in so deep that his pelvis flattens against the curves of my ass, and I feel him in my belly.

      “I feel the same way,” I respond as he starts moving. “From the minute I saw you, I wanted you. And for the last two years, every man I came in contact with couldn’t compare with you. And God knows, I tried.”

      “It was never just fucking with us, Diego. It was always something more.” He’s stroking in perfect slow and gentle drives, our bodies moving together. Connecting and giving like I belong to him and him to me. Like we’ve never been apart. Like two soulmates making sensual love.

      I let out a long sigh as my body clenches around him. “You feel so good.”

      “Yes,” is all he says in a soft, maybe sad tone that has another streak of guilt running through me, and my mother’s words playing through my head. We are God’s children. We must please Him. We must abide by His word.

      His strokes become deeper and harder, my hole clenching around him while I ache for more and wonder why I can’t be myself while pleasing this supposed loving God, this questionable being I’m growing to resent, maybe question altogether. I’m a law-abiding citizen. I work hard, pay my taxes, and love my family. Why isn’t that enough to earn me the life I long for? Why?

      “Ahh, Christ.” He angles himself differently, then pushes deep, drawing me tighter against him. “I’ve fucked half the damn city trying to hate you and get you out of my head.”

      Blood rushes between my legs and my body clenches around him. “I think we both have.”

      With his lips pressing into the nape of my neck, he turns my head to the side and sucks the sensitive area underneath the childhood scar. “Shit,” I murmur as he bites the delicate flesh just enough to leave a mark and make me forget about God, the forbidden, responsibilities, expectations, or anything but us and the exquisite sensation of our bodies connecting and moving as one.

      “You still like that, don’t you?”

      “You know I do.”

      Heat shimmies through me as his tongue and teeth magically work the tiny area that doctors once said, after a skiing accident that sent me to emergency and left me with six stitches, would be numb with no chance of any sensation returning. Stupid fuckers.

      “Please, Damian. I want you to—"

      “I know exactly what you want, Detective,” he adds with a harsh grumble as he moves slow and easy, as if he wants me to beg. To ache for his gentleness to become furious. To punish me while he takes his time and makes sure I feel every burning inch and swollen vein. And I feel all those things. Urgency. Frustration. A deep raw need for that touch of discomfort. My ass clenches around him as his hot breath brushes over my shoulder and he continues his relaxed, sensual strokes that have my fingers digging into the bedding and an urgency to beg on the tip of my tongue.

      “Damian. Jesus.” The slow slide against my prostate feels like both heaven and hell. I feel full. I feel dominated. I feel fucking perfect. But I want more. I want that urgency, that desperation, that never-ending connection. I want him plowing into me, moaning against my ear, trying to reach my soul, and emptying inside me with a body-shaking, powerful orgasm that leaves him exhausted and breathless.

      Again, he ignores my impatience, yet his breath is accelerating each time his heavy balls brush mine, his thrusts are becoming more urgent, and his dick feels like it’s swelling with each perfect thrust. “I wish you could see how your hole opens up and stretches so perfectly for me,” he says in a gruff voice. “It’s a beautiful thing to watch. Jesus, I missed you so damn much,” he mumbles as his strokes intensify, growing hard, urgent, and unrestrained. “Missed… you,” he grits out. “And fuck you for walking away from us and the best damned days of my life.” He starts powering into me relentlessly, like a savage, and succumbing to all the pent-up feelings we’ve kept buried for way too long.

      “Damian.” I rock back and meet each punishing thrust while waves of pleasure ripple through me like beautiful tokens of perfection piercing me and taking me. Owning my body, my heart and my soul. And then, like the sign I’ve pleaded for a hundred times, it’s here, right now. I feel it. I know it. I was made to love Damian Kinnard, to give him every part of me. To be one, to be connected and together. Just… to be.

      Quivers roll through my belly as he bucks into me like he’s going to split me in two. Like he’s trying to reach the end of my soul. With his hand against my throat, he yanks my head at an awkward stance where he can look me in the eye as he pumps into me with short, deep, vicious jerks.

      “Tell me this doesn’t feel right.” His dick—hot inches of silky heat—powers into me with an urgency and ferocity that I’ll feel tomorrow, while I mutter incoherently and fuck the bed beneath me. “And that you don’t need this as much as I do.”  He stiffens, then presses his lips against mine and jerks inside me with a hard shudder that has my balls exploding as I come hard, emptying my release on the sheets until I’m empty and boneless.

      God made me for this man, for this love, and for this life.

      This is who I am. Who I will always be.

      Hot tears roll down my face as he shudders again, riding out his climax. I’m emotional and tired and want to scream to the world that he’s mine and I’m his and that nothing—not promises, not family expectations, not even God himself—will ever change that. “God, yes. I need you. And it’s more than right. It’s where I’m meant to be, and the only place I want to be. I love you, Damian.”

      After another deep and punishing fuck, and one of slow sensual lovemaking, we clean up and crawl back into bed, spent, and bone tired. With my eyes fighting fatigue, I utter against his neck, “I want to know more about your family. Not just the death of your brother or mother, but before then. When you were a little fucker.”

      He faces me and gives me a hint of a smile, his eyebrow lifting. “That’s one hell of a subject to bring up after I’ve just wrecked your asshole for the third time. I was thinking more on the lines of eight hours of sleep.”

      “Fuck sleep. I want to know everything about you.”

      He stares at me with surprise, uncertainty, and cavernous sorrow, then presses a kiss against my cheek. “Mom and Dad were model parents. They took us all over the country on vacations, played board games, read us nighttime stories, and did their damnedest to teach us religion and stay involved in all our school activities and that kind of thing.” He sighs, then scrubs his chin. “But I was always somewhat of an outcast. I was loved, but not planned, and I don’t really think either of them wanted me. Everything was always about the cute little twins in their matching outfits that everyone always oohed and aahed over. I pretty much stayed to myself.” His eyes blink toward the family photo on the bedside table. “Then when I told Dad I didn’t think I wanted to work for Kinnard Autos, he pretty much cut me out entirely and focused on Derek and Dalton. Six months after my fourteenth birthday, Dalton overdosed. Mom died a few years later. Shit got real weird then.”

      “Damn, that’s sad.”

      “Yeah, I guess. But that’s life. And things are good now. Dad and I have grown a lot closer, and since Derek married, he’s done a complete one-eighty and gone from being mad at the world to being all about family gatherings and shit that he never cared about before. That’s a long story, and one I promise to share with you when the time’s right.”

      “I like the sounds of that.”

      We skip the shower and talk until way past midnight, just like old times. There’s no animosity between us, and no anger. Just two lovers relishing in the aftermath of lovemaking. Then, I watch him fall asleep and do something I haven’t done in years. I pray. For long minutes, I plead for strength, forgiveness, and reassurance that what I thought I felt minutes ago wasn’t just my imagination playing games with me in a moment of passion. With tears streaming down my face, I turn onto my side and wait and hope for sleep and peace and an end to this constant chaos in my head.

      Is there anyone up there?

      Does God even exist?

      Is my mother’s spirit still alive?

      Are you there? Can you hear me?
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      He’s gone, but his scent remains on my pillow, on my body, and in my bedroom. Every inch of me aches and my ass feels like I’ve been jackhammered. But I’m more rested and less nervy than I’ve been in an eternity.

      Two years ago, Damian elated me. He made me smile, laugh, and feel joy that had me falling in love with him in an instant. Those feelings have never subsided, only intensified. They’re engrained in me.

      And now, I’m faced with the most difficult choice in my lifetime.

      I throw on comfortable sweats and a t-shirt and make my way to the kitchen. Once I swallow a cup of coffee and straighten up a little, I shower, then get to work early. Anxious to look into Liz Olson, I pour a mug of shitty coffee, settle in my office, then wake my laptop and open up Skale Information Systems. I opt for a people search and enter Elizabeth Olson, Dallas, Texas, 32-36. Results list over a dozen possibilities, so I shoot a text to Damian.

      Any idea when Liz’s birthday is? Address?

      Mid-thirties. A complex off Belt Line in Irving. Don’t remember the name. Didn’t want to wake you this morning. You were snoring like Thomas the Train.

      Thanks… And bullshit.

      I scroll down until I see who I’m looking for, then hit premium profile just below her social. With the website crawling at a snail’s pace while the information loads, I call Dad. He’s an early riser like myself but doesn’t sound so great this morning. He says it’s just a cold and doesn’t need anything besides another hour or two of sleep. I tell him I’ll check in on him later, then let him go. Yawning and more than ready to crawl back into bed with Damian for the next two or twelve hours, my cock twitches at the thought of being back inside him.

      Will you ever let me back inside you?

      Cracking my neck as I turn back toward my laptop, I watch Elizabeth Diane Olson’s name load at the top of the page, followed by a date of birth, present age, social security number… and large red letters with the word DECEASED.

      “Shit.”

      I open a second browser page, then bring up Social Security Business Services, where I log in and enter the name and social. No question about it, Liz Olson is dead as fuck. Once I print out the profile for my records, I enter Elizabeth Olson obituary and feel a sharp pang of jealousy when I see the bright, sky-blue eyes of a young, beautiful, and vibrant-looking blonde.

      Elizabeth Diane Olson, 33, of Irving, Texas, passed away in her home on December 25 at 9:15 PM.

      Elizabeth was born to James and Joyce Olson in Ft. Worth, Texas. After attending a local business school, she worked as an administrative assistant while hoping to attend music school to continue her love of the cello.

      Elizabeth was predeceased by her parents and survived by her only sibling, Blaine Olson, her beloved cat Miss Ellie, and a long list of loving friends who were like family.

      Please send any donations in lieu of flowers to the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline.

      Scrubbing my chin while I peer at her only known relative listed on the profile, I glance at the time. Jonathan Miller, my buddy over at the coroner’s office, won’t be in this early, so I make a mental note to call a little later, and instead dial Damian.

      “Hey,” he answers breathlessly.

      “You sound like you’ve just run a marathon. Catch you at a bad time?”

      “No. Just finishing up a short run on the treadmill. How are you feeling this morning?” he asks with a hint of a laugh.

      “You know how I’m feeling, smartass. Just like you want me to feel. Like I’ve been fucked raw and hard and how I’d love to make you feel as well.” My stomach jumps at the thought of him giving me his body again, but he doesn’t respond, and I suppose I didn’t expect him to. Not this soon. Hell, maybe never.

      After a few seconds, I break the awkward silence. “Liz Olson is deceased. I’m sending you the link to her obituary. Looks like she may have committed suicide.”

      “What the hell? There’s no fucking way. She wasn’t like that. She was happy, outgoing, and excited about her future.”

      “Depression can be a tricky disease, Damian. You never know what a person may have been dealing with. People who succumb to suicide are usually ashamed or scared to ask for help. She may have had an illness of some sort, or even financial problems. There could be several things that triggered it. That’s if she committed suicide. This isn’t a guarantee that she did, but I’ve got a friend over at the coroner’s office. I plan on giving him a call.”

      “She was a runner, in perfect health, and not an ounce of fat on her body. Damn, she had her whole life ahead of her. I can’t imagine her killing herself.”

      “Shit happens,” I respond and instantly regret my words when I hear Damian’s long sigh. “One thing about it. On the upside, we can cross her off the list of possible people trying to set you up.”

      “Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

      “I’m sorry. Poor choice of words.”

      “Fuck, man. I feel like hell. I can’t shake this weird feeling that her dying is connected to me somehow. I’m probably just getting worked up over nothing, but I may call her brother tomorrow to offer my condolences. It feels like the right thing to do.”

      “I can’t help with condolences, but I might know how to fix some of that anxiety.”

      Damian sighs again. “And I think I’d like that. Any chance you can get away early?”

      “Shouldn’t be an issue.”

      We end the call and I return a few e-mails then dial Jonathan over at the coroner’s office.

      “Hola,” I say to the new father of triplets, who’s fluent in seven languages. I met Jonathan three years ago when he handled a case on a mutual friend. The rookie cop was shot and killed in a convenience store robbery his first year on the job. Jonathan went to school with the guy while I’d befriended him at an employee barbeque. We were both pallbearers at his funeral and have stayed in touch since.

      “Long time no see,” he responds through a yawn. “How’s life treating you, Diego?”

      “Getting more sleep than you, I suspect. How are those three girls doing? And Mom?”

      “Melissa is doing well, besides lack of sleep. The girls are growing so damn fast. It’s an amazing thing to watch, Damian. It’s like there’s something new or different about them every day. You should stop by. Can’t guarantee the house will be in order, but Melissa would love to see you.”

      “I’ll plan on it. Hey, I’ve got a question for you. Do you remember a lady by the name of Elizabeth Olson? Blonde. Young. Pretty. May have offed herself?”

      “Oh, yeah. Remember her well. She bled out after self-inflicted wrist wounds. Awful way to die.”

      “Any ideas on what happened or why she chose to do this?”

      “No, man. I don’t. Don’t think she had any family besides one brother. Seeing shit like that makes me hate my job sometimes.”

      “I know the feeling.”

      I thank Jonathan again and end the call, then grab a cup of coffee and meet with a fellow detective on this new rape case. The thirteen-year-old girl was gang-raped by three high school bullies, all from prominent families, which means the fucking cowards will more than likely get off with nothing more than a soft slap to the hand.

      “Has the clothing worn by the victim and three perpetrators been sent to the lab for analysis?”

      “Already done, boss. And as soon as we wrap up here, I’m heading back to the crime scene to get more photos and look for anything beneficial that may have been overlooked.”

      “Sounds good. Let’s also get deep backgrounds on the parents and whatever information we can gather on these dirtbags,” I tell Detective Clark Rogan. “Locate any witnesses, if possible, then start on friends and acquaintances of all three, plus the girl.”

      “Sure thing, Diego.”

      We finish up and I make my way back to my office, close my laptop and push it into its case. I’m frustrated, hungry, and ready to have a bite to eat and forget about these bullying pricks for a few hours.
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      I’m back at Diego’s place for the third night in a row, sharing dinner, conversation, and a cold beer. Shitkicker tunes stream on a Bluetooth speaker while sunlight fills the kitchen along with what sounds like two hundred chirping birds outside the window. His house isn’t big or fancy but feels relaxed and homey.

      Damn if I’m not starting to like the thought of homeownership.

      “This hit the spot. I was hungry as hell. Where did you get this food?” The egg rolls, hot and sour soup, and Kung Pao chicken are some of the best I’ve had, and extra spicy, just the way I like it.

      “I picked it up at a little dive a couple of blocks away from the department. All their food is made with fresh quality ingredients and the owners are really cool. We’ve been eating there for years.”

      “It’s damn good. Can’t say so much for your taste in music, though.”

      “Hey, that’s Chris Stapleton. He’s the man.”

      “Change of subject, but you know how much I love my condo and its downtown view and all the conveniences and shit?”

      His eyes lock on mine and he pushes his plate to the side. “Yeah, I know you do. You’d be miserable in my simple little neighborhood.”

      “That’s just it. I don’t think I would. After spending the last couple of nights here, I think I might be happy in a cozy, quiet house in the suburbs. With the right person, of course.”

      Diego’s eyes widen and a thin smile curls his lips. “You’re shitting me, right?” He gets to his feet, picks up both plates, and sets them in the sink. “Mr. Fancy Two-Thousand-Dollar Suit, never a hair out of place handsome attorney living out here in the burbs with never-ending yard work? Constant upkeep and repairs? The occasional stopped-up toilet?” He shakes his head, grinning, like he can’t imagine me enjoying homeownership and giving up the conveniences of my condo.

      “No smartass. I’m not kidding. I’ve enjoyed these last few days. Too much, I imagine. More than anything, I wish…” My words trail off and my heart twists as I crave words I don’t expect to hear any time soon. Maybe never.

      Sadness clouds his face while a haunting look gathers in his gaze.

      “It’s okay, Diego. I know you love me, but I also know where your loyalty lies.”

      His eyes hold mine and his lips part like he wants to speak but doesn’t know what to say.

      “Hey, forget it. I shouldn’t have said anything. Let’s just do what we do. Fuck, wake up together, fuck some more, and do whatever the next day brings.”

      “Damian, please. I’m trying, and you know I’m not going anywhere. Not today. Not next year. I’m going to figure this out, dammit, if it’s the last thing I do.”

      An hour later, we’ve fucked, hard and merciless, and made slow, tender love, neither of us bringing up the elephant in the room before or after. Once we’ve cleaned up and climbed back into bed, exhausted physically and emotionally, I turn onto my side with my back against him. In seconds, he’s asleep. His chest is against me, his breath soft and warm in the nape of my neck. An arm is wrapped around my belly like he doesn’t want me to move. And I’m wide awake, staring at the wall, wondering and worrying.

      Will he be my future? The man I spend my life with?

      Or will we always be the same? Behind closed doors? Pretending? Hiding? Hurting?

      I finally close my eyes, shutting out all the doubt in my head and focusing on the warmth of his body, his soft calming snores, and the feel of his fingertips gently caressing my rolling stomach.
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      It’s early, the sun just beginning to rise. I’d been awakened to the sound of those chirping birds again, the noisy fuckers, along with a thick Hispanic cock pressing into my ass cheek. Now, I’m hard as stone and seconds from doing exactly what I told Diego I wouldn’t do again—bottoming.

      “I know our situation isn’t perfect just yet,” he says in his raspy sexy as fuck morning voice, pressing his lips to my ear and teasing my opening with his lubricated crown. “But you’re the man I love, the man I want for my life partner, and one day, I hope we can have everything we both want.” His hand coils around me, and the pad of his thumb kneads the slickness leaking from my slit. He has me so swollen that I’m rocking against him and anxious to feel his cockhead breaching me.

      “Mia,” he whispers against my ear as his finger continues its slow caress over the trickling beads of pre-ejaculate. “Mine.” With his lips pressing against the back of my neck, warm and firm, he releases a deep moan and pushes the firm swell of his length inside me.

      “Shit,” he growls, thrusting deep and lowering his hand to my balls. “The only thing more perfect than being inside you would be no condom between us. Just skin on skin. One day. One day.”

      My heart pounds and pleasure courses through my groin as he moves in and out of me from behind, stroking with deep, slow thrusts that feel like he’s reaching straight into my soul.

      “Your hole is stretched so wide, so beautifully. I could stay inside you until we both drop dead from exhaustion.” He rolls me from my side onto my stomach, and I lift my hips, needing him deeper. His hands ease up my torso and twist my nipples as he changes his angle and quickens his strokes. “I’m going to come so damn hard. Jesus, I need you, Damian.”

      My pulse is racing, my hips raising into each deep thrust. Connecting in the most intimate way possible. Sharing the one part of me I never thought I would. And it feels good. Perfect. And, oddly enough, natural.

      “The first time I saw you,” he says while pulling me tighter, “you reminded me of a fucking messiah. I’d never craved anyone the way I did you. And I never have since.”

      “And you have me, Detective. Like no man ever has.”

      His hand goes to my throat, straining my windpipe and narrowing my breathing. “I fucking do have you,” he replies harshly as the pressure against my Adam’s apple has me swaying back into him and my cock dripping. “And I’ll have you again. And again. And one day, I’m going to empty my cum into your body and not this loathsome piece of rubber, then watch every thick drop seep out of your hole before I fuck it right back inside.”

      Fuck, that’s hot.

      His filthy words take me over the edge. I can’t form a response. Can’t think if it’s night or day, winter or summer. I can only squeeze my eyes shut, hoist my hips with each deep thrust, and moan into the pillow as he continues breaking down every damn emotional wall I have.

      “Fucking shit,” he hisses, drawing us closer and rutting into me like there’s no tomorrow and nothing else exists. “Fuck. Fuck…” Both hands curl around my abdomen as he tenses, releases a groan, then spurts into the condom while I pump my cock, cry out his name, and thrash with an orgasm.

      He eases out of me, slow and gentle, then removes and ties off the condom and wanders into the bathroom. I turn onto my back, sated, my mind at ease, and equally anxious for the day when we can end a long hour of lovemaking to the slow warm trickle of oozing cum.

      Diego returns with a warm washcloth and a towel. He presses a kiss to my flaccid cock while looking into my eyes with his contented brown stare, then wipes away the sticky ejaculate on me and the bedding. Once he returns the soiled linens to the bathroom, he climbs into bed and rolls me over to face him, his gaze finding mine. “That meant everything to me.”

      “Don’t get too used to it, Detective,” I respond with a grin.

      Fatigue hits us almost in unison, and we both fall back into a deep sleep where I don’t think either of us moves until the sound of my ringing phone stirs us awake.

      “Wake up, Diego. We fell asleep. It’s already 8:30.”

      “Fuck! I have a meeting this morning.” He leaps out of bed, mumbling Spanish expletives, and speed walks to the bathroom while I grimace at the stiffness in my neck and the hard reality that I haven’t heard a word from Joshua. I reach inside my pants pocket for my phone, Dad rolling over the screen.

      “Hey, Dad. You’re up early.”

      “Son.” He’s breathless, his voice tremulous and wheezy. “Somebody just tried to run me over in the grocery store parking lot.”

      “What the hell, Dad? Where are you? Are you hurt?”

      “I’m home, and no, I’m not hurt. Just a little shaken.” He takes a slow, deep breath. “My ego might be a little wounded, though. I know you’re probably at work, but Derek and Kinley took Lily to the Aquarium, and I just wanted to talk to somebody for a minute. Think you might be able to come by for a short visit sometime soon?”

      “I’ll be there in an hour, Dad.” With the shower running and Diego being late for work, I don’t want to barge in on him. After I throw on my clothes and push my fingers through my hair, I go to the kitchen, find a pen, and jot down a quick note on a paper napkin leftover from last night’s dinner.

      Dad’s been hurt. I’ll call you when I can.

      Traffic sucks ass, so it takes me twice as long to get to McKinney as it normally does. Heart thundering in my chest as I run to the front door and use my key, I barge inside and into the kitchen, where he’s sitting at the table with a cup of coffee in front of him.

      Winded, I place a hand on his shoulder. “Come on. Let’s go get you checked out just to be safe.” Anger seethes inside me at the two small cuts on his lower cheek and another one on the bottom of his chin.

      “My ankle twisted a little when I fell, but other than that, I’m fine. I’m not going to any damn doctor to be told what I already know.” He looks at my sweats, t-shirt, and bed hair. “Looks like you weren’t at work after all,” he says with a twinkle in his eyes. “Get yourself laid last night?”

      “Can we talk about what just happened and save my sex life for another day? Or year? Now, tell me what happened.”

      He runs a hand through the sides of his graying hair. “Hell if I know. I woke up before the chickens and thought I’d run over to the corner grocery before the place got busy, then stop at the Donut Hole for a few glazed donuts. Damn truck just came straight at me. It was the craziest thing.”

      “Did you call the police?”

      “The guy was gone in an instant. Besides, the police wouldn’t have given a rat’s ass.”

      “Did you check with the store to see if there are cameras in the parking lot?” I want this fucker’s identity. Probably some asshole staring down at his Facebook page who didn’t give a flying fuck about injuring an aging man. Nevertheless, I want the son of a bitch found.

      “The lady parked across from me is an ex-employee and said they don’t have cameras. It’s just that small family-owned place a few blocks up the road.”

      “This lady,” I respond, thin-lipped. “Did she see who was driving the truck or get a license plate?”

      Dad sighs and takes a swallow of coffee. “All she noticed was that he was a white male. Said he was wearing an orange ball cap of some sort with Legend or Legacy or some L-word on it. He was driving a silver F-150, lifted, with some of those gawdy bright blue rims. Took me a minute to get myself up off the concrete, so I didn’t pay too much attention to a license plate, but I know a Ford when I see one. It happened quickly, Damian. And it’s no big thing. I’m fine. Just left me a little uneasy. I appreciate you coming over, but by the looks of you, you need to get going and change out of those wrinkled clothes before work.”

      “I’m taking a few days off, Dad. Let’s get your bag packed. You’re coming home with me.”

      “Hell no, I’m not. I’m not going to invade your personal space over some halfwit knocking me on my ass.”

      “Dad, either pack a bag, or I’ll pack it for you. I know you’re not crazy about my condo, and if you’d rather, you can spend tonight with me, then I’ll drive you out to Derek’s place in the morning.”

      “Shit, Damian. You’re worse than an old mother hen. I might not be as young as I once was, but I don’t need either of my sons treating me like a fragile, wounded bird just because I took a little fall. Besides, I have new carpet going in the bedroom one day next week.”

      “Excellent. Then you can come back one day next week. Come on.” I back out of my chair and hold out a hand. “Now let’s get that bag packed.”

      “For crying out loud. My ankle is sore and my ass is probably black and blue, but this is not necessary.”

      “Yeah, Dad. It’s necessary.”

      Thirty minutes later, we have a bag packed, all the lights turned out, and the alarm set. I help him into my car, then drive through the donut shop for a dozen glazed and two Bavarian creams, then head downtown.

      “You feel like some real food?” I ask after we get home and get him settled into the spare bedroom. I’ve got eggs and pasta. I can make something or order delivery.”

      Dad sighs. “I think I’d rather rest a little while, son. Unless you want to fill me in on why your clothes are wrinkled and you smell like pecker snot. Who is he?”

      “Pecker snot? Jesus. This is undoubtedly everything that I don’t want to discuss with my dad.”

      “Again, I may be old, but I’m not stupid. You’re gay. You have sex with men. It’s no big secret. All I want for you is happiness. Is he special?”

      I look into my dad’s eyes that are a reflection of mine. Despite the two of us not being as close as I would have liked when I was growing up, I never doubted his love for me. And when he called today with fear in his voice, I knew in my heart that I’d die for this man.

      I’d kill for him.

      “Yeah, he’s special, Dad. Now get some rest, and when you feel like it, I can either cook, order something more edible, or we can go out. Whatever you want.”

      “I love you, Damian.” Emotion swells in his eyes, and I almost lose it.

      “Love you too, Dad.”

      Heart in my throat and a whole new kind of anger behind my chest, I slip quietly from the bedroom, watching his eyes close the minute he reclines on the bed. I shut the door behind me and go to my bedroom, shower, pull on some comfortable clean clothes, then reach for my phone. My sister-in-law is one of those highly intuitive people who swear by listening to their inner voice, as she calls it. She once told me that if something doesn’t feel quite right, then chances are, it isn’t. I don’t know what’s going on or if my sixth sense is just a bunch of senseless crap, but I won’t rest until I know who’s behind this.
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      “Hey, what’s going on? Is your dad okay?”

      I step out of a meeting to take Damian’s call.

      “He’s here at my place, sleeping. Some fucker tried running him down in the parking lot of a grocery store, and the cocksucker got away. Nobody got a license plate or a good visual of the guy besides he was wearing an orange baseball cap. Are you seeing a pattern here, Diego? Because I sure the hell am. It’s not just a fluke that all this is happening.”

      “We’ll get to the bottom of it, Damian.”

      Damian snorts. “By the way, I called Blaine Olson. Got his voicemail, but I swear to fuck I’ve heard this guy’s voice somewhere.”

      “Again, we’ll figure it all out, but I need to get going. I’ll check with you a little later.”

      “You should stay away from me for now, Diego. Until this travesty ends. One friend has committed suicide, another has disappeared. Now my dad has been targeted. It may or may not be connected, but I can’t and won’t take that chance. If this person knows so much about me, then he could know about you too if he doesn’t already. Keep me informed on March’s disappearance.”

      “What the hell, Damian? You’re going to let some piece of shit thug come between us? Fuck that!” Nausea swirls in my stomach. This is out of character for him to become so worked up, so afraid, and willing to walk away without a fight.

      “You know how I feel about you, Diego. That’s why I’m doing this. For now, I want to play it safe and keep my distance.”

      “Son of a bitch!” The line goes dead, and I slam my phone down, knocking over cold coffee and sending a shuffle of papers to the ground. After going through March’s house with a fine-tooth comb and speaking to every witness we know of, we have no leads. Damian’s disappointment is understandable and I’m just as frustrated, if not more, but I’ll be damned if I let this bullshit hurt the best thing that’s ever happened to me. I walked away once. I won’t make that mistake again. “Fuck!” Shoving past the trail of liquid on the floor, I tug at my shirt collar that feels like it’s choking the air from my lungs, then pick up the folder and paperwork.

      “What the fresh hell, Diego?” Detective Clark Rogan walks into my office, his gaze trained on the mess on the floor. He reaches for the paper cup and tosses it into the trash.

      “It’s nothing.”

      “Sure didn’t sound like nothing. I heard you all the way down the hall. Do you want to resume this later?”

      “No. I’m fine.”

      We finish the meeting, then I delve deeper into this March case. I read over my notes again, then open Liz Olson’s profile and scroll down to her brother. I don’t perceive Liz’s death being linked to March’s disappearance, but with Damian leery enough to throw me to the wolves over this thing, I sure the hell don’t intend on ignoring his suspicions.

      I dial Blaine Olson’s given phone number and, same as Damian, I get voicemail. After I take a bathroom break, I call and check on Dad, then navigate to Facebook, then Instagram for any Blaine Olsons living in and around Dallas. Most don’t reveal any pertinent information, but I print out three possible photos, then hit redial on my phone. Still no answer, so I leave a voicemail explaining who I am and that I’m calling for a friend after hearing about the death of his sister. One thing I learned in the rigorous lessons in the police academy, more specifically criminal psychology, was mental preparation. We were taught to try and crawl into the head of a criminal to understand their motivation. Most times, they either want something they don’t have, or they believe they’ve been insulted or physically harmed. We have no reason to believe that Blaine Olson has done anything outside the law, but with Damian feeling like this could be connected in some strange way, I do what my intuition is telling me. I gather my things, check in with Carolyn, then head toward Garland.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Once I find a discreet place to park on the opposite side of the street from Olson’s home, I ease in behind a large SUV, turn off the engine, and start surveying the property. The old-style red brick home is small but well-kept in a neighborhood I’ve visited in the past on a few domestic disturbance cases. One single-car garage faces the street with a long driveway while a row of rounded shrubs fills a flower bed in front of an old-fashioned picture window with the blinds closed tight. The mailbox is slightly open with what looks like advertising material inside, and a newspaper rests on the front porch. Nothing looks out of the ordinary from what I can see.

      So, now I wait.

      Exhaustion has my eyes heavy, but I down a long swallow of an energy drink I picked up on the way, eat a couple of peanut butter crackers, then exit my vehicle and start knocking on doors. My first is a young woman with two small kids hanging onto her leg. She’s only lived in the neighborhood for two months and doesn’t know anything about any of the neighbors. Next, I get a tattooed young man who’s stoned out of his mind, the room a haze of smoke. He claims Blaine is a loner, and other than doing yardwork on Thursday afternoons, he doesn’t see him much. I get no answer from two more houses, so I start making my way back to the department-owned Dodge Charger when I see an older man across the street watering his flower beds. When I ask about Blaine, he tells me that he moved in a few years ago, maybe five or six. Says he had a sister living with him for a short time but heard that she’d offed herself right there in the house. “He’s a strange one,” Joe Perez adds, turning off his water. “Introverted. Not the neighborly type. I’ve never gotten much out of him besides he works part-time over at Precise Veterinary Clinic and parks cars at some swanky downtown hotel.”

      I thank Joe for his help, then return to my car. Damian may kick me to curb, but I don’t intend on letting him down. Been there, done that. Whether the death of this guy’s sister has anything at all to do with Damian or Dennis March, I’ll do what I can to get him his answer.

      An hour passes, then another thirty minutes. I’m tired as fuck, pissed at Damian, and need some food and rest. Just as I start the ignition, I see a silver Ford F-150 in my rearview mirror. I glance at the three photos I printed, then watch the truck pull into the driveway and the driver step out. I match the guy to one of three pictures, then snap a few of my own as he ventures toward his mailbox. Once I’ve given him a few minutes to get inside, I move my vehicle up, then make my way to the front door.

      I knock and get no answer. Footsteps are audible, so I knock again. “I’m Detective Alvarado with the Dallas Police Department,” I announce loud enough for him to hear. “I need a few words with you, Mr. Olson.” The edge of the window blind moves just slightly, then more footfall. I reach inside my shirt pocket for a business card with all my pertinent information and stick it into the door gap, then return to my vehicle. I call Damian and get no answer, then send him a text.

      Call me, dammit.

      I place my phone into the holder, and it immediately buzzes with an unknown number.

      “Diego Alvarado,” I answer on the second ring.

      “Detective, this is Tom Raegan from the security department at the Omni. We found a hit on the security tapes from the night Dennis March allegedly disappeared.”

      “Anything useful?”

      “Possibly. After reviewing both the hotel and garage tapes twice, we found a short clip of Mr. March exiting the back door with another gentleman. It’s not the best clarity, but the man was tall, with blond or light hair. He was wearing khakis, a navy-blue polo-type shirt, and an orange baseball cap. We weren’t able to get a clear visual of his face. However, it appears that Mr. March left the hotel with this guy of his own free accord in March’s rental vehicle, a new model white Escalade.”

      Fuck! This is news, but not enough. I need to see those tapes and call the rental agency.

      “Do you know who March rented the vehicle from?”

      I jot down the number to the rental agency, feeling confident they should have a tracking device on the upper-end vehicle.

      “When can I view the tapes, Tom?”

      “Any time after nine in the morning.”

      I thank Tom and tell him I’ll be by first thing tomorrow, then dial Damian, only to get his voicemail. Irritated as fuck that he’s dodging my calls, I don’t ask him to call me back and dial Panther Car Rental and leave a message for the manager.
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      Snow blankets the ground, making it my first ever white Christmas, and despite Dad suggesting we wait until after our holiday dinner for me to shoot my new BB gun, after an hour of begging, he gives in. Biting cold air stings my lungs with every inhale as I stand tall beside his six-foot frame and watch his breaths come out frosty each time he exhales. I’m only seven but already reach his shoulders. He says that in no time I’ll outgrow him.

      Dad claims to be invincible. I want to be big and strong like he is.

      After we go over lessons and rules, Dad makes me name the basic parts of the gun once more, then lines a dozen empty soda cans on a wooden sawhorse he borrowed from the neighbor.

      “Remember, son,” he says with his firm tone. “It’s not important what type of gun you’re shooting, you’re always responsible for the bullet that leaves it. If you’re not sure, then don’t pull the trigger.”

      “I know, Dad. Can I shoot now?”

      “BBs are in. When you’re ready, push the safety, then aim.”

      An hour later and dozens of BBs less, Mom yells at Dad to come carve the ham so we can eat.

      That was the first time I shot a gun with my dad, but not my last. Those were the good old days. Holiday meals. Family outings. Boys’ nights out at the shooting range. Lessons in manners, etiquette, and life.

      And before a deadly fire took the life of my mom and dad.

      I snap out of my thoughts with emotion stinging my eyes and a hollow feeling in my chest. After I stick a frozen pizza in the oven, I screw the top off a Pabst Blue Ribbon, then scan through the mail, most of which is junk. I place my electric bill and a CK Truck magazine to the side, then toss the rest along with Detective Diego Alvarado’s business card where it belongs—in the garbage.

      Fuck him.
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      “Hey, you two. Come on in. A certain little girl has been beside herself waiting on Grampa and Uncy Damian. You okay, Dad?”

      Kinley reaches over and hugs Dad’s neck, and Dad being himself, acts like it’s no big thing, even though I damn well know better. After Dalton’s and then Mom’s death, Dad went from being tough as nails to vulnerable, almost fragile at times.

      “Fit as a fiddle. Now, where’s my granddaughter?”

      I reach over and kiss my sister-in-law’s cheek, then hand her the box of gourmet cupcakes. “I have a hell of a time picking out toys for little girls, so I thought these might do. Seemed better than another stuffed animal.” She lifts the corner of the floral box and peeks inside.

      “Oh, yum. She may have a tough time fighting off her mom for these jewels.”

      Kinley takes the box of assorted desserts, then leads us into the kitchen. “Lily hasn’t missed a single night sleeping with that pig. I think she’d love anything you bought her, Damian.” She reaches into the refrigerator for a bottle of water and hands it to me, then flips on the Keurig to make Dad’s coffee. “She’s been so excited about Grampa coming to stay for a few days that I got her into the pool so she’d stop insisting we call every thirty minutes to see why he wasn’t here yet. She finally passed out.” She hands Dad his cup of strong French roast, then places her hand on his shoulder. “Be right back. Let me go wake her and tell Derek the two of you are here. He’s been on the phone with one of the general managers, I think. Don’t know what he did, but the poor guy’s been getting handed his ass for the last fifteen minutes.”

      “Stay with Dad, Kin. I’ll go get Derek. And let Lily finish her nap.” Eyes stern on Kinley’s, she gives me a quick nod of understanding that I want to speak with my brother privately.

      Derek’s words sound calm as I pad down the hallway to his office. “I hated firing a man who’s got a kid and another one on the way.” Derek motions me to come in as I stick my neck through the door and listen to him conclude his conversation with Sean Hernandez, his best friend and parts manager for Kinnard Autos. “He’s been warned more than once, and not only are we losing salesmen working for him, but the overall numbers aren’t worth a shit. Anyway, it’s done.”

      “Kinley warned me that you were ripping a new asshole,” I say when Derek ends the call. “This over at Lexus?” Spencer Matthews is a name I’ve heard on more than one occasion, never in a positive way. Derek can be a hard ass and come across as a dictator at times, but one thing I’ve learned over the years about my brother’s way of running the business is that he’s fair. He gives Kinnard employees the benefit of the doubt until he’s certain there’s more harm being done than good.

      “He’s running off good salespeople, and his numbers are far from impressive. He had his warnings. But enough of Spencer Matthews. I want to know why you didn’t call me yesterday about Dad.” Derek gives me a harsh look, concern blazing in his eyes.

      “He asked me not to since you were out for the day. There was nothing you could do anyway. I brought him back to my place and he was asleep an hour after we arrived.”

      “Tell me about this witness.” His tone comes across as smooth and unaffected, yet his eyebrows are drawn together, his nostrils are flaring, and every muscle in his face is tensing. The look is familiar. My brother is agitated.

      He’s raving fucking mad.

      During the next thirty minutes, I fill Derek in on everything, starting with the disappearance of Dennis March, the threatening notes and planted photos, to the driver’s blue rims and orange baseball cap. After a short tick of silence and a shared dark stare, I say, “Someone is trying to frame me. Clearly. And that’s one thing. But involving my family brings on a whole different scenario. I want this fucker found. And when he is, I don’t want the police involved.”

      Anger rests low in my gut as I stare into the cold, hard eyes of my older brother, knowing who he is and what he’s capable of. And I’m on the same page as he is. When loved ones come into play, so do two key factors.

      Legalities are no longer significant.

      Vengeance becomes precedence.

      “What are you trying to say, Damian?”

      Another long stretch of silence passes with nothing but a shared unfaltering stare. “Derek, I know about your past. I’ve known for years. And I condemn nothing you’ve done. My only regret is that I wasn’t a part of it.”

      It was a Sunday. I was at Derek’s with Dad. I’d brought the beer. Derek insisted on buying the steaks. The Dallas Cowboys game was on television and the three of us were betting ridiculous amounts of money on the outcome. Yet work refused to leave me alone, even on a Sunday afternoon, so when my phone rang for the third time, I wandered outside, and into what I was about to discover was a crematory. I was no expert on revolting smells, but I knew the instant the stench hit my nostrils that I was inhaling more than just some ordinary nauseating odor. I was smelling death and the aroma of incinerated flesh.

      I’d watched the fury burn in my brother’s eyes. I’d felt his rage, his resentment, and his deep hatred toward drug dealers. Derek was involved in something dark, evil, and lawless. Curious, I’d cut my phone call short, dug through his desk for affirmation of what I already knew in my gut, and walked out of his outdoor storage, shocked, fidgety, almost jealous, and looking at my big brother through a whole new set of eyes.

      “Do you ever think about him?” Emotion flickers in Derek’s gaze.

      “Every day, Derek.”

      He exhales a long, jagged breath. “Jesus, I miss him so much. Even now there are days when the hurt is almost more than I can bear. If it weren’t for Kinley,” he says with his eyes softening just at the mention of her name, “I’d be six feet under.”

      “You hit the jackpot when you met her. And I’m thankful you did.”

      “Fuck.” He pushes his hands through his hair. “I tried like hell to bury all the guilt and pain. I kept thinking of you, Mom and Dad, and the business that Dad worked so hard on. But there was a never-ending anger inside me. Voices in my fucking head. And I really believed that once Dalton’s drug dealer was dead, I’d be content. But that was only the beginning. And I feel absolutely no fucking remorse.”

      A stab of sadness mixed with a need for vengeance pushes through my chest as my gaze connects in a whole new way with my brother. The face of Kinnard Autos. The CEO and boss to hundreds. The devoted husband and loving father… the serial killer.

      Without another word spoken as we exit his office, I feel something different and new between us. An understanding. A mutual trust. A boundless rapport and new shared bond between brothers.

      If things go my way, soon Derek and I will be more than just brothers by birth.  We’ll be brothers… by blood.
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      After I shower my niece’s face with kisses, I hug Kinley, tell my brother I’ll talk to him soon, then reach for Dad. When a soft sob works its way up his throat as he pulls me against his chest and tells me he’s proud of the man I’ve become, I almost fall apart. “I’m the man I am because of you, Dad.”

      “Nonsense. You were your own man by the time you reached high school, Damian. And I may not have told you often growing up, but I couldn’t be more pleased.”

      I leave Derek’s house with a knot of emotion in my throat, making a pledge to myself to find this fucking agitator if it takes the rest of my life. I’ll die before I let anybody I love fall prey to this goddamn shit-stirrer. Or die trying.

      Forty-five minutes later when I pull into the parking garage of my condominium complex, I’m a mix of emotion, bitterness, and confliction. I send Diego another text, this time a simple apology, then exit the elevator on the third and top floor of my building while staring down at his instant response.

      I already forgave you. Doesn’t mean I’m not pissed.

      After I text back asking to see him, I shower, shave, then do everything I can to keep busy while trying to ignore the minutes ticking by with no response and no Diego. I check both work and personal email, respond to three, pay my cable bill, then push my laptop to the side with the cold hard realization that he’s not going to answer.

      Ten minutes later, I flip off the kitchen light, grab a bottle of water, and stride toward my bedroom when I hear the soft knock.

      “Thank fuck.” Relief washes over me, and I drop the water onto a cocktail table, then open the door. Rocking the whole detective look with his mirrored Ray-Bans even though it’s after ten p.m., dark jeans, black button-up, and matching square-toed boots, stands a tense Diego. His hands are on either side of the door casing with his body tense and his lips in a thin line. Anger mixed with boldness and sexuality radiates off him. He looks hot as hell.

      “Diego.”

      “Yeah, I’m here.” He walks through the door and kicks it shut, then pulls the sunglasses from his eyes, glaring at me with the selfless determination of a spider weaving its web. “You once told me to open my dead eyes and accept who I am. Do you happen to remember that?”

      I nod. “Perfectly.”

      He grabs my hips and slams his lips against mine for a deep, crushing kiss, then steps back and takes my cheeks between his palms. “It’s my turn now, motherfucker,” he grits out, his temper blazing. “I've accepted who I am, so either let me in your life or let me go. I’m getting too damn old for back and forth adolescent games.”

      “Is that right? Pretty harsh words, Diego, for obvious reasons.”

      A muscle jumps in his jaw, exasperation pronounced in his expression. “Touché. I deserved that, but guess what? I’m sick of this shit. The hiding, the pretending, the games. I’m in love with you. My eyes are wide fucking open, and I want the world to know we’re together. That includes my dad. I love you, Damian,” he adds in a softer tone. “I’ve always loved you.”

      Heat flares low in my groin and my anxiety turns to hunger. I push my lips back against his, dipping my tongue in deep and stroking with hard thrusts while he kisses me back with the same fierce urgency.

      “I missed you. And again, I’m sorry for acting like an adolescent prick. There’s just so much shit going on right now.”

      “I know. And I get that, but this will never work between us without honesty. I want this thing, Damian. It’s all I think about. I want to tell my dad that this is who I am and who I will always be. I want to forgive myself for making a promise to my mother I was unable to keep. I want us to be a team, a family. I want it all, dammit. I’m ready.”

      I pull his mouth against mine for another kiss that heats within seconds and has us grabbing at each other, impatient and hungry. Our hands rip at our clothes until we’re both naked and he’s over the back of my sofa with my fingertips pulling his cheeks apart and my cockhead pressing at the tight pucker of his asshole. Temptation has a hundred tiny voices screaming just do it in my ears. He’s so close, so agonizingly close, my leaking erection jutting, aching, and just seconds from taking him bare.

      “I need a condom,” I whisper against the shell of his ear. “Don’t you move a fucking inch.”

      “We’re both clean, Damian. We’ve both covered our dicks in the past. Hell, I trust you. Give me the same damn satisfaction."

      "Soon."

      Two tied off condoms later, we’re both drained, breathless, and sated.

      “Shit, Detective.”

      “Yes. Shit, Damian.”

      I glance at the mess in front of us, grinning. “Now that’s some classy shit right there,” I tease before pulling on my boxer briefs and disposing of the condoms. Once I return, Diego has his jeans back on, unbuttoned, with his discernable V trail leading to the gorgeous curve of his dick. Fuck if the man isn’t the Hispanic epitome of sex and sin. I could take him again right now.

      And damned if I’m not craving him in another way. Inside me.

      I grab two waters, check my phone, then return to the sofa and place a hand on his thigh.

      “Any news on Dennis?”

      “Yeah. He was seen on tape exiting the Omni’s back entrance with another man. They didn’t capture a clear visual of his face, but from what I was told, March left willingly with this guy.  I’ll review the tapes tomorrow. I also have a call into the car rental agency for the manager, but the sales assistant assured me there’s a tracking device on the Escalade. This time tomorrow, we should know where the vehicle is.”

      “Shit,” I breathe out. “What the hell could have happened to him?”

      “I don’t know yet, but he’s been entered into the NCIC database. His photos are posted on various websites, and I’ve got my people looking on social media for tips. Worst case scenario, if the car is found abandoned, we’ll dust it for prints and blood spatter, then get search and rescue involved. We’re getting there. And on another note, I talked to a friend over at the coroner’s office. Liz Olson did, in fact, kill herself.”

      “Fuck. Why?”

      “No idea, but she sliced both wrists. And I tried calling Blaine Olson. Thought if I could get some kind of answer about what provoked her to suicide that it might take a small load off your shoulders. Same as you, I got voicemail and no return call, so I went by his place. He wouldn’t answer the door either. Found that a little peculiar. He doesn’t have any criminal or civil activity on his record. Not so much as a parking ticket, so he has no reason to avoid police.”

      His hand settles on mine, the pad of his thumb caressing. “Have you received any more notes?”

      I shake my head. “No.”

      “After today, something about the Olson guy doesn’t settle well with me. I can’t pinpoint it, but he leaves a bad feeling in my gut. I think you were right about him.”

      “Out of curiosity, what does he look like? Not that it matters, but Liz mentioned Derek once. She knew who he was, which wasn’t unusual, but when we talked about brothers for a few minutes, she never mentioned having a sibling of her own. Seems strange now. Hell, it’s probably nothing.”

      Diego reaches for his shirt. “Just another average Joe Blow. Tall, thin, blond, middle-aged like three million others.” He hands me the phone, the hair on my neck lifting and my jaw dropping.

      “Wait a fucking minute. This is Blaine Olson?” I stand and start pacing, my hands spearing through my hair as things start adding up. How did I miss the similarities? Sky-blue eyes. Light hair. Snub nose. Hell, they could almost pass as twins. This crazy son of a bitch knew my name the first time he parked my car, even when I never introduced myself. He knew I was gay, that I fucked his sister, and that I was seeing Dennis.

      What the hell does it all mean, though?

      Anger swells inside my chest, my body shaking all over. A man may have lost his life because of me. A woman may have sliced her wrists over something I did or didn’t do. Christ, we could be burying my damn dad because of me. My head is a whirlwind of confusing shit, none of which I understand besides one picture clear fact.

      BS and Blaine fucking Olson are one in the same.

      Fuck!

      “What is it? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      “Not a ghost. But I know this guy.”

      “You know him? Care to explain?”

      Dilemma stirs in the pit of my gut. I hate withholding anything important from this man that I love and intend on being with forever.  But right now, I don’t feel like I have a choice. I take his cheeks between my palms and lower my lips above his. “Can I tell you something without sounding like a love-stricken pussy?”

      His brows lift at my sudden change of mood. “Go on.”

      “I knew I loved you our second time together. And the night you left all but broke me, and I swore I’d never allow myself to risk that kind of pain again.”

      “And I’ve apologized more than once. So, why bring it up again?”

      “Because I need to know that we’re on the same page. And think hard before you answer.”

      Diego’s brown eyes sear into mine. “I love you too. But why this discussion now? What’s happening here? What are you trying to tell me?”

      “That I want you in my life. Not just tonight. Not just a week from now. But permanently. We’re right for each other. Even though you don’t know a damn thing about good salsas and snore your ass off. You’re in my heart, dammit, and I want your love, but also your commitment.”

      He frowns, staring at me with confusion and frustration. “Goddammit, Damian! Stop fucking around and talk to me,” he huffs. “What are you trying to hide?”

      “Do you trust me?”

      “Yes! Now stop with the bullshit! What the hell is happening?”

      I blow out a long, edgy breath and lower my lips a breath from his. “I give you my solemn oath, Diego Alvarado. One day soon, I’ll explain everything. But for now, I’m asking you, pleading with you, to trust me and walk away from Blaine Olson. I can’t explain my reasoning just yet. But I need to handle this myself.” I love Diego and trust him explicitly. I also respect his dedication to the law. Unfortunately, that complicates every felonious thought spiraling through my mind.

      “What do you mean you’ll tell me everything one day soon? Or handle it yourself? Olson has just become a person of interest. I can’t ignore that, Damian. I won’t. It’s my job. Despite your sudden need to play Dirty Harry, first thing in the morning, I’m going to the Omni to watch those films. Then I’m going to the car rental agency if I don’t hear back from the manager. You know I’d walk through fire for you, but don’t ask me to betray my job.”
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      Cold pizza is getting fucking old. I toss what’s left into the garbage and get a beer and a bag of Doritos. I settle myself in my recliner, push the pentobarbital that I lifted from work aside, then turn on the evening news with my mind on one thing: Watching a family—mainly Damian Kinnard’s—helpless, hopeless, and begging as I inject a fatal cocktail into the vein of a cute, silken-haired little girl.

      I want him to see the same heart-wrenching sight that I did. To feel the agonizing, lingering sadness I had. I want him to spend what little time he has left on this earth guilt-ridden, heart-broken, and waking to nothing but hopelessness, self-reproach, and endless torment.

      The seizure medication is used for euthanasia, shutting down the heart and brain functions within one to two minutes in most cases. Lethal doses in humans can vary, yet when ingested, two to ten grams is usually substantial.

      Dennis March, the fucking cokehead, went out easily with ten. Lily Kinnard shouldn’t need more than three.

      March’s rental was in regular guest parking behind the hotel, which told me he was more than likely going to head out before morning. I’d been watching and waiting from my truck. I’d seen his fuck toy leave about an hour earlier and it had taken every bit of strength I had not to drop the arrogant rich bastard right there for everybody to see. I hated the sight of him. Driving up in his expensive car that he probably didn’t pay a cent for. Strutting around in three-thousand-dollar suits that he actually believed I gave a shit about. Slipping me large tips like he felt sorry for me. Making an innocent, beautiful woman fall for him when he didn’t give a flying fuck about her.

      Fuck that little homo piece of shit.

      He took the only thing I had left that meant anything.

      I’ll do the same to him.

      Three months after Liz’s death, I’d planned everything. Study and learn Damian Kinnard. Where he lived. What time he left for work. Places he visited. Friends. Lovers. Family. Then… end them one by one until the Kinnard Auto empire and the pompous bastard’s closest friends were all an afterthought and nothing but bones, scraps of flesh infested with feasting maggots, and dirt, darkness, and hell.

      I made a vital mistake with the old dude, but there will be no more miscalculations.

      I finish my beer and throw the empty Doritos bag into the trash, then open the spiral notebook on the end of the kitchen counter and reach for my blue pen. Anger mixed with excitement and cold-blooded hatred beat at my chest as memories claw their way through my mind. The smell of copper. Eyes glassy with death. Cheeks chalky with dried tears. Deep crosswise wounds in her wrist arteries. The scent of sweet vanilla… and sex.

      “Burn in hell, you messed up faggot.” I rip the note with the words The Splendor of Lilies from the notebook and wad it into a tight ball, then toss it on top of the rest of the garbage.

      “You don’t deserve a warning. You don’t deserve a motherfucking thing.”
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      “Can I get you some coffee, Detective Alvarado?”

      “Please. Black.” Exhausted, both physically and mentally, sleep hadn’t come easy last night. Damian and I hadn’t exactly argued, but we also didn’t speak five words when we went to bed. This morning hadn’t been much better. I’d gotten up early and slipped out the door without waking him when I’d much rather have told him how damn beautiful he is, then sucked his thick morning wood until his thighs were shaking and he was groaning through an orgasm.

      Damian claims he wants trust and honesty between us yet refuses to explain his reasons for insisting I walk away from Blaine Olson. I love this man and what we are together, but I can’t and won’t ignore a person of question on a missing person’s case. This is my life, my job, my responsibility.

      Tom Raegan returns with two mugs of black coffee, and I thank him, then take a long swallow while thoughts roll around in my head. Is Damian up? Is he still pissed? Is that gorgeous cock of his thick with a morning erection? Will two headstrong fuckers like us ever see eye to eye?

      Will he push me away again since I refused to ignore Blaine Olson?

      Will my job always be an issue?

      Will my dad accept the words I plan on sharing with him?

      I’m in love with Damian. Hell, I’ve been in love with him for two years, and I’ll be damned if I let anything come between us. Not my job.

      Not our disagreements.

      Not even my father.

      Tom pecks at his laptop for a few seconds, then turns it in my direction. Dennis March is exiting the back entrance of the hotel with a tall, thin guy at his side. The visual isn’t worth a shit, but three things come to mind. First, March seems either half drunk, messed up on drugs, or a combination of both. Second, the other guy walks with his shoulders hunched and with a slight limp. And last, although I’m only able to see the back, the guy’s orange baseball cap appears to be pulled down low as if he’s trying to mask his face, and he also seems to know the range of the hotel camera’s views and how to bypass the sensors. At one point, he removes the cap and holds it over his face for a split second, then does so again when the two men get into the Escalade.

      The last thing on the clip is the SUV taking a left out of the parking lot and disappearing from the camera. This is Blaine Olson. I’m all but positive. And as far as I know, he’s the last person to interact with Dennis March.

      Dread mixed with anxiousness stirs in my belly. Damian’s intuition was right. Olson more than likely blames him for his sister’s death and is the perpetrator behind this whole ugly predicament. Unfortunately, I’ve seen this kind of thing way too many times and more often than not, it hasn’t ended well. Taking justice into their own hands. Seeking to settle the score. Abducting or killing.

      This is a case of retaliatory violence.

      “Tom, are you familiar with one of your valets by the name of Blaine Olson?”

      “I don’t know many employees by name. Is there a reason you ask?”

      “I’m almost positive this is him in the tape. Would you have any personal information you’d be able to share with me?”

      “We run criminal backgrounds on all potential new hires as well as fingerprints. I’m sure you’re more than able to gather your own background information, but I can shoot you off a copy of Olson’s prints if you’d like.”

      “Appreciate it.”

      I leave the Omni Hotel with a copy of Blaine Olson’s fingerprints in my briefcase and my head buzzing with adrenaline as I head south toward Panther Auto Rental. Twenty some minutes later I’m inside the agency, introducing myself to the manager and showing him my investigator identification card as he apologizes for not returning my call.

      “What can I do for you, Detective Alvarado?”

      “Dennis March rented a Cadillac Escalade some days ago. He’s presumed missing, and I’m trying to find out the whereabouts of the vehicle.”

      “Cool. Just like something on CSI,” the nerd of a man says.

      “Yeah, something like that,” I respond harshly.

      With a blush lifting up his neck, he clears his throat, then types something into a laptop. “Looks like the Escalade hasn’t been driven in a few days. I’ve got a physical address on its location. Would you like me to write it down?”

      “Please.”

      He jots down 2007 North Gala Road on a pink post-it note and hands it to me.

      “I appreciate your help, young man. I’ll follow up with you if I need to.”

      I exit the car rental agency and call Clark Rogan’s private number. “Hey. What’s up, Diego?”

      “You heard of a place called Metroplex Water Gardens? It’s over on North Gala just west of the freeway.”

      “Doesn’t sound familiar. What’s going on?”

      “I may need you to meet me there. Stick around if you would. And if my sixth sense is right, we’re gonna need forensics and search and rescue as well.”

      I pull into 2007 North Gala Road and The Metroplex Water Gardens, which appears to be a defunct project. Located on a long stretch of property on the northern cusp of downtown and adjacent to the Trinity River, from what I can see, they’d started building hiking trails, some kind of large, enclosed park—maybe for dogs—and various picnic areas. There’s a bright red For Sale sign with a phone number for information, which I don’t need just yet but jot it down just the same. I drive down farther and see nothing, then stop and reach for my iPad to enter the address and pull up what information is available without contacting the real estate agency. According to the web, the city shut down the eighty-million-dollar project just after the first phase of construction when investors ran out of money. I study the map and notice that it carries farther down toward the river, so I turn my vehicle around and head back the way I came. It only takes a minute before I see the Escalade. I park, exit my car, and walk toward the SUV that’s clearly empty, then call Rogan back.

      “Send forensics and search and rescue.”

      Three hours later, with exhaustion kicking my ass and late to pick up Chinese food to take over to Dad’s, I leave downtown. I’m bone fucking tired, hungry, and thirsty. Plus, this could take hours, and with nightfall approaching, clouds moving in, and lighting all but nothing, there’s a good chance of the search being delayed until morning.

      Omni security verified Olson’s work hours, and since he’s not on the schedule at the hotel this evening or tomorrow, I hope to catch him at the veterinary clinic first thing in the morning. Maybe if I apprehend him at his place of employment, he’ll be open to an interview. I don’t know what the hell happened to Dennis March, but I’m borderline confident of two things. First, my gut is telling me that Damian was right, and that Blaine Olson is involved in Dennis March’s disappearance. And second, unless some sort of DNA or a body is found, we won’t have enough evidence to arrest the fucker.
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      I barely recall walking into China City. My heart was racing so hard that I felt lightheaded as I rehearsed over and over how to approach my dad while my mother’s final words and the promise I’d made her played through my head. Now, I’m at his kitchen table, procrastinating, dreading, and aching for the comfort of warm hands holding me, reassuring me, and loving me.

      God, I need you more than ever.

      “I’d heard this place had excellent spicy beef. Soup’s good too.” Dad spoons a second helping onto his plate, then refills his glass with his favorite sweet tea with lemon. He smiles. “Hot enough to grow hair on a man’s chest, as well. Just the way I like it.”

      “Me too, Dad. The spicier, the better.”

      He looks at me strangely, then lowers his fork. “Are you okay, Diego? You look tired and seem out of sorts. Are you coming down with something?”

      Nausea lifts up my throat and emotion swells in my belly as I force a smile, hating the fact that I’m seconds from ruining my dad’s day, and maybe our relationship. Fuck, I feel like screaming, shouting to the sky, and cursing the Bible and all its threats and promises.

      “I’m not sick, Dad. I’m in love with a man,” I blurt out on an edgy breath. “For years, I’ve prayed to become that man you and Mom wanted me to be. But I’m not, and I’m sorry. It eats me alive knowing that I’ve failed the two of you.”

      He sighs, his eyes clouding with emotion, while I swallow the knot in my throat. “I hurt, Dad. I’ve been hurting since I was a teenager, sometimes so badly that I wish for death.”

      “Hijo, no,” he says in a whisper.

      “Dad, if God is so good and so loving, then why does He render pain on us?” I look deep into his brown gaze, hoping the disappointment I remember so well doesn’t return to his eyes, and that I can somehow feel my mother’s wishes for my happiness in my mind.

      Are you there? Can you hear me? Are you listening at all?

      Minutes pass, Dad doesn’t speak, and I get no sign from my mother. It’s agonizing. It’s torture. It’s almost as if my parents’ heaven is doing everything in its power to break me. My hand starts shaking and my lips quivering. I’ve forgotten what I’d planned on saying, and something heavy and deep gnaws at my chest.

      “I love him, Dad. I know I made an oath to Mom that I’d find a wife and give you a grandchild, and that my lifestyle is everything the two of you consider an eternal sin. But I can’t change what’s in my heart. This is who I am. I…”

      “Diego.” Dad reaches for my hand and squeezes so tight that it hurts. “You must first understand that no child of God is capable of sin so deep that forgiveness is banned. You are loved by Him, and by your mother and I. Regardless.”

      “I promised her,” I say, my voice cracking with guilt. “I made an oath to a dying woman, my mother.”

      “Breaking promises is a human thing to do, Diego, and God knows we sin. It’s natural and expected.”

      Tears fill my eyes as I stand and pull my dad up and against my chest. For seconds, I can’t talk, can’t swallow, can’t form words. I take deep breaths, then step back and look into the brown gaze that mirrors my own.

      “You’re my father and you mean the world to me. I don’t want to be a failure in your eyes, and I don’t want to feel eternal guilt for breaking a promise to my mother. But I need to live, Dad. I need to love.”

      “Hijo. You’re my blood, my son. You could never be a failure.” His eyes crowd with emotion. “Your mother loved you more than life. She was very proud of the man you were. Her love of God and strong beliefs in the scriptures sometimes confused her, and we talked about this many times before she became ill. Yes, she wanted grandchildren, but I know in here,” he says, his voice cracking as he taps his chest, “that what meant the most was your happiness. So be with him, Diego. Respect him, cherish him, and remain close to God. Just do me one favor.”

      “Anything.”

      “If you love him, then I love him. So don’t wait to introduce me to this man that holds my son’s heart.”

      I swipe at another tear. “I won’t. And thank you for this, Dad. It means everything.”
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      Rage seethes in Derek’s gaze, hatred crawling through his expression as he stares down at the photo of Blaine Olson.

      “You’re absolutely sure this is the guy who tried running over Dad?”

      “The truck he saw fits the description of the one that Diego saw parked in his driveway, and the orange cap is the same as the witness described. He’s got some kind of vendetta against me, but fuck if I know why. The only thing I can think of is that he blames me for his sister’s death.”

      “I’ll handle this, Damian,” he says, his eyes cold and dark, his jaw clenching.

      Our gazes stay connected, blood boiling in our veins, and while his insistence that I let him handle this is expected, it’s a useless bunch of words. “No, Derek! This is my family too. And my fault.”

      Derek sighs, then turns toward the corner of his desk and stares at the photo of Kinley and Lily with a returning expression that I remember all too well. Face pinched tight with fury springing to life. Mouth twisting into a snarl. Eyes blazing with violent uncontrollable anger and dark bitter loathing.

      After a long tick of silence, his eyes cut back to mine. “I’d hoped for that part of my life to be over and believed it was. But I stood by once, doing nothing, and watched my twin succumb to drugs, something I’ll never do again. I can’t and won’t let anyone hurt another member of my family.”

      “Nor will I.”

      Ten minutes later, I tell my sister-in-law and sleepy niece goodbye, then make my way to the front door just as Dad’s bowling buddy pulls up to drop him off. “How the hell can he bowl with a banged-up ankle?”

      Derek shrugs. “Fuck if I know, but then again, it’s Dad. I fought the man tooth and nail about going out at all under the circumstances, but he looked me straight in the eye and told me to kiss his white ass.”

      “Sounds like Dad,” I say, watching him hobble toward the front door while my phone rings with Diego’s name streaming across the screen.

      “Go ahead and answer it,” Derek says, his eyes focused on Dad’s limp that looks worse than before.

      I take the call and tell an emotional-sounding Diego that I’m about to leave Dad’s house and I’ll check with him shortly.

      “Hey, son.” Dad’s winded, coughing and wincing in pain.

      “Dad, you really think you should be out bowling on a twisted ankle?”

      “Like I told your brother, I’m no frail invalid. Now, I need to go kiss my granddaughter. You boys carry on.” He makes his way in the door, then turns back around. “God blessed me with you two. I may not say it often, but I couldn’t be prouder.”

      “This thing with Diego is more than professional, isn’t it?” Derek asks when Dad is through the door and making his way down the hallway.

      “Yeah. It is.”

      “Bring him over. Kinley gets off on that kind of shit. She’ll be pissed if she can’t do one of her intuitional kind of evaluations.”

      “Hey, I heard that,” she responds, looking up at Derek like he hung the moon as she rounds the corner from the hallway leading to Lily’s bedroom. “What’s this about my intuitional evaluations?” She elbows Derek in the kidney, then flashes him a smile.

      “Looks like my little brother has someone new in his life.” Derek wraps an arm around Kinley’s shoulder and presses his lips against the top of her head. “I was telling him that my beautiful and intelligent wife might kick my ass if I don’t ask them over so you can do one of your womanly, intuitive kind of things.”

      “Oh, this is exciting. When can we meet him? I could make dinner, or a cake and some snacks if you’d rather just have a casual visit.”

      “Either sounds perfect. Especially if you make that same cake you made when I brought Dad over.”

      “Awesome. Call it a date.” Kinley kisses my cheek. “Come tomorrow, or whenever. Just shoot me a text and we’ll make it happen. Oh, and I’ll leave the coconut out this time.”

      Damned if I know how she does that. I never said a word about disliking the vile crap and even had two large pieces. The woman has one hell of a gift.

      I say goodnight, text Diego that I’ll be home in less than an hour, then head for my condo. Fifteen minutes after I’m home, he’s here, walking through the door, kicking it shut with his boot, and reaching for me.

      “First thing I want to say is that I hate going to bed not speaking,” he says in a passive tone that I feel in my cock. “I’m a much better man when I know everything between us is good.” He presses his groin against me, then drops his lips to mine. “And days like today, when you just know that a happy ending is improbable, make me wish I did something else for a living. For the most part, I love my job, but sometimes it can be exhausting, heartbreaking, and makes me want to get shitfaced and forget for five minutes.” His words are low, laced with gloom, and I can tell by the look in his eye this has something to do with Dennis.

      My heart stops. “Has he been found?”

      He swallows. “The car was found, but not March. Search and rescue is on the scene. It doesn’t look good, Damian. Blaine Olson was the man seen on the tapes.”

      “I thought there was no visual of his face.”

      “Didn’t need it. I recognized his walk and that scroungy orange ball cap that he wears everywhere. I’m going to drive over to the vet clinic tomorrow morning and try to get an interview out of him. Shouldn’t be long before we have a huge crack in the case. Right now, though, I’m exhausted. I want to crawl into bed beside you, tell you about the talk I had with my dad, then just… be with you.”

      With all the tension from last night gone and buried, I take his hand, lead us to the bedroom, and we undress and get into bed. Once he’s told me about the visit with his dad, he climbs on top of me. I’m already hard and throbbing as he kisses his way down my torso and over my erection then works his way back up, dragging his jutting cock up the side of my thigh.
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      Diego

      “Let me inside you, Damian. Bare, with nothing covering me.” I lower myself just enough that my lips are a breath away from his nipple, then slide a hand down between us until I’m rimming the pucker of his ass. “I’m dying for you. To fill this hole with lube, then look into your pretty gaze as I feed my cock inch by slow inch through your tight opening. I want you moaning, your eyes rolling into the back of your head, and your body shuddering when I empty every hot drop of my load into you.” I slide the tip of a finger inside. “And then…” I bend my fingertip to brush his prostate. “Like I told you once before, I’m going to watch every thick drop seep out of you then fuck it all right back inside.”

      “Christ, Diego,” he utters in a throaty plea. “Lube. And lots of it. We don’t all enjoy a fire in the ass like you do.”

      Once I’ve lubricated, I open him up a little more with my tongue, my lips, and my fingers until he’s right where I want him—his thick crown hot and leaky, his eyes burning with heat, and his body at my mercy.

      “You want me inside you? Bare with nothing between us? Stretching your hole? Fucking you so hard that you feel it deep in the pit of your belly and leaving so much cum inside you that you’re left raw and walking with a limp for the next two days?”

      “I think I like this side of you,” he murmurs in a deep tone. “Amazing how a talk with your old man has you talking filthy and taking charge. It’s fucking hot. And I couldn’t agree more. I’m sick of rubbers.”

      “Mia,” I whisper against his ear, my cock throbbing as I lift his legs over my shoulders and tease his opening with my cockhead. “Mine, Damian. Tell me again that I’m the only one who’s ever been inside you.” I’m so hard that it’s more of an ache, and I can barely keep from thrusting inside him in one hard push. But first, I want him looking into my eyes and reassuring me that he’s never bottomed for another man.

      “You already know you’re the only one,” he says breathlessly, a small bead of sweat pooling over his left brow.

      I wind my arms around his thighs and press inside him slowly and gently, staring deep into his eyes and expecting a grimace at the tick of pain and pressure. But instead, he groans, then reaches for the globes of my ass to pull me in deeper.

      “Ahh, shit, Diego. Did your fucking cock get thicker? Because it damn sure feels like it.” He squeezes my cheeks and swallows hard. “Do it. Take me until I’m raw and achy. Fill me with your release, then fuck it back inside me.”

      Our eyes are locked and his body relaxes. “Do it, Detective.”

      Pleasure writhes deep in my stomach, and his gaze makes my balls ache for release. I’ve never seen him so aroused, so urgent, and so open to me topping. It turns me the fuck on. I hoist his legs higher and push deeper, then start powering into him, my thrusts becoming hard and fierce as I take, own, consume, and declare my love in the most intimate way.

      How did I ever walk away from anything this perfect?

      How could any god punish me for something that makes me happy and fulfills my needs?

      “I love you, Diego.” His words have me shuddering, emotion pooling in my eyes, and my cock jerking and thrashing with an orgasm.

      “Fuck! Fuck!” I empty so much into him that I feel lightheaded. The sensation is intense, and heartfelt, and amazing, and I want to experience it a hundred more times. He gives me a soft smile that damn near guts me.

      “I love you too, Damian. So damn much.” Heart racing in my ears, I cradle his face and rub the pads of my thumbs over his shadowed jawline. “And thank you for this. It meant everything.” I start easing out of him, but he keeps the globes of my ass pulled tight against him.

      “Not so fast, stud. If I recall, you wanted to fuck the cum back inside me, and I think we have enough lubrication seeping out of me that you could take me ten more times. Plus, that was a pretty damn speedy orgasm.” He smiles, then pulls my lips down on his and strokes into my mouth with such a softness and deep intimacy that even though I just ejaculated what felt like a gallon, I’m hardening again.

      Minutes later, sweat is running down my back and into the crack of my ass. Every bone in my body is tired, and I feel like I could sleep for two days. I ease out of him and roll onto my back.

      “Damn, that was good.”

      “Don’t get used to it.”

      I turn toward him and lower my lips to his. “Seems like I’ve heard those words before. You’re starting to sound like a broken record.”

      “Shut up and go to sleep, Detective.”
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      A ringing phone stirs me awake well before sunrise. Still groggy with sleep while recalling a flash of a strange dream, I leap from the bed and grab my cell.

      “Clark.” I’m winded, my pulse racing.

      “Sorry to wake you, boss.” His voice is raspy, breathy, and sounds like he’s been up all night chain-smoking. “The crew had to call off the search a little after midnight with the heavy rain that blew in. Lightning was a bitch. It wasn’t safe. They’re headed back to the scene now.”

      “I stayed the night with Damian. Jesus, I must have slept like the dead. I never heard a damn thing. I’m going to go by the veterinary clinic and try to interview Blaine Olson, then I’ll be right there. Call me if they find anything.”

      “Damian huh?” Amusement rings in the detective’s tone. Though I once told him over dinner and a few too many beers about our relationship, I haven’t mentioned anything about us reconnecting. “Guess that explains why the storm didn’t wake you.”

      Ignoring his comment while grabbing my pants and shirt, I make my way into Damian’s bathroom and close the door. “Again, call me if anything comes up. I’ll be heading out in about fifteen minutes.”

      I shower, find an unopened toothbrush in a drawer, then dress in the same clothes as I wore yesterday. When I return to the bedroom for my suit jacket and keys, Damian is awake, his back propped against a pillow with the sheet pulled down and his cock heavy against his stomach.

      “I heard the phone. Good news or bad?”

      "Nothing just yet. Seems we had a storm last night. The search team was delayed due to lightning. I never heard a thing.”

      Damian takes his erection in his palm, which has me fighting like hell not to suck him off before leaving for what I anticipate is going to be a difficult day. “Nor did I.”

      “Jesus Christ, you were blessed with a beautiful cock.”

      “Come back to bed for fifteen minutes. Let me share every inch of it with you and leave you driving to work with a wrecked asshole.”

      I bend down and press my lips to his, welcoming the soft swirl of his tongue. “Dammit, I wish I could, but I’ve got a long, hard day ahead of me. And just so you know,” I add before sharing another soft kiss, “it turns me on going to work and knowing your ass is still wet with my cum.”

      “Shit.” Damian spears his hands through his hair. “I’m sorry I’m being so insensitive. I dread this day just as much as you do. Will you call me if you get news?”

      “You know I will, babe. Get another hour of rest. You might need it.”
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      Precise Veterinary Clinic is a total care facility located inside a privately owned pet store in a busy strip center. When I see Blaine Olson’s truck, I pull in behind it. Once inside, I stride toward the back of the store where I see the counter for the vet and a young man talking to an older gentleman. While he finishes going over prices for feline teeth cleaning, I tease two kittens behind the glass window who are up for adoption while thinking of my late mother’s love of cats.

      “Can I help you, sir?” The ginger-haired teenage boy can’t be a day over seventeen but comes across as older.

      I pull my jacket back so he can see my identification badge. “I was wondering if I might have a quick word with one of your employees, Blaine Olson.”

      The kid’s eyes widen, and he nods. “Sure. He’s in the back. I’ll go get him.”

      I tap my fingers against the glass where the kittens are pushing around a ball that looks like wadded-up tinsel or wrapping paper. I’m not really a cat person, but the damn things are cute as hell, and I wouldn’t mind taking one or both of them home if my work schedule wasn’t so hectic.

      “Well, if it’s not the pretty boy faggot detective.”

      Olson walks toward me with an expression that reminds me of the hated high school bully that deserved to have his ass pounded into the pavement. Spiteful, shit-stirring wiseass. But I’m not here to interrogate. Not yet. I’m here for an interview, to pick the guy’s brain, and get as much information on March and that night as I possibly can. Unfortunately, if I treat the asshole like I’d like to, he won’t talk, so I have no choice but to kiss the fucker’s ass.

      “I’m not here to stir up trouble, Blaine.” I motion to an empty bench to our left. “Could we sit down for a minute?”

      “I don’t have to talk to you, Detective. I know my rights.”

      He follows me to the bench where I take a seat. “First off, I wanted to offer my condolences on the death of your sister. A good friend of mine knew her. Said she was a beautiful and sweet woman.”

      Olson glares at me but doesn’t respond.

      “The reason I’m here, Blaine, is because you’re a person of interest in the disappearance of Dennis March. You were seen on camera exiting the Omni with him and leaving the parking lot in his SUV. The vehicle has been located, but March is still missing. Can you tell me what happened that evening?”

      “Are you serious, man? I’m at work.”

      “Cooperate and it shouldn’t take more than five minutes, Blaine. I’d just like to get your side of the story.”

      “The guy was fucked up. I’d just gotten off my shift and went inside the hotel to get something to drink before I headed home. He was stumbling toward the back door. I’ve taken care of his vehicle before, so he knew who I was. I was trying to convince him not to drive in his condition, but he insisted he was fine. He also wanted some action, if you get my drift. He was a good-looking man and we’re both single. We drove around for a little bit, then parked. He had some coke on him and I told him I wasn’t interested and didn’t think he needed another hit of blow. He got defensive and threatened to make trouble for me at work, so I got out of his SUV and walked back to the hotel. Maybe you should be talking to your rich lover instead of me. He’s one of March’s fuck toys, if you don’t already know. Pretty sure they dicked each other earlier in the evening.”

      Olson’s impassive, relaxed demeanor gives me no reason to call guilt, but my intuition kicks in again and tells me the asshole is lying and hiding something. He’s too indifferent and cold about a man that’s presumed missing and possibly dead. This time tomorrow, I hope like hell I have a reason to arrest this creep so I can interrogate the fuck out of his sorry ass. As much as I want to put my fist through his jaw, I end the interview.

      For now, fuckface. For. Fucking. Now.

      “I think I’ve got what I need, Blaine. Appreciate it.”
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      Nervous, worried about Diego, my family, and my job, I call Joshua and ask him to meet me at the little deli inside our office building. I can’t stand this. I need to be working. I have clients that depend on me. For fuck’s sake, I’m a damn partner.

      I walk into the mom-and-pop deli and see Joshua at a corner table with a scowl on his face as he stares at his phone.

      “Hey, Damian. Long time no see.” Janice Lawson, mother to a damn cute little boy with big dimples and a mess of ginger curls walks over, smelling of fresh bread.

      “Just taking a few days off. How’s that young boy of yours doing?”

      “Into absolutely everything,” Janice responds with a proud smile. “Most especially electrical outlets and everything else that poses danger.”

      “Sounds like a normal, growing boy.” I chat a couple more minutes with Janice, the owners’ daughter, then make my way over to Joshua.

      “You look tired,” Joshua says, sliding his phone into his pocket. “Are you getting any sleep at all?”

      “Gee, thanks for telling me I look like shit. Just what I wanted to hear. And yes, I’m getting sleep.”

      Joshua’s eyes lock with mine, a hesitancy in his expression. “Any word on Dennis March?”

      “His car was found late yesterday. Search and rescue is on the scene. I haven’t heard anything this morning, but it doesn’t look good. Guess who he was seen leaving the Omni with?”

      “No idea. Who?”

      “You know BS, the valet?”

      “Yeah. Strange dude. He tries acting friendly, but there’s something in his eyes.”

      “No fucking shit. Guy’s name is Blaine Olson. Turns out, he’s the sister of a girl I dated for a short time. He’s also responsible for trying to run over Dad.”

      Joshua rubs the back of his neck. “What the fuck?”

      “I don’t know what the hell is going on, but his sister slit her wrists, and he clearly has some kind of vendetta against me. I assume he blames me.” I blow out a long rush of air and push a hand through my hair. “I hope I’m wrong, but I’ve got a sick feeling that March is dead, and that this guy is responsible.”

      “Christ, Damian. Why would he murder an innocent man?”

      I give Joshua a hard look. “I don’t know, but what I do know is that I need to be at work. This shit is driving me crazy. Plus, I’m going to lose clients if I don’t get back in the office.”

      He sighs and taps his fingers on the table. “You’ve only been out a few days, Damian. Your clients are fine, and I really think it’s better if you stay home until this mess is cleared. I’m sorry, but I have to do what’s best for the firm.”

      Irritation swirls in my chest, but I don’t know what else I can do. Joshua knows how important the job is to me and my dedication to our clients. Hell, maybe he’s right. Taking a few more days off isn’t going to end my career as I can handle most things from home.

      “Let’s eat,” Joshua says after a tick of silence. “And don’t worry about all this. It’s all going to work itself out.”

      I don’t respond for a few seconds because I’m not altogether sure he’s correct. But then again, I guess he is. I just don’t know exactly how. “You’re right. And yes, let’s eat.”

      Once we’ve received our iced tea and rare roast beef on house-baked sourdough, we eat in silence for a few minutes until Joshua finally breaks the ice. “How are things between you and Diego? Has Wallace met him?”

      I exhale slowly. “We’re fine, but we’ll be a hell of a lot better once this travesty ends. And yes, Dad knows about him, but I haven’t introduced him to the family yet. Does it bother you that I’m gay, Joshua? Would you have sent one of the other guys home in my situation if they were straight?”

      “Hell no, Damian. A man can’t change who he is, and don’t try insulting my intelligence over your sexuality. I’m a bigger man than that.”

      “I just… Fuck, Joshua. I just need this shitshow to be over.”

      “And it will be, but in the meantime, enjoy the time off and don’t worry about what others think of your sexuality. It’s none of their business what you do behind closed doors. And I want nothing but you back at work and content with your private life. Should this Diego be the right man for you, then I’ll do nothing but give you my best wishes.”

      We finish our sandwiches and Joshua leaves for an appointment while I go upstairs and check in with Holly. Once I’m done, I stop by the grocery store for a few things since my kitchen is all but empty, then head back home. Feeling strangely out of sorts when I get back to the condo, I do something I rarely do. I park my ass on the couch, close my eyes, and don’t wake up until I hear my phone ring.

      “Hey,” I answer on a yawn. “Are you still working?”

      “They found March.”

      “When? And where? Is he alive?”

      “About thirty minutes ago. And I’m sorry, but he’s not alive. His body was underneath some brush in an almost dried-up creek. I’m waiting for him to be picked up and sent to the morgue.”

      “Shit. Do they know the cause of death?”

      “Not yet. Other than a small laceration on his left arm, there wasn’t any visible evidence of deep wounds, but with the body well into rigor mortis, we’ll have to wait on the autopsy. Damian, he was nude from the waist down, his clothes found underneath some stones a few feet away. They’d been rinsed in creek water. Whoever did this knew what he was doing.”

      “Fuck! So, he was sexually assaulted? Was there any DNA evidence? Is Blaine a suspect?”

      “We won’t know anything for at least twenty-four hours, but a small speck of blood was found on the step rail of the Escalade. Being that March had the small cut on his arm and appeared to be under the influence, he could have slipped getting out of the vehicle. Then again, there could have been a struggle. We should hear something early tomorrow.”

      I knew in my gut this wasn’t going to end well, but fuck, it hurts. Plus, Dennis is an only child, and I hate knowing what his mother is about to discover. I watched what the death of my brother did to my family, and I wouldn’t wish that on my worst enemy.

      “What can I do, Diego? I feel fucking helpless.”

      “Just be home when I get there. Order us something to eat. Anything. Then, I just want to curl up beside you in bed and clear my brain. If we get DNA evidence that Olson was involved, he’ll be picked up for questioning. Interrogations can take all day and I need to gather my bearings.”
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      “That had to be the best pizza to ever cross these lips. I’ve never been so hungry in my life.” I stuff the last piece of crust in my mouth then wash it down with a cold Samuel Adams black lager. “I feel like I could sleep for a month, but I know you’re dying to ask questions. So, ask away, then I want a long hot shower, and you beside me in that big bed of yours.”

      Worry swirls in Damian’s expression, the dark circles underneath his eyes almost as bad as mine. “Tell me how this goes when a body is taken under these conditions.”

      “It’s pretty cut and dry. Once the body arrives at the morgue, it will be radiographed, autopsied, and examined for interpretation of damage. They’ll also check for fluids or injuries in and around the rectal area. The blood speck will be tested as well, and all his clothing checked for semen, hair, etcetera. If anything comes back to Blaine Olson, then he’ll be arrested for murder.”

      “I can’t believe this. What the hell is wrong with this son of a bitch? I had sex with his sister a few times, and nothing more. I seriously doubt I’m the only man she ever gave her pussy up to.”

      “We’re getting there. Shouldn’t be much longer before we know something more, and if there’s no evidence to call Olson in, then I’m back to surveillance. I’ll follow this dickface morning, noon, and night if I have to.”

      “For fuck’s sake, he was seen trying to run over a man in a parking lot. Isn’t that enough to bring him in for questioning?”

      “I understand your frustration, but there were no cameras. Plus, your dad didn’t report it to the police. Just because a lady says a man was driving a certain kind of truck and wearing an orange cap isn’t enough for interrogation. Only an interview, and unfortunately, that bastard knows the law and that he doesn’t have to say a damn thing if he doesn’t want to.”

      “Jesus, I don’t get that at all. He was seen in that parking lot and in the tapes at the Omni. What else do they need? A goddamn confession?”

      “That’s what we’re hoping for. And if I get to interrogate him, you can bet your sweet ass that I’ll give it my damn best. I want this thing done and over with as much as you do.”

      For a couple of minutes, we don’t speak. Damian tosses the paper plates and pizza container into the trash, and I wash my hands, then wrap my arms around his waist as he returns the tabasco to the refrigerator.

      “I hate this job sometimes. Seeing a lifeless, decomposed body like that stays in a man’s head for a long time. And the smell is something you never forget. Have a shower with me, then take me to bed and just hold me.”

      “You got it, babe.”

      We take a long, hot, relaxing shower where Damian sucks me off until I’m shaking all over and shooting down his throat. After, we fall into bed, stressed, exhausted, and aching for a full night’s sleep.

      Just as I’m drifting off, Damian asks, “Would you be cool with meeting my brother and his family? They’re already pressuring me to bring you over for cake and shit. If you’re not ready, that’s okay.”

      I turn over to face him and tangle my legs through his. “I’d be honored to meet your family.” I press my lips to his for a soft kiss that lingers until he’s slathering a light coating of lube onto his dick, pushing my thighs apart, easing inside me, and doing what we should have been doing the last two years. Connecting. Becoming one. Sharing in the most intimate way possible. Loving, growing, and refusing to let any challenge break us.
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      My eyes snap open to the mouthwatering aroma of bacon, my body covered in a cold sweat, and my head buzzing from a repeat of the strange dream I had before. I groggily stumble to the bathroom and throw water on my face. Rarely do I dream, and for the life of me, I don’t understand the meaning behind it. Just orange, black, and fluttering wings.

      Shit, it’s got me feeling strange, but oddly, in a good way.

      After I grab a pair of sweats from Damian’s closet, I rake my fingers through my hair, then make my way to the kitchen. Standing in front of the cook top in nothing but boxers, his athletic build toned and defined, his ass two perfect rounded globes, the man could easily be an ass model for men’s underwear.

      “I don’t know which I like better. The smell of fresh coffee, frying bacon, or your phenomenal ass in front of me just aching to be violated.”

      “Morning, Detective.” Damian turns around and kisses me, his face a haze of dark stubble, his gaze a fire of passion. He pours me a cup of steaming coffee. “How did you sleep?”

      “Like a rock. Even through your sleep talking.”

      “You were probably hearing yourself snore. I don’t talk in my sleep.”

      “The hell you don’t.” I smile, then take a deep swallow of hot French roast.

      “Hey, do you think it’s cool if I call Dennis’s mother to offer my condolences? I feel like shit not flying out to San Diego, but I don’t feel comfortable leaving town under the circumstances.”

      “I think his mother would be very appreciative of a call.”

      “It’s the right thing to do,” he responds while filling two plates with bacon, eggs, and toasted wheat bread.

      “You’re a good person, Damian. Your parents raised you right.”

      His mouth bends into a hint of a smile. “This is nice, isn’t it? Sharing breakfast and conversation in the mornings. I could get used to it.”

      “I couldn’t agree more. And I may not show it, but I’m genuinely sorry about Dennis. Nobody deserves to die and be tossed into stagnant water.”

      Damian rubs a hand behind his neck. “He didn’t deserve that. He was a good guy,” he says in a compassionate tone with his expression pained. “Besides his love for coke, he really had no faults that I know of.” He reaches across the table for my hand. “And for the record, I never considered letting Dennis put his dick inside me. That’s not something I take lightly, and I never felt that kind of closeness with him.”

      I swallow hard and squeeze his hand. His words mean the world to me. “Thank you for saying that, babe.”

      He slides his bar stool closer to mine, then takes my face in his hands and pulls me against his lips. He kisses me, warm and tender, then deep and hard. “Come back to bed with me.”

      “As wonderful as that sounds, I need to call and check on this autopsy and see if any of Olson’s DNA was found. But I’ll damn sure take a rain check.” Just as I tug his mouth back against mine my phone rings, my pulse speeding up when I see who’s calling.

      “Alvarado,” I answer on the first ring.

      “Hey, Diego.” Janine Shirley’s gritty voice always reminds me of someone who’s just sucked dick. Low and rough like she has a sore throat. “Jonathan wanted me to give you a heads up. It’s gonna be three or four more hours before we get to the March body. We had four gunshot victims come in, but one of us will call you as soon as we have news.”

      “I appreciate it, Janine.”

      We end the call and I give Damian the news. An hour later, we’re showered and dressed. My ass is wrecked, but a delicious kind of wrecked. We’re sitting on the couch and having another cup of coffee. The news is on television, and Damian is staring down at his laptop.

      “I have a few calls I need to make,” he says. “Do you mind?”

      “No. Go ahead and do what you need to do. I’ll go tackle the monstrous mess you left in the kitchen.” I lean over and kiss him, then whisper, “This is perfect. The two of us just … being.”

      “Damn sure is, Diego.”

      With a smile on my face, I stride into the kitchen, roll up my sleeves, and turn on the hot water to start on the mile-high stack of dirty dishes. Sharing a bed and breakfast with Damian is everything I’ve ever wanted. For so long, I tried shielding my sexuality and hiding my private life, but now I’m ready to announce my coming-out. I’m done hiding. Finished pretending.

      My eyes are wide open.

      Once I get the dishes loaded into the dishwasher, I start wiping off the countertop when my phone buzzes in my pocket. It’s Janine. I toss the wet rag into the sink.

      “Janine. Hey.”

      “Cause of death has been confirmed,” she says roughly.

      “Go ahead.” I take a seat at the round dinette.

      “Alcohol and cocaine were found in his system, along with a large dosage of pentobarbital.”

      “Pentobarbital? As in the seizure medication?”

      “That’s the one. It’s also used for euthanasia.”

      Fucking bingo! Blaine Olson has just gone from an unwilling person of interest to an unavoidable motherfucking suspect.

      “Anything else I need to know, Janine?”

      She blows out a long breath. “We also found irritation in and around the anus, as well as traces of semen.”

      “Good work, Janine.” We end the call and I pull up Clark Rogan’s number. He answers on the first ring and I tell him we need a warrant. Damian is on the phone when I return to the living room but glances at me and quickly ends the call.

      “There’s news, isn’t there? I see it in your eyes.”

      “Dennis died by a lethal injection of a seizure medication used to euthanize dogs. Working for a vet gives us enough to detain Blaine Olson for questioning.”

      “Fuck.” Damian scrubs his chin.

      “Traces of semen were also found. I’m sorry things ended the way they did, but at least you can have some closure. I need to get going, though. I’ll call you later.” I press my lips to his. “I love you.”

      He releases a long, edgy breath. “Shit, I love you too, Diego. Be careful, okay?”
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      Detective Clark Rogan, Officer Carlos Espinoza, and I head toward Blaine Olson’s Dallas home after learning he was dismissed from his jobs at the Omni and Precise Veterinary Clinic.

      Fucker got what he deserved.

      We pull up in front of Olson’s home to see his Ford truck in the driveway, then exit the vehicle and go to the door. Officer Espinoza knocks and announces himself. After a couple of minutes with no answer, he knocks a second time, this time saying he’s not leaving the property.

      “He’s around back.” Joe Perez walks across the street with a rake in his hand. “Saw him just a minute ago doing yard work.”

      “Appreciate it, Joe.” I nod to the nosy neighbor, then walk around to the back of the house with Clark and Carlos. Olson is closing the door to a small storage shed when Carlos announces himself. “Need you to come downtown and answer a few questions, Mr. Olson.”

      Olson releases a sharp laugh and gives Carlos a hostile glare. “Fuck you, pig. I know my rights, and I don’t see an arrest warrant in your hand.”

      “You’re a suspect in the murder of Dennis March after pentobarbital was found in his system. You can either willingly come with us, or we’ll return with that warrant.”

      “I want a lawyer,” he grits out.

      “You can call your lawyer from the car. If you don’t have one, you’re entitled to a public defender.”

      Clark opens the back door to Carlos’s police car and motions Blaine toward the back seat. Blaine turns toward me with rage simmering in his eyes. “This doesn’t prove shit. Anyone can get pentobarbital off the streets. Your queer fuck toy’s cokehead brother would have known that.”

      This smartass and his vile words take me over the edge. I explode in a fit of rage and grab him by the collar, then put my fist through his jaw. His head is thrown back and blood gushes from his mouth as he drops to the ground. I kick him hard in the kidneys.

      “Go ahead, Detective,” Olson seethes. “Hit me again. This shit will be all over the news in the morning and you’ll end up without a job and your faggot face plastered all over television. Just like Dalton Kinnard when he offed himself.”

      My boot connects with his groin, anger snaking through my chest. “You aren’t half the man Dalton was. A real man doesn’t abduct and kill another, and they damn sure don’t sexually assault anyone. Only a chickenshit does something like that.” An animalistic snarl claws its way up my throat and I slam my foot into his kidney again. “Belittle Dalton Kinnard again and I’ll fuck you up and make sure your body is never seen again.”

      “Diego.” Clark pulls me away. “He’s not worth it.”

      “You’re going down, Detective Alvarado,” Olson says, then spits blood at the toe of my boot. “Two witnesses just watched you attack me. You’ll be charged with assault, fired, and I’ll walk away a free man.”

      “Assault?” Officer Espinoza chimes in. “I didn’t see anyone assault you. Only thing I saw was Detective Alvarado defend himself after you took a swing at him. You see the same as me, or did I miss something?” he asks Detective Rogan.

      “Nope, you didn’t miss a thing. All Diego did was ask the guy to come to the station for questioning.”

      “Bunch of fucking crook pigs. I hate every damn one of you,” Olson seethes as Carlos lifts him from the ground, starts reading him his rights, and pulls his hands behind his back to cuff. “And I want that lawyer. I won’t answer another damn question without one.”

      Carlos pushes him into the back seat. “We’ll get you your lawyer, Olson.”

      We make our way back to the department and escort Olson inside. Officer Espinoza says he’ll handle the public defender while Detective Rogan takes Olson to be processed and I take a bathroom break to try and calm myself. Smoldering rage feels like hot coal inside me. Blaine Olson is like a cancerous tumor, bringing forth feelings far deeper than hatred. Not only do I know damn well he murdered and likely sexually assaulted Dennis, but he belittled a deceased individual, and the brother of the man that I love. If I hadn’t been pulled off him, I think I may have beat him to fucking death. Dalton had a drug dependency, but according to Damian, he was one of the best people he’d ever known.

      Far more than I can say about Olson.

      I take a piss, splash cold water on my face, then head to the interrogation room. The appointed attorney is already here, one I’m familiar with, and one I know won’t allow a defendant to answer much of anything. Olson is nervous, swallowing hard, his jaw ticking, rolling a bottle of water in his hand while they have their heads together in conversation. I clear my throat, then take a seat across the table. “Jaw looks pretty uncomfortable,” I say to a glaring Blaine. “Damn shame we’re fresh out of ice.” He starts to respond but his attorney looks at him and shakes his head.

      “Blaine, I’ll just get to the point here so we can finish what we need and go about our day. Did you inject Dennis March with the seizure medication pentobarbital?”

      Blaine starts to speak when his attorney chimes in. “He won’t answer that question, Detective.”

      “Very well. Blaine, semen was found in Dennis March. Did you have sexual relations with him?”

      Olson shoots me an arrogant sneer that makes me want to knock his fucking teeth out.

      “Don’t answer that,” the attorney says.

      “Are you a gay man, Blaine?”

      His attorney shakes his head, but he ignores it. “Kiss my ass, faggot.”

      “Wallace Kinnard was injured in the parking lot of Janson’s Foodway in McKinney. A witness said the driver was in a Ford F-150 with blue rims. Do you drive this kind of vehicle, Blaine?”

      “Me and a hundred others,” he grits out.

      “Blaine, did you try to run over Mr. Kinnard?”

      “He won’t answer the question, Detective.” This public defender sounds like a damn recording. He no more gives a shit about Blaine Olson than I do. All he cares about is getting paid by the county. Unfortunately, this is getting us nowhere. This attorney isn’t going to let him answer a thing.

      After I ask Olson if he’d be willing to give a DNA sample, which the attorney refuses, I spend another hour questioning him and taunting him. He’s so riled up that his face is a bright cherry red, and he’s cracking his knuckles to try and control his anger. I don’t obtain enough evidence to hold him, so I have no choice but to release him, but I warn him not to leave town.

      Blaine rises to leave and glowers at me with dark hatred seething in his gaze.

      “My sister is dead because of your rich little fuck toy. He used her, then threw her away like yesterday’s trash. She didn’t deserve that, fag. I—I just wanted to take care of her and love her.”  He exits the interrogation room, free for now, yet making one crucial mistake.

      The dumbshit tosses his plastic water bottle into the garbage can.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            24

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Damian

      

      

      

      All I’ve done all day is pace the floors while worrying about absolutely everything. Dad. Diego. My career. This whole Dennis March fiasco. Stressed and bored out of my mind, I’m ready to climb the damn walls. I need to be going into the office, interacting with clients, and doing my job.

      I’m so fucking ready to put all this behind me.

      After I return from a three-mile run, I shower and dress in sweats and a t-shirt, wondering why I haven’t heard from Diego, and if this is good news or bad. Just as I walk to the fridge for a bottle of water, I hear a knock at the door and assume it’s the groceries I ordered online. I grab my wallet, then open the door to a somber-faced Diego.

      “I was getting worried. Everything okay?”

      He pushes the door shut and pulls me against him. “Olson is still free. He wouldn’t talk, but we got his DNA on a water bottle. Results can take days, but I’m hoping they get back sooner, and that he doesn’t skip town. I came close to breaking his fucking face today. He’s one smug bastard.”

      “Isn’t he a flight risk?”

      “He is, but there’s not much we can do about it. He said something odd before he left the interrogation room. Rattled off some strange shit about loving his sister forever. Didn’t settle quite right, but then nothing does with this whack job.”

      “This is a disaster. These were good people, hard workers who didn’t deserve what they got.” My thoughts flicker to my deceased brother, who was outgoing, talented, and one of the coolest kids in school with his good looks and personality. He had everything going for him, yet one small mistake led him down the pathway of disaster and death.

      He gives me a sorrowful shake of his head, then reaches for my hand and places it on his chest. “Can I ask you a question? Something entirely unrelated?”

      “Of course. You can ask me anything.”

      Skepticism fills his gaze, and for a moment, he doesn’t speak.

      “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      He sighs, his brown eyes glazing with warmth. “You know how much I care about you, don’t you? And that all I think about is making you happy and having a life with you.”

      “But?”

      “Is it too soon?” Longing washes over his face and he lowers his lips a hair from mine. “For us to be a thing? A serious couple? Home no longer feels like home without you in it, and all I can think of is how right this thing between us feels. I’m not afraid anymore, Damian, and I’m ready to announce that to the world. Call me a softy or whatever you like, but I want to share meals with you, dress together, argue, and fall asleep wrapped up with you. My place or yours. Doesn’t matter.”

      “I think we both knew it was right an hour after you changed my tire.”

      “But you’re bi, Damian. I saw the way you looked at that woman in the restaurant that day. You were attracted to her. How is that supposed to work? How can we be in a committed relationship?”

      I kiss his mouth, then take his face in my palms. “We can be in a committed relationship because it’s what we both want. And I don’t have an inherent need for both sexes, only a desire for a comparable partner. Does that make sense?”

      His expression tightens and he takes a step back. “I’m not sure. I just know that I don’t want to worry about not being enough. Fuck!” His hands spear through his hair and he starts pacing. “I don’t think I can share you, Damian.”

      “And I’d never expect you to.” I take his hands and place them against my chest. “As far as it being too soon, I don’t think it was ever too soon for us. Do you remember when you asked me once how two men like us could ever be parents together?”

      “I remember it well.”

      “I’ve thought a lot about that the last couple of weeks, and I think, when the time is right, we could be the world’s coolest dads. And as for that woman you’re clearly still worked up over, I give you my solemn word that I’ve never thought anything along the lines of fucking her. She worked as a receptionist for the firm for a short time while finishing cosmetology school. She’s a friend. Nothing more.”

      He stares at me like he’s struggling with his words. “You damn sure looked at her like you wanted more than friendship.”

      “No, Diego.” I take his face in my palms. “That was nothing more than your insecurities kicking in. I want one person and that’s you.”

      “Either way, I don’t want you to wake up one morning thinking you’ve made a mistake.”

      “Never gonna happen. Not with your sexy Hispanic ass beside me.” I press my body against his, feeling his erection thump. “I spent two years missing you. Tragedy brought us back together, and I hate that, but some things just happen for a reason. I never want to feel that loss again. I want you and nobody else.” I lower a hand over the curve of his swelling cock.

      “Shit,” he whispers. “You make me so damn hard.”

      “Then unzip your pants. Show me how hard.”

      A suppressed groan works its way up his throat, and he unbuckles his belt, then lowers his zipper, his erection straining behind his black boxers.

      “The boxers too. I want to see that gorgeous cock.”

      Heat burns in his stare as he pushes his jeans and boxers to his ankles then takes his erect length in his palm. “What now, Detective? Shall I watch you stroke yourself? Let you fuck my face? Or push you over the back of my couch and destroy your ass?”

      He starts working himself, rubbing a thumb over the leaky slit. “Yes, dammit. To all of that.”

      I lower my sweats and bend him over the back of the couch, then spit in my hand, knowing it’s not sufficient lubrication, but also knowing he likes it that way. I push his thighs apart, cover myself with saliva, spread his cheeks, and press my tip through the tight muscle.

      A hiss breaks from his lips, and I circle his waist with an arm and push in deeper. “You’re the only person for me, Diego Alvarado. And I don’t give an ounce of a fuck if we’ve only been together for a short time. I know who I want and who I want beside me at night. I want to kiss you, fuck you, and make love to you.” I sweep kisses over his neck, then take his hand. "Stroke your gorgeous cock.” I thrust hard, sinking into him. “I want us to come together.”

      His hand slides up and down his length while I thrust into him. “I love you, Diego. Christ, I do.”

      “Fuck,” he hisses and starts jacking himself fast, his hips backing into mine. “I’m already coming.”

      His body starts shuddering with his release and I power against his hips, pulsing deep and emptying inside him with short, spurting jerks until I’m spent, boneless, drained, and shaking.

      “Holy shit,” I utter against his ear as I ease out. “We’re both going to die from fucking each other to death.”

      “Hell, I hope so. Death by fucking sounds like an ideal way to go out.” He turns and faces me, ejaculate on his stomach and hand. Just as I start to suggest a shower, there’s a knock on the door and I yank my sweats back up, then reach for my wallet for tip money.

      “Shit, I forgot I ordered groceries. Go start the shower. I’ll be right there.”

      He lifts his jeans up and starts for the bedroom while I stride toward the front door. I twist back around. “And by the way, Detective, I think we should try living together. At your place.”

      “No shit? Are you sure?”

      “Never surer,” I concede. And I am. I’ve never been more certain about anything in my life.
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      I love downtown. Always have. One can see just about any type of people in the burgeoning community—everything from recent and long-time empty-nesters to retirees, young business professionals, and both single and young families who enjoy the busy hubbub of the city. There’s also the dining. Simple and gourmet food trucks, intimate brunch eateries, steak houses, tex-mex joints, and elegant French cuisine.

      Waking up before Diego with my stomach howling with hunger, I ease out of bed and stride to the kitchen to make coffee. While thinking about taking him somewhere special for breakfast if he can take a few hours off work, I check my phone. Kinley wants us to come over today. Just as I start to type a response, I smile when warm lips brush my neck and inches of hot, swollen cock press into my back.

      After a mind-blowing orgasm and a relaxed, hot shower, we dress, and Diego checks with his work. The lab is backed up and the results from the water bottle won’t be available until the end of the day if he’s lucky. He tells his partner to call if he hears anything, and we head out for some breakfast.

      We end up on Ross Avenue in a little place called The Mimosa Bar, dining on eggs benedict and imported French coffee while agreeing to make a day of meeting family. After I pay the tab, we both make phone calls once we’re settled in my car. We’ll visit Diego’s dad and then go out to Derek’s place for grilled burgers and dessert.

      “You sure your dad is good with this? The last thing I want is to make things worse between the two of you.”

      He reaches for my hand and squeezes. “He wants to meet you. He’s finally coming to terms with the fact that this is where I want to be and where I need to be. Grandchildren have always been important to him, but after I told him about you, I think he realized that my happiness mattered more.”

      “Dad harps about wanting more grandkids too. Kinley had a tough time with Lily and I’m not sure Derek wants to subject her to that again.” I release his hand to downshift. “Who knows? Maybe you and I will be the ones to end up with a house full of brats. Stranger things have happened.”

      “People will give us undivided hell and you know it.”

      “And since when have I ever given a damn about what others think or do? We’d make awesome parents.”

      He laughs at my comment, and we fall into an awkward silence as I try and change lanes to weed through upcoming road construction. Diego may think I’m kidding about adoption, but I’ve thought this through. If things go the way I think they will, a couple of kids sounds pretty damn good, and doable, even though I don’t know shit about raising them. But, does anybody their first time around?

      “Take the next right at Meandering Lane.” Diego flashes me a teasing smile. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you look so nervous. Were you this bad when you were a horny teenager picking up your prom date?”

      I throw my shoulders back and give him my cockiest grin. “Hell no. I was a stud. One flash of this,” I add with another cheeky smile, ”and I had both parents, especially the hot moms, eating out of my hand.”

      “Right. Well get ready, stud,” he says, amused. “This is the house. The one on the right corner. So, you’d better prepare yourself because Miguel Alvarado isn’t one of your hot moms, and he’s no pushover. Expect to be read the Riot Act.”

      Thirty minutes later, I’m holding back laughter at the surprise crossing Diego’s face as his dad pulls out two more family photo albums. Seems my sexy Hispanic lover was one hell of a cute baby with a full head of hair, button nose, and chubby cheeks.

      “Diego was a little butterball. His mother used to call him her little niño de masa, her dough child. He was our pride and joy.”

      “Dad! What happened to the Riot Act?”

      Mr. Alvarado shrugs, then opens another album while Diego shakes his head, fighting a grin.

      “Do I see red in those cheeks, Detective?” I ask a blushing Diego. “No need. You were quite the cute little dough child. I’ve gotta remember that name."

      "I’ll get you for this,” he mouths teasingly.

      After another hour of reminiscing Diego’s childhood, we have a glass of sweet tea and talk about my job, then new Chevrolet trucks, and I assure Miguel I can get him exactly what he’s looking for at a price he can afford.

      Diego takes the empty tea glasses and sticks them into the dishwasher, then says we need to get going but that we’ll go out for Chinese food as soon as we can all manage. An hour ago, I’d expected the worst about this visit, but now, I almost feel like family.

      “It was an honor meeting you, sir,” I say as we walk to the front door. “I hope to see you again real soon, and thank you for sharing your family photos of dough child. That meant everything.”

      “I never expected my son to be in love with another man, but you make him happy. I see it in his face. And for that, I thank you, Damian. Diego means everything to me, and if you’re the person he wants to spend his life with, then you’re welcome in my home any time.”

      Eyes flashing with emotion, Diego leans over and embraces the aging man. “I love you, Dad.”

      “I love you too, son. And I dreamed of the monarch last night. It was a sign.”

      Another stream of emotion stirs in Diego’s eyes, and I suddenly feel as if the two men need a private word. I make my way back to the car and check email on my phone while they finish their goodbye, wondering what the hell a butterfly dream signifies.

      “Well, that was surprising… dough child.” Diego returns to the car and pulls his seat belt on as I start the ignition and back out of the driveway.

      “Don’t you fucking dare, or I’ll cut you off from sex until your balls are blue and you’re waddling in stiff-legged agony.”

      I roll my eyes and reach for his hand. “I’ll still love my Hispanic dough child.”

      He turns toward me and gives me a stern look. “I know you’re wondering, so I’ll just tell you.” He releases a long sigh. “In the Mexican culture, the monarch butterfly has significant meaning. Many believe they represent the souls of the ancestors returning to offer comfort to their loved ones.” He swallows hard, then blinks away.

      “Hey.” I place a hand on his leg. “So, your dad’s dream has some kind of spiritual meaning? I’m not sure I completely understand.”

      “I’ve been having the same dream,” he says in a soft tone. “Both times, I didn’t really know what it was and damn sure didn’t know what it meant. I can’t say I’ve ever been a big believer in signs and all that kind of shit, but for Dad and me both to have the same dream, I think it was a calling from my mother wishing me happiness and telling Dad that she’s okay.”

      Neither of us speak for several minutes. Diego turns and stares out the window, while I try processing what he’s just said while remembering my deceased brother and how monarchs used to flock around him.

      “Since I love you,” he says with amusement returning to his expression, “I guess it’s only fair to forewarn you that I’m one hell of a good interrogator. So, you, stud, should prepare yourself for the worst. Shouldn’t take me more than a few minutes to pull something out of your dad or brother, or even that sweet niece of yours, if necessary, that I can rub in your pretty face.”

      “Playing dirty, are we, Detective? Using an innocent three-year-old? That’s low. Even for you.”

      “If dirty is what it takes, then dirty is what it shall be. So, don’t say I didn’t warn you.” He smiles and I do the same.

      “Interrogate all you like, Detective. But you and I both know that nothing could ever beat dough child. Absolutely fucking nothing.”

      “And as the saying goes, payback is a bitch.”

      We stop for gas, then run into a toy store where we end up with three large bags of dolls, coloring books, markers, fingerpaints, and some kind of princess castle that Derek should have a blast assembling. Once we’re out of the city limits and on the rural road to Derek’s house, Diego says, “I’d love a place out in the country like this. Especially if children were involved. What a dream come true.”

      “I agree. My condo and all the conveniences of downtown have been great, but I love Derek’s place. And who knows? Maybe your dream will come true sooner rather than later.”

      Ten minutes pass and we get to the locked entrance. I know the code to get in, but just for the hell of it, I ring the button.

      “You know the code, silly,” Kinley says in her cheery tone. “It’s the same, but I’ll buzz you in.”

      “Just wanted to prepare you for the hot brother.”

      Kinley giggles and the gate opens.

      “Shit, this is nice,” Diego says. “It’s not quite what I envisioned for the CEO of an automobile empire, but it’s damn sure nice.”

      “Believe it or not, Derek is a down-to-earth guy. Same as Dad. He couldn’t give a shit about fancy cars and twelve-bedroom mansions. He’s never been that way.”

      Amusement flickers in Diego’s eyes. “Unlike his little brother.”

      I park, and before we’re out of the car, Lily opens the door with her stuffed pig in her arm and runs outside. “Uncy Damian. Look what I did to Princess.” The pig’s mouth is covered in red, and stripes of black outline its eyes.

      “Your niece got into her mother’s makeup,” a smiling Kinley says as she peers down at Lily. “Said she was making Princess pretty for Uncy, but as I told her, Mommy’s makeup drawer is off limits.” She stretches upward on tiptoes and kisses my cheek, then turns toward Diego. “This must be the man of the hour. It’s so nice to meet you, Diego. Please come in.”

      Kinley ushers us inside. She and Diego immediately start chatting about the fact that she was only months from becoming a licensed private detective when she met Derek, while I sweep Lily into my arms. I shower her face with kisses. “I brought you some surprises.”

      “Yay. I loves your surprises.”

      “And I loves you.”

      A few seconds later, I’ve got the three bags of art supplies and dolls spread across the floor. Lily instantly goes for the two dolls and runs to show Kinley.

      “Look, Mommy. And I got a princess castle too. Uncy Damian says Daddy will have big, big fun putting it together.”

      Kinley giggles when she looks at the size of the box. “Looks like Uncy and Diego bought half the store, and I’m sure Daddy will have a blast putting that together, sweetheart. Remind me and we’ll take pictures.”

      “Speaking of Derek, where is the less handsome brother?”

      “Last I checked, he and Dad were out back, arguing over grills. Dad was being his obstinate self and Derek was doing what he does best. Dripping with sex appeal while letting your dad have his say.”

      “Way to ruin a man’s appetite, sis.”

      Love and respect flicker in her green eyes every time Derek’s name is mentioned. No idea if she knows everything about my brother’s dark past, but I don’t think it would matter. The two of them are so love-stricken it’s almost nauseating. It tickles the hell out of me.

      “Sweetheart, why don’t you and I pick up all your new things and take them to your room?”

      “We’ll be out back,” I tell Kinley. “And I want those pictures when you take them.”

      The two of us share another laugh while Diego walks toward the family portrait on the wall. “I was six in that photo. We were in Playa Del Carmen. Mom had gone to a travel agency and made all the arrangements. When we got on the beach, Dad and Derek were helping her with some food she’d brought while Dalton and I got our first glimpse at a nude woman.”

      “Really? Your mom booked you guys at a nude beach?”

      “Yeah. The travel agent failed to tell her that clothing was optional at the resort. It was the funniest thing in the world. I was a little kid and didn’t know shit about tits and ass until Dalton spotted a topless woman and told me to get a load of her rack. Mom was appalled of course and wanted to call and demand a different hotel. Everything was pre-paid, though, and after a lot of encouragement from Dad, she agreed to stay. A week later, thanks to my two older brothers, I had a whole new education about the female anatomy. Priceless,” I utter quietly, remembering Dalton and that vacation like it was yesterday. “Shit, I miss them.”

      Diego squeezes my shoulder, my stomach stirring with emotion. “I know you do. I’m sorry.”

      “Anyway, let’s go out back. I want you to meet the rest of the family.”

      Ten minutes later, the four of us are around the pool sucking down some cold beers. Derek is grilling burgers while he and Dad continue disagreeing about gas or charcoal grills. I’m reading an email from a client who’s been diagnosed with pancreatic cancer and needs help with estate planning, while Dad tries his best to get Diego to side with him. Once I shoot off a response, I push my phone into my pocket and reach into the cooler for another Heineken. Diego’s phone rings, and he excuses himself and pulls the cell from his pocket.

      “I’m over an hour away,” he responds, staring at me with an expression that says he’s sorry, but that there’s news. “You and Espinoza get the warrant and go bring him back to the station. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      “Do they have the lab results?”

      “DNA from the water bottle matched the semen in Dennis March.”

      “Fuck,” I whisper. “I can’t believe this.”

      Diego turns to Dad and Derek. “My apologies, but something’s come up at work. Damian, stay and enjoy your family. I’ll take your car and either come back for you this evening or have someone pick you up. I…”

      “Hey, babe.” Diego’s words are cut short as Kinley appears at the back door. “There’s a guy here who says he’s with the electric company about an easement or something. I don’t know what he’s talking about.”

      Derek drops the platter of meat and all of us bolt to the patio door. “He’s in the house? Why the fuck was the gate even unlocked?” he fumes.

      “I just forgot to close it when Damian and Diego got here. And yeah, he’s waiting at the front door. It’s only someone from the power company.”

      “Where’s Lily?”

      “She’s right inside with her dolls. Why?”

      “I want you to take her and the both of you go get in the car.”

      “What’s happening? Babe, you’re scaring me.”

      “Goddammit, Kinley. Don’t question me. When we get inside, I want you to take Lily and go get in the Tahoe. There’s a loaded Ruger in the console. You know how to use it if need be.”

      Derek bolts through the patio door and into the living room with Kinley, Diego, Dad, and me behind him. Dad heads for the hallway toward his bedroom while Kinley gasps and reaches for Derek’s hand. A thin man is kneeling in front of Lily, his back to us as he listens to her talk about baby deer on the property. Panic and fear roll in my gut as I see the tattered orange cap I know all too well and the bastard’s hand brushing over my niece’s cheek.

      Derek drops Kinley’s hand, his whole body tensing and a vein in his neck throbbing. “Get your hands off my daughter.” Scathing hatred burns in my brother’s eyes as the crazy son of a bitch’s gaze connects with mine.

      “You have two seconds to step away from my niece, Blaine.” I want to pounce on this guy and beat him into the fucking ground. Just as I take a step in his direction, it’s almost as if Derek and Diego can read my mind. They double step toward Blaine and Lily while I shake my head at a nearing Kinley to stay where she is.

      “Move away from the girl,” Diego orders while I wish like hell he hadn’t left his gun in my car when I see the sick disgust covering Olson’s glare. “We can do this one of two ways,” he continues in a harsh tone I’ve never heard before. “You can give me whatever you’re holding in your hand and move away from the girl, or you can end up where I had you before. On the ground with my boot in your kidney. Choice is yours.”

      “Fuck you! You aren’t even armed, and it would only take seconds to end this little girl. Choice is yours, Detective Alvarado.” Blaine opens up his free hand showing a syringe inside, sending another sickening rush of fear through my chest.

      “Daddy, I don’t like needles.”

      Kinley gasps and Derek steps forward when Blaine raises the syringe to Lily’s neck. Fury vibrates through Derek’s body, his eyes flashing with dark rage but his actions eerily calm.

      “I suggest you stay right where you are, Mr. Hotshot Car Tycoon,” Blaine says with a sick sneer covering his face.

      “It’s okay, baby,” Derek says to a whimpering Lily. “Just stay where you are. Daddy’s right here.”

      “What do you want, Olson?” I grit out. “Money? Is that what you’re after?”

      He chuckles a sadistic kind of laugh that turns my blood to ice. “Is that all you people care about, you stupid fucker? I don’t give a shit about all your fancy cars, houses, and big bank accounts. All I care about is watching you suffer just as I have, and just as my sister did when she discovered she was pregnant by one of the high and mighty Kinnard brothers. When she miscarried, it broke her heart.”

      Pregnant? Liz? Seems strange, I think, as I remember her stopping me from going any further. Please tell me you have a condom.

      “I’m warning you, Olson,” Derek seethes. “Remove your hand from my daughter’s face.”

      He ignores Derek’s command and strokes Lily’s tear-streaked cheek. “My sister sliced her wrists open because she couldn’t get over this flaming fag brother of yours. Somebody has to pay.” He eases the syringe closer to Lily’s neck and terror grabs at me like nothing I’ve experienced, my whole body turning cold.

      “You don’t want to do this Blaine," I say through gritted teeth. "You’re better than that. If it’s me you want, then let Lily go and I’ll gladly walk outside with you. Don’t hurt an innocent girl.”

      “You think I give a flying shit about your precious, innocent niece? You have no idea what it feels like seeing your sibling helpless and lifeless while knowing you’re too late to do anything about it. My sister is in the ground because of you. Now I’m unemployed. I’ve lost everything because of your greed.”

      My jaw flinches at his words. “You’re wrong, Blaine. I do know how it feels to lose a sibling. Derek and I both witnessed our deceased brother.”

      “I don’t fucking care. You broke my sister’s heart,” he says harshly, emotion cracking his voice and his hands beginning to tremble. “I knew something was wrong, but she wouldn’t tell me what. All she did was cry. She kept missing work and lay in bed all day. None of this would have happened,” he adds with a shaky tone. “Not if you hadn’t tossed her aside like she meant nothing.”

      “That’s not what happened, Blaine.”

      “Bullshit! You thought your last name made you so noble that you could fill a woman with your seed, then leave her behind like she wasn’t important. You stripped a beautiful young woman of her spirit.”

      Pregnant? Maybe. By me? Not probable. I used a condom every time. I wouldn’t have considered otherwise, and unless she’d met someone and fallen hard and deep, neither would she.

      “I didn’t leave your sister pregnant, Blaine. We were careful and I used protection. But rest assured, had I known I fathered a child, they would have damn well mattered. Maybe Liz was pregnant by someone else. It wasn’t me.”

      His eyes widen strangely at my comment and a weird feeling stirs in my gut.

      “Doesn’t matter.” His voice is shaky, his bottom lip quivering. “Not now.”

      “Daddy,” Lily whimpers, tears filling her eyes. “I don’t like him.”

      “It’s okay, sweetheart," Derek replies with a tremble in his voice, then swallows hard. "Just be a big girl and be still.” Fear like I’ve never seen before stirs behind Derek’s eyes and he glowers at Blaine. “You hurt one hair on my daughter’s head, and I’ll remove every last layer of skin from your body and feed it to you.”

      “You think that scares me, Mr. High and Mighty?”

      “It should, BS,” I respond. “And if not, you’re exceptionally ignorant about who you’re dealing with.”

      “Just release the girl,” Diego orders, cautiously taking a step forward, then two. “Come with me willingly to the station. Plead guilty to the murder and sexual assault of Dennis March, and I give you my word I’ll get you a reduction in sentencing.”

      “Not happening, faggot.”

      Diego’s jaw tightens and anger simmers in his dark gaze, while my heart squeezes at the fear in my niece’s young eyes and knowing what losing his daughter would do to my brother. It would kill him inside and take him over the edge. He would no longer care about anything besides retribution. Please, God. Don’t let this psychopath bring harm to these people. Take me. Take me. Take me.

      “I want my Daddy.” Lily peers up at Blaine, her pretty eyes wide with fear, yet soft with innocence. "I don’t like needles, Mister,” she says with a sob. “P—please let me go to my Daddy.”

      Blaine trembles, then lowers the tip of the needle a breath away from Lily’s jugular.

      “I’m warning you, you son of a bitch," Derek says with uncompromising spite. "If you harm my daughter, you’re going to endure unbearable pain like you’ve never imagined in your sorry life. Ever hear of the term flaying, Blaine?”

      “Ever heard of a drug called penobarbital, Derek?” Blaine sneers, wrapping his free hand that’s shaking almost uncontrollably around Lily’s neck.

      “Daddy.” Lily starts whimpering while tears roll down Kinley’s face.

      “Please, Mr. Olson,” Kinley begs. “She’s just a little girl.”

      “Sweetheart, just stay still,” Derek says to a jittery Lily. “Daddy’s right here. Everything is going to be fine.”

      “Shut up,” Olson hisses. “All of you!”

      Diego takes a careful step forward, then stops, holding his hands up in defense when Blaine tugs at Lily’s neck.

      “Is that pentobarbital, Blaine? The same as you injected into Dennis March? Before you raped him?”

      He sneers at Diego. “My cock slid right inside his asshole. Didn’t even need to spit. Whoever dicked him before me left him stretched out real good.”

      Derek and Kinley both cringe at Blaine’s foul words.

      “So, you’re admitting to raping him, injecting him with the euthanasia drug, then dumping him into the creek?” Diego asks.

      “Other way around, Detective. I injected him first.”

      Nausea stirs my gut. Not only is this crazy bastard a murderer, but he’s also a necrophiliac.

      Sick motherfucker.

      “So, your sister died?" Diego questions. "You killed Dennis March and had sex with his lifeless body? Then you came here to finish out your revenge on an innocent young girl?”

      “I’m no faggot,” he seethes. “I just…” His words trail off, every muscle in his face tightening.

      “Blaine, did you also have sex with Liz? Was the baby she miscarried yours?”

      His face twists with agonizing sadness, his gaze nervously darting back and forth between Lily and me. “Does it matter? They’re both dead.” Tears fill his eyes and his shoulders slump. “It was only once, and if you hadn’t cast her aside the way you did, none of this would have ever happened.”

      “What only happened once, Blaine?” Diego asks.

      “She was just so sad. So frail and vulnerable. And so damn beautiful. I only meant to hold her, to comfort her.”

      His words spark another memory of the last time I spoke to Liz. She was crying, which wasn’t unusual, but that wasn’t it at all. I’m hurt, Damian.

      I had no idea. She was pleading for help. And I blew her off. Fuck!

      “Just tell me what happened, Blaine,” Diego says calmly. "Did you rape your sister? Then murder her?”

      “No, goddammit! That’s not what happened!”

      “Then tell me what happened. Tell me why your sister died.”

      “Like any of you care. Especially you!” He glowers at me with cold rage in his eyes. “You’re nothing but an egotistical little rich boy who thinks he can use an innocent woman, then throw her to the side like she was nothing. You make me sick,” he seethes. “She was too good for you and your faggot ways.”

      “Yeah, she was, Blaine," I respond with sadness. "Liz was a beautiful and wonderful woman, and she deserved more than I was able to give. That’s why I ended things. Did you take her life because she was pregnant with your child? Is that what happened?”

      For seconds, he doesn’t move a muscle. Beads of sweat pop out over his brows and his eyes prick with tears. “I didn’t kill my sister,” he whispers. “But she was so sad. And so beautiful. I couldn’t stand seeing her that way. All I meant to do was help. I never intended t—to hurt her. I’d cooked her favorite, grilled salmon with lemon dill sauce. I went into her room to take her the food. She was on her bed wearing nothing but little panties and a lacy shirt with her breasts spilling over the top. She was in the fetal position, hugging her pillow and staring at the wall. I sat down beside her, and I don’t know what came over me. She was just so sad, so unlike herself, and so damn beautiful.” Olson’s voice is shaky, his eyes glazing over. “I—I started caressing her leg, and before I knew it, she was underneath me and… Jesus, it just happened.”

      “What happened?" Diego asks. "You raped your sister?”

      “No. I didn’t rape her. I loved her. And she was my half-sister, goddammit. We weren’t full siblings.” His eyes linger with a dark sadness. “W—we just… My God, it was wrong. I knew it. She knew it. But she was hurting, and I couldn’t stop. Fuck, I tried. I wanted to. But before I knew it, it was too late, and I was spilling seed inside her.”

      Jesus fucking Christ.

      “The next day when I got home from work, she’d packed up and left. For weeks, I tried calling her, but she wouldn’t answer. Then, out of the blue, she called one night, hysterical, saying she hated me and that we were sick freaks. She said I’d gotten her pregnant and she miscarried. Told me she never wanted to see me again and that she’d be over tomorrow to get the rest of her things and didn’t want me to be there. That’s the night I found her dead.”

      “Give me the syringe, Olson,” Diego insists while taking a cautious step forward just as Dad barges into the room with a Glock pointed at Blaine’s head.

      Hatred like I’ve never witnessed seethes in Dad’s eyes as he keeps the pistol aimed. “You failed at running me over, you worthless piece of vermin. And from what I just heard, you also failed your sister. But guess what? This old man has never failed at anything in his life and doesn’t intend on starting now. If there’s any sense in that head of yours, I’d suggest you start making peace with your god you rotten son-of-a-bitch.”

      Blaine’s expression is one of shock, his mouth agape, and his hand trembling so severely that the syringe almost falls to the floor. When he grasps the slender instrument, his free hand unintentionally pulls and tugs at Lily’s neck, his fingers coiling through the side of her hair. With a cringe on her little face, my three-year-old niece leans over, sinks her teeth into the top of Blaine’s hand, and draws blood.

      “Fuck!” Blaine cries out, tugging at his hand while the syringe plummets to the ground and Derek rushes forward and scoops his daughter into his arms. With rage simmering in his eyes, he hands Lily over to Kinley.

      “Tahoe! Now!” he orders in a threatening tone.

      “Dad.” I turn toward my dad who’s still shaking with rage. “Put the gun down and go check on Lily. And Diego, step aside. Don’t risk your job.” My eyes connect with Derek’s. “Let my brother and I handle this.”

      “To hell with that,” Dad retorts. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Nor am I,” Diego adds, winding a strong arm around Blaine’s neck and pulling him to his feet.

      Rage radiates off Derek, his whole body trembling as he strides back toward Blaine and grabs him by his collar. “This is for what you did to those two innocent people.” His fist strikes Blaine in the mouth, blood gushing as he stumbles back into Diego. “And this is for trying to deceive my wife.” He curls his hand into a fist and aims for the bridge of Blaine’s nose, blood splattering to the ground. “And last, this is for putting your sick fucking hands on my daughter.” Derek slams his fist into Blaine’s ribs once, twice, then again, then strikes him under his chin so violently that Blaine’s eyes roll into the back of his head.

      Derek takes a step back, his body trembling in anger as his fiery gaze meets mine. He doesn’t speak, only nods.

      My turn, fucker.

      Blaine’s face is half-swollen, a trickle of blood seeping from his nose as his body slumps against Diego. I take his arm and pull him down to the ground, his head slamming into the wood floor and his body landing on its side. “This is for trying to hurt my loved ones, and for taking advantage of a beautiful, innocent woman and a good guy who would have given you the cash in his pocket if you’d asked.”  I look into his glazed eyes and throw my right foot into his side, then start slamming crushing strikes into his kidney until a gush of blood spews from his mouth and I feel Diego pulling me away.

      My body is shaking, rage pouring through me so violently that I can’t catch my breath. I look at Derek, then Dad, then reach for the syringe on the ground, prepared to take this fucker out no matter the consequences. “Burn in hell you fucking freak show."

      Diego pulls the syringe from my hand, then points it at Blaine. “Think you know what to do now, Olson. Folks discover you’re a necrophiliac and a faggot on top of that, you’ll be a popular dude amongst shower time, if you get my drift. So, save yourself a lot of pain and ass fucking.”

      “N—no,” a trembling Blaine whimpers.

      “I’d rethink that if I were you,” Derek seethes. “Now do it, goddammit. Or I’ll make you fucking wish you had.”

      Hands trembling and blood gushing from Blaine’s mouth, he looks me straight in the eye and gives me an evil grin. “You know what? Fuck you all to hell.” Grimacing, he lifts himself from the ground just enough to take the syringe from Diego and injects himself.

      In seconds, his body starts to spasm. Diego pulls out his cellphone and calls for an ambulance while Derek rushes out the door to Kinley and Lily. I’m still buzzing with adrenaline, my heart racing, and my blood running cold. I stare down into the unblinking, cold, dying eyes of Blaine Olson and breathe a long sigh of relief as his breath becomes shallow, his pulse weakens, and the last seconds of his miserable life slip away.

      “Burn in eternal hell, BS.”

      Diego ends the call and I’m on him in seconds, winding my arms around his waist and pressing my forehead against his. “Thank God it’s over.” Tears sting my eyes, my heart still hammering at my chest. I hate what’s happened to my family, most especially my young niece, and guilt will live inside me forever for Liz and Dennis’s deaths. Still, I’m filled with relief that my loved ones are all okay.

      I turn back toward a very dead Blaine. The guy was undoubtedly a troubled and sick individual who deserved a life in prison. But if given the chance, I would have gladly joined my brother in torturing him, skinning him alive, and listening to his screams until he could scream no more.
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      My heart is still racing, my gut rolling. Everyone is safe and Blaine Olson’s lifeless body is on its way to the morgue. Damian, Derek, Wallace, Kinley, and I are sitting on the sectional sofa. My hand is frozen against Damian’s leg. Kinley is practically on top of Derek, and a wide-eyed Lily rests in her dad’s lap with her head against his shoulder and a thumb inside her mouth.

      Emotion swirls inside me. I’ve spent years on the street and seen death at its worst. I’ve dodged bullets, had knives waved in front of my eyes, watched fellow officers killed, and seen the worst side of human nature. But I’ve never experienced fear like I had tonight. I was sweating, dizzy, and felt like I was being smothered. Once Damian and I are home, I’m going to hold him against my chest for the next eight damn hours.

      Derek presses a kiss against Lily’s hair. “Sweetheart, let’s get you to bed. You’ve had a long day. How about I tuck you into Mommy and Daddy’s bed and read you a story until you fall asleep?”

      Raw anguish still crosses Derek’s face as he does his best to smile at a nodding Lily. With her arms circling his neck and her head against his shoulder, he doesn’t speak as the two of them stride toward the hallway. I suspect it’s because he’s afraid he might fall apart if he tries. Once he’s out of sight, I look at an exhausted and emotional Kinley.

      “I’m so sorry about what happened here tonight. I wish we could have gotten an arrest sooner.” I barely know these people, but already, I feel like they’re family, and I would have died a hundred deaths if something had happened to any one of them.

      “I should have seen something like this coming,” Damian responds. “Maybe it’s just my being around Kinley and hearing her speak about intuition, but I swear I got bad vibes from Blaine the first time I saw him. There was just a look in his eyes. Is Lily going to be okay, Kinley?”

      “Lily is young. She’ll be fine. And the fault lies in me, not either of you. I left the gate open when Derek has told me a hundred times not to. I wasn’t thinking. I was so excited about the two of you coming out for a visit that it just skipped my mind. Derek is all kinds of angry, and I can’t blame him. And my daughter…” A tear slips down her face. “My baby could have lost her life because of a stupid mistake I made. If something had happened, I—”

      “Hey,” Damian chimes in. “My niece is a fighter. She’s a Kinnard.”

      “Damn straight she is,” Wallace says in a whisper. “And I’m one hell of a good aim. I would have dropped that sleazeball with a bullet between his eyes faster than shit through a tin horn.”

      “Don’t worry about Derek,” Damian adds. “He loves you and that little girl more than anything in this world. He might spit out a few angry words, but he couldn’t stay mad at you no matter how badass we know he can be.” Damian shoots her a look, one that has me wondering just what that last comment meant.

      Kinley shakes her head, then rubs her temples. “I’m being rude. I’m sorry. Can I get either of you something to eat or drink? Or maybe something stronger? I could use a stiff drink of just about anything right now.”

      I nod at a shaken Kinley. “Something strong would hit the spot.”
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      It’s well past midnight. We’re in bed, wrapped up in each other. Too emotional to talk. Too tired to move, or do anything but just feel.

      “You okay?” I ask after another few minutes of silence.

      “I am now.” Damian turns in my direction, regret still lingering in his expression. “Two innocent and good people lost their lives because of me. My dad and niece could have been killed. How am I supposed to live with that?”

      I brush the falling hair from his eye. “This absolutely isn’t your fault, Damian, and I won’t let you tear yourself up over it.”

      “Fuck, if something had happened to you or one of my family, I don’t know what I would have done. Derek damn near lost his mind when Dalton died. He blamed himself for years and it’s a miracle that he’s still alive. After tonight I undoubtedly understand why he did the things he did.”

      “Care to explain that comment? Not only is this the second time tonight you’ve said something similar, but I caught that look between you and Kinley. What am I missing?”

      Damian sighs, rubbing a finger around my jawline. “One day soon, lover. That’s a promise. Right now, I just want to stay right here against you, close my eyes, and try to forget everything for a few hours. Is that okay?” He presses his lips against mine for a soft lingering kiss.

      “Yeah, baby. It’s okay. Turn onto your side. Let’s get some sleep.”

      Anything is okay if we’re together.

      Damian shifts to his left side and as much as I want to cover his dick with my mouth, taste his release, then sink into him, I don’t. Because I love him more than anything in this world, and I know he’s exhausted both physically and even more emotionally. Plus, I feel almost sick to my stomach with guilt. I should have done more to keep Blaine Olson from trying to hurt anyone. Should have put my own needs on the back burner and set up surveillance on this guy’s home. Should have had his every move followed.

      Dear God, I love Damian so much. I don’t think anyone could feel any deeper for a person than I do him. And some may call me foolish for believing something like a silly butterfly dream could have the effect that it did. But so be it. I’ll never stop believing it was a spiritual symbol offering me comfort, peace, and an affirmation that my mother’s love will never be forsaken.

      Finally, you heard me, Madre. Finally, you give me peace.

      I follow Damian and cuddle with him, holding him tight because I’ll never let him go. I’ll never stop holding him. I’ll protect this man with my life no matter the consequences.

      When he’s breathing hard and I’m certain he’s asleep, I do something I’ve only done a very few times in my life. I pull a hand against my mouth so I don’t wake the man I love, rattle off a silent prayer, and cry myself to sleep.
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      “Is it too soon?”

      Sunrise is a good hour away, yet I’ve been awake for way longer than an hour, my mind running a mile a minute. Staring down at a sleeping Diego, I rub a shaky finger over the stubble covering his jaw, listening to his soft snores while mumbling the four words that have been playing through my head since last night. Emotion keeps trying to get the best of me, while at the same time, I feel something I never thought I’d feel again—contentment. Relief. Hope.

      But is it too soon?

      “Too soon for what?” One eye works its way open while a hint of a smile bends his lips. “Nasal strips or some shit? Don’t start telling me I was snoring. I wasn’t.”

      I roll him on his back and climb on top, pushing his legs open with mine and lowering my swelling erection against his. “Yes, Diego. You sound like the little red caboose when you sleep, and a CPAP might be in your future. But for now, I don’t give a shit. There’s only one thing on my mind and I think you know what that is.” Loving the fact that he’s always just as frantic for me as I am him, I start working my morning wood into his, then pull his lips against mine for a deep kiss that leaves us both panting, moaning, and our bodies desperate.

      Once I’ve lubed my cock and my hand, I open him up with two slickened fingers then roll back on top. I push his thighs apart, then slide slowly through his tight heat, feeding each hard inch inside him and swallowing his hiss with my mouth and tongue.

      I start moving, stroking deep, and making slow, sensual love to my partner. My heart feels full, my body content, and I could stay right here just like this until my last breath.

      Our bodies rock into each other, desperate, hungry, and thankful, while our lips and tongues mingle, taste, and kiss until we’re gasping for breath and I’m pushing his knees back, needing depth. He grasps my ass, and we rock into each, panting, trembling, my eyes rolling back, and our dicks spilling wet warmth.

      This is my lover. The man I want to spend my life with.

      We were made for each other. We belong together. It’s not too soon.

      Once I’ve eased out of him and we’re on our backs, our breathing normalizing and our bodies recovering, I roll back on top. “Marry me, Diego Alvarado. I know we haven’t been together that long, but dammit, this feels right. I love you. You’re good for me, and you make my life better. Be beside me every night when I fall asleep, and every morning when I open my eyes. Let me announce to the world that you’re mine and I’m yours.”

      He closes his eyes, then eases them open, his gaze swelling with emotion. “I never thought I’d see you again, much less be beside you, coming down from making love with you. I love you so damn much,” he says, holding my gaze. “But are you sure about this?”

      “Fucking A, dough child.”

      He smiles, then takes my cheeks in his hands. “Then I would be honored to call you my husband. Nothing could make me prouder.” He smiles, a softness in his gaze. “But I might have to kill you if you call me that again.”

      I roll my eyes, then lower my lips above his. “Your cock says otherwise.”

      Diego's brows lift teasingly. “You do realize that Texas doesn’t allow same-sex marriages, don’t you?”

      “To hell with Texas legalities. We can go to Hawaii, New York, or any damn place you want. Doesn’t matter to me. We can get hitched by an Elvis impersonator with your beloved shitkicker music playing in the background if that’s your jam. All that matters to me is being able to call you my husband so that one day when we have all those grandkids your dad wants, things will be simpler.”

      “I fucking love you, Damian Kinnard. And I’d be elated to marry you. Anywhere. Any time.”
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        Fifth Anniversary…

      

      

      

      “Five years,” Miguel says with a shake of his head. “Seems like yesterday when we were gathered on that beautiful beach. It might sound silly, but I felt the presence of Diego’s mother that day. I wish so badly she could have met you. I miss her so much.”

      “I miss my mother as well. I don’t go a day without thinking of her or my brother. I feel their presence often, and I like it that way.”

      Emotion streaks my father-in-law’s eyes, a mirror of what I often see in my dad’s gaze. I squeeze his shoulder. “Hey, Sonya March most definitely has the hots for you. Just like I’ve tried telling Dad, it wouldn’t hurt to have an occasional dinner with a pretty lady.”

      After Dennis’s tragic death, I stayed in touch with his mother, partly due to guilt, but more so because she spent a month in the psych ward dealing with clinical depression and a failed suicide attempt. Once she was mentally able, she’d visited Dallas a couple of times to wrap things up on the sale of Dennis’s house, and we’d had her over for dinner. Just like her son, she was one hell of a flirt and I’m all but certain that she would have given either Dad or Miguel a nice roll in the hay.

      Blaine Olson was a psychotic, evil bastard.  He had a sick sexual infatuation that led to him taking advantage and impregnating his sister during a vulnerable time, having sex with a man he’d murdered, and attempting to ruin an innocent family. Detectives found a handful of journals in a box underneath his bed. Inside were dozens of photos of Liz that he’d most likely taken through a small peephole drilled into the wall of her bedroom. There were also nearly a hundred shots of men acting out necrophilia that he probably found on the dark web. It sickens me that two innocent young people with great futures ahead of them had to die the way they did and that I was the cause. But as for Blaine’s painful death, I feel nothing besides cold-hearted hatred toward that man and deep-seated satisfaction that his final moments on this earth were painful and filled with terror.

      Miguel grins, flashing the same dimples that Diego has on either side of his mouth. “I think Sonya March was way more into Wallace than me. Where is the old codger, by the way?”

      “He insisted on getting Dennis changed. Knowing Dad, they’re in the kitchen and Dennis is sitting in front of the sugar bowl with a spoon.” Miguel’s brow lifts and a smile bends my lips. “Yeah,that really happened.”

      Miguel takes a long look at the L-shaped, saltwater pool and its stone island with waterfall and slide. “You two sure do have a beautiful place out here. Pool looks great and the stone is beautiful. Don’t think I’ve seen it before. What exactly is it?”

      “It’s Connecticut bluestone. I stole the idea from Derek, who has the same around his pool.”

      Three weeks after returning from Maui, we closed a short sale on the ranch-style home since the owners were in the middle of an ugly divorce. The house was a few miles away from Derek and Kinley’s place, and when Derek called to say the owners had listed it, we called the realtor on the spot and made an offer. Two days later, it was ours. The place was exactly what we’d talked about. Outside the city, away from traffic, and on four acres. Diego was ecstatic. He’d wanted a place in the country since he was a kid. For me, it was surreal in a way. I’d loved downtown life for years, yet the more I’d visited Derek, the less desirable all the urban lifestyle became. Plus, I knew that if Diego and I ever had kids, this was the perfect environment.

      Today, I can’t envision my life anywhere else.

      “Let’s swim, Pappy,” three-year-old Lizzy says. “I wanna swim,” she demands in her pouty tone. This kid is a water bug and has no fear of jumping into the deep end into our arms. Thankfully, twin brother Dennis is a lot more cautious. For now, at least.

      Lizzy releases her grandfather’s arm and takes off toward the pool stairs. Miguel power steps and takes her hand, then drops to his knees. “Don’t ever go near the water alone, sweetheart. Your daddies and Grampa and I don’t want you to hurt yourself. Promise?” He kisses her, then brings her toward me, where I’m holding the puddle jumper life jacket. “You guys are gonna have to watch this little daredevil. I sure hope there are plans for some safety fencing around this thing.”

      I pull the life vest over my daughter’s head and arms, then brush more kisses over her chubby cheek. “Pappy is right. Don’t ever go near the pool unless a grownup is with you. Deal?”

      She shakes her little head, her dark curls bouncing and her thumb going between her lips, a habit we’re working hard to end. So far, unsuccessfully.

      Diego and I adopted Lizzy and Dennis six months after we married underneath a full moon on a private beach in Maui. I’d flown the family over for the small, intimate gathering after Diego refused to exchange vows in the shark tank at The Maui Ocean Center, which I personally thought would have been the coolest fucking thing in the world.

      I’d rather be eaten by you on my wedding day, not hungry sharks.

      After the casual ceremony, we dined from the upper lanai of our hotel restaurant overlooking the Pacific. That was when I overheard Derek talking to Kinley about a family in need that he was helping through The Dalton Foundation. The middle-aged couple were recovering alcoholics and unemployed when their fifteen-year-old daughter turned up pregnant. They’d come in seeking help about private adoption. A week later, we left Maui happy, married, and excited to find out more about this family and the possibility of becoming parents.

      Although that particular situation didn’t work out in our favor, it wasn’t long before we became parents to Elizabeth ‘Lizzy’ Denise and Dennis Dalton Kinnard. The two may not be our biological children, but they’re damn sure everything that matters. Sadly, the twins were another statistic of a young teenager who got herself in trouble way before she was ready. But as the saying goes, one person’s tragedy is another’s treasure. These two kids are a blessing, and I can’t imagine life any other way. The only thing that could make things even better would be Dalton, Mom, and Diego’s mother in our lives.

      Just as Miguel starts toward the pool with Lizzy, Diego strides in my direction holding two juice boxes and some Grain & Grow Banana Puffs snacks. He shoots me one of those looks, his eyes traveling down my body then slowly dragging back to my face. With my ass still raw and sore from a hard fucking well before sunrise, my dick has all kinds of dirty ideas for his tight hole once the sun sets for the day and our kids are tucked into their beds.

      He glances at his wrist and the engraved chain ID bracelet I gave him the night we married, then for a minute, we exchange a silent stare. Contentment and unabridged bliss flicker in his dark gaze, an identical reflection of mine. One night long ago, I met my husband and life partner in the parking lot of a convenience store. Had I ever imagined that one day we would be living together, raising two beautiful children in a secluded house in the country, I damn sure wouldn’t have ever let him walk away from me that estranged night. But then again, things happen for a reason. Maybe it just wasn’t the right time.

      Five years have passed faster than the speed of light. The term time flies doesn’t begin to describe how quickly things have progressed. Life is great. Our relationship grows stronger every day, we’re both happy with our jobs, and our only important issue has been about money. Diego is one stubborn son of a bitch and insists we split everything right down the middle. It’s caused a few altercations, but in the end, it doesn’t matter. It’s just money. Plus, he doesn’t know it, but I’ve set aside a high-interest savings account in his name in case something should happen to me, or even if it doesn’t. On our tenth anniversary, I plan on handing him the most recent bank statement right after I’ve given him a much more intimate kind of gift. Tonight, however, I have a difficult conversation to get through. Years ago, I promised Diego that once the time was right, I’d tell him about Derek and his dark past. Trying to explain to a cop turned detective that your older brother was once a vicious serial killer isn’t exactly a pleasant conversation one looks forward to on an anniversary, but I made a promise. Plus, Diego is a smart man. I wouldn’t be surprised if he hasn’t figured this out over the years. Either way, we’ll get through it. Hell, the two of us have gotten this far, so I damn sure don’t intend on this or anything else coming between us. Not today. Not next week. Not twenty years from now.

      “Dad is on cloud fucking nine.” Diego stares at Miguel and Lizzy in the pool while I lower a hand down his thigh and brush the edge of his heavy cock.

      “And you’re gonna be right there in the clouds yourself tonight, Detective. Your husband has some filthy ideas about your thick Hispanic treasure, along with the enticing pucker of your asshole. Both involve lots of tongue, lots of fingers, and very little lube.”

      Diego’s brows lift. “So, you’re implying that, come tomorrow morning, we’re both going to be walking with a limp?”

      “You know me well, husband. Happy anniversary, by the way.”

      Our eyes lock with a hungry, heart-felt stare. “These have been the best years of my life, Damian, and I look forward to a hundred more.” He presses his lips against mine for a short kiss, then looks down at his watch. “Hey, where’s Wallace? And Dennis? Should we be concerned? Should I go make sure he’s not letting our son eat sugar from a spoon or open every box of cereal in the pantry?”

      “Oh, chill out. We’re right behind you two lovebirds. And you’ll are almost out of sugar, by the way.”

      “Dad,” we say in unison as he walks toward us with Dennis, who looks cute as hell in his Dino Roar swim trunks with his little head against his grampa’s chest. This kid and my dad have a special bond that warms my heart. Oftentimes, though I know it’s only a figment of my imagination, I see Dalton in Dennis’s face.

      Three hours pass in a flash. Derek and his family show up and we exhaust ourselves in the pool until the kids are all tired, whiny, and hungry. Since we can’t get delivery this far outside the city limits, when the kids ask for pizza, we end up eating frozen instead. Pleased as punch and knowing no different, we end the day with cake and ice cream.

      Later, after Diego and I share our own private celebration, I tell him about Derek. Just as I suspected, he’d already figured it out on his own but thanked me for not breaking my promise.

      While listening to my husband snore like a fucking freight train and staring down at his peaceful expression, my mind rolls in thought. The kids, my brother and his family, our dads, and the parts of our families that are missing in life, but not in spirit. My heart is full. My life is absolutely where I want it to be. I have an awesome family, a job I look forward to going to every day, and things just feel right.

      I’m no longer that kid that felt different and unwanted at times. The days have long passed since I felt like an outsider trying to hide my true identity. I’m happy and damn proud of who I am. I get to love a man that I still get that buzz in my belly when he walks into the room and get to play daddy to a boy and girl that fill my heart in indescribable ways. To some, I might sound like a sensitive, silly fool, but then I never did give a shit about what others thought.

      I brush the side of his shaded jaw, and there it is. That lurch in my stomach, that tick of emotion building in my eyes, and the hardening between my thighs. I’ve already had my dick sucked until my eyes rolled into the back of my head and emptied a second big load into my husband. But my body is hard again and wanting what I never anticipated until I met Diego. I want to bottom.

      “You’re still awake,” Diego says with a groggy yawn. “How? And why?”

      I turn onto my side and press my swelling erection into his legs, lowering my hand down his stomach and over his thickening cock. Like a mind reader, he shifts, then flips me onto my stomach.

      “I want you on all fours, husband.” He reaches for the lube, and I start working my cock that’s throbbing as I watch him slicken himself.

      “Lots of lube, Detective. Even after years of your thick dick stretching me, I still prefer bottoming without a blazing inferno inside my ass.”

      Once he’s nicely lubricated, he crawls behind and circles an arm around me. With a low groan, he pushes into me in one slow, deep thrust, and fucks me until he’s uttering Spanish words in my ear, spilling inside me, and I’m jetting like an adolescent boy into my fist. It’s always been this way between the two of us. Urgent. Furious. Unstoppable.

      I hope it never changes.

      Ten minutes pass and we’ve cleaned up and have our boxers back on in case a three-year-old wakes up and wanders into our bedroom. Seconds from falling into a much-needed sleep, Diego props himself up on one elbow.

      “What?” I ask with an exhausted smile.

      “I want more.”

      “Shit. We both know you’re a machine, but I’m on my last leg here. And my third leg needs a few hours of charging. Not to mention my asshole.”

      “Not your dick or your ass, stud. Kids! I want more kids with you. We have all this room out here and two grandfathers and a niece who would just love a couple more rug rats around the place.”

      “Jesus, you’re gonna kill me. When are we supposed to work or sleep or fuck?”

      He reaches over and kisses me, his eyes open and beaming with love. “You’re a Kinnard and I’m an Alvarado. We’re strong. Fearless. Hell, we’re invincible. We can do any damn thing we set our minds to.”

      He’s right. Life is short and all about chance and following your dreams. We may end up without enough time in the day to take a piss, but as long as we do it together and I know my husband is living his happiest life, then I’m cool.

      I’ll always feel a sadness and a sense of guilt about the cruel and unnecessary deaths of Liz Olson and Dennis March, but in an odd way, naming our kids after the two of them seemed to help with that. Of course, it had been Diego’s idea.

      I sigh, then lower him against my chest. “Better enjoy the peace and quiet while you can, babe. Looks like you’re gonna need it.”

      
        
        The End

      

      

      
        
        “To abstain from sin when one can no longer sin is to be forsaken by sin, not to forsake it.”

        -Saint Augustine

        

      

      Thank you for reading BUTTERFLY DREAMS. If you liked this novel please consider leaving a rating and/or a review so others know your thoughts about the story. 

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Enjoy Damian and Diego's story? Also enjoy a smoking hot MF serial killer romance? 

        Dead Butterflies is book one in A Journey of The Forsaken series. If you haven't already read it, you should. It's packed with plenty of action, suspense, humor, and love. However, it also has acts of torture, so please take that into consideration.

      

      

      
        
        What if you discovered that the man of your dreams wasn’t only the CEO of an automobile empire, but also a criminal? A sociopath? A serial killer? 

        Kinley Hunt is young, strong, and ambitious, holding down two jobs to fund her dream of becoming a private investigator. When she comes face-to-face with the handsome man she’s seen dozens if not hundreds of times on her television screen, she has no idea that her world is just days from being turned upside down. 

        There’s a saying that once you know something, it can’t be unknown. Kinley knows Derek Kinnard has some sort of dark secret, and the more she learns, the more she wonders if she would have been better off never knowing anything at all. 

        On the outside he looks like a saint, but underneath the charm and good looks is the devil himself.

        Dead Butterflies is a dark thriller romance and Book 1 in the Journey of The Forsaken series. Order your copy from your favorite online store
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