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Believe in the Wish Story Description:

I buried my twin sister six months after she found out she had cancer. Her funeral was three months ago. Today is our birthday and it started with delivery of letters from her. 

It seems she didn’t trust me to move on after her death. She knows me too well. But how can I go on when my other half is just...gone? That’s not something I can recover from with a snap of my fingers. But I also can’t ignore her instructions even though I’d be perfectly content to cuddle up with my buddy, Johnnie Walker, and call it a year. 

She has a list of things for me to do and there are rules attached. 

There’s one major problem besides the fact it’s been three months since I left the house. I have to do all these things with her jerk of an ex, Hawk Simmons. He abandoned her shortly after she found out she was sick. If that wasn’t enough to make this a really bad idea, the fact that he makes an appearance in all my nighttime fantasies probably does. 

I don’t think I can do this, but I owe it to my sister’s memory to try.
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Dedication:

Thank you to Jay Aheer for the beautiful art you create and share with the world. I saw your fantastic cover and Emma, Ethan, and Hawk’s story just came to me.

You inspire. 

Thank you!

Chapter One

Ethan Roberts groaned in pain. The pounding on the door wouldn’t stop. He’d told the delivery boy last time to leave the box outside on the doorstep. He’d get his groceries when he felt like it.

Finally, the banging ended, and Ethan buried his head into the back of the couch, seeking the oblivion of sleep. Sleep, that beautiful place where pain didn’t exist. Where memories didn’t exist. His goal in life now was to spend as much time in that space as possible.

The explosive pounding began again, this time punctuated by alternating ringing of the doorbell.

“Heck,” Ethan growled and rolled over, falling flat on his rear onto the hard wood floor. Thankfully, the pizza box from dinner last week still lay there to break his fall. He groaned and dropped his pounding head into his hands. 

He needed more to drink. 

Where was that bottle? He opened a single eye and searched the mess on the floor. A shimmer of glass drew his attention, and he leaned across and snagged the bottle from under the fallen couch cushion. 

No. Empty. 

He dug his hands under the piles of clothes and papers, searching for another elusive Johnnie Walker shaped bottle. He found a hard, cold corner that felt right. Success! He grappled to get hold of the neck and held it up. 

Idiot, another empty.

Both eyes were open now, scanning the entire living room for any sign of life—or well, liquor—but that was his life now, so same difference. 

His eyes found several empties, but none held the liquid gold he needed.

Heck, he would have to open the door to the stubborn delivery kid—who would not give the heck up, that pounding continued—just to replenish his supply of alcohol since his last case seemed to be exhausted. 

Even considering getting to the door drained him. He knelt on the floor, his spinning head on his arms, his stomach roiling at the stench of something gone bad. But that smell could be coming from him. He didn’t even want to know. No, he just wanted more alcohol. More of the beautiful nothingness where he didn’t feel, didn’t know, didn’t hurt.

Crawling on hands and knees, he finally made it to the door. He grasped the handle and pulled himself to stand so he could unlock it. In a barely functioning part of his brain that cared, he knew he should be embarrassed by this, mortified even. He’d just crawled to the door. But on the other side of the door would just be the high school kid that did the grocery store deliveries. He’d already seen Ethan in this bad of shape or worse over the last few weeks. He really didn’t care anymore. He didn’t have anything else to lose. 

Ethan pulled the door open. Sunlight streamed inside piercing his retinas with the bright light. He groaned and threw an arm over his face. 

“I told you, kid,” he growled, his patience non-existent. “Don’t ring the doorbell. Just leave the groceries on the porch. I already added your tip to the charge.”

“Bloody heck.” That feminine voice did not belong to the geeky teenager. 

No, that was the voice of a grown woman, a disgusted one from the sound of it.  Ethan squinted into the sunlight trying to see who stood there, but the combination of liquor, radiation-level sunlight, and a general didn’t-give-a-idiot, meant that he couldn’t see much more than a curvy silhouette.

She snorted. “No wonder Emma left instructions for how to handle you.” 

He stumbled back in shock at his sister’s name.  “Who are you?” he whispered.

She stepped into the house and closed the door behind her. 

With the direct sunlight gone, he could see her. She was tall, but that probably had more to do with her sky-high heels than her actual height.  She wore a fitted suit, her brown hair pulled back in a bun, and glasses perched on her wrinkled nose as she glared around at the disarray of his house.  

A briefcase strap was slung over her shoulder and she pulled the bag around to her front as she glanced over him, the expression of displeasure pulling her mouth down in disgust. “I’m your sister’s attorney.”

“She’s dead.”

For a moment, her expression softened. “I know. I’m sorry for your loss. But that’s why I’m here. She left instructions for me to give you. We have a meeting today that’s very important. I’ve been trying to get hold of you.” She held up a handful of mail that she must have pulled out of his mailbox. 

“Taking other people’s mail from their mailbox is illegal.”

“Go ahead and press charges, and I’ll have you committed as incompetent.” She glared at him. This did not look like a woman who would get pushed around easily. “I’m guessing you haven’t been checking your mail.” She glanced around the mess in the room. “How do you even have power anymore?”

“Everything’s on direct pay.” Ethan ran a hand through his hair. He wasn’t awake or sober enough to understand this. He stumbled to the kitchen. If he couldn’t have alcohol, he’d settle for coffee. Whoever this woman was, she could either follow him or not. He didn’t care.

He popped a K-cup capsule into his Keurig, and within thirty seconds, he was inhaling the aroma of much-needed caffeine. He closed his eyes and took a deep swallow of the scalding liquid. While it burned his tongue, the shot of caffeine did a lot to get his brain functioning again. After three more deep swallows, he opened an eye to glance at the lawyer. 

She’d made her own cup of coffee while he’d been absorbing caffeine and was now in the process of cleaning off a section of his cluttered counter. 

“Sorry,” he muttered and grabbed a pile of trash out of her arms.

He glanced around his home. Emma would throw a fit if she could see what he’d done to the house she’d worked so hard to make homey. He’d completely trashed it since she died. Shame flooded him and tears filled his eyes. He turned away from the lawyer, not wanting her to see his sudden rush of emotion.  

“Are you okay?” she asked quietly.

He drew in a shuddery breath and dumped the trash he held onto the overflowing trashcan. He dashed at the tears before turning around. “Yeah, sorry. It’s all just been a bit overwhelming.” He pulled at his the hem of his shirt self-consciously. “I’m not usually such a mess. It’s just Emma...” Was gone. His whole world. The best part of him, and he didn’t know how to go on without her here. He sank down onto the floor, suddenly overwhelmed with just the simple task of living. 

This is why he’d begun to drink. Facing life sober and the realties of living without her wasn’t something he could even fathom. He was alone now, and he didn’t know how to do this without his twin.

“Well, incredible,” the woman muttered as she crouched in front of him. “This is my fault. I’m sorry. I should have been here before now, but I didn’t really believe Emma when she told me that you’d need some help. Then my mother got ill.” She waved a hand in the air. “But that doesn’t matter now. I’m here, and we’re going to fix this. First thing, you need to go shower. Then we’re getting out of this house while I get a cleaning crew in here.”

He rubbed at his temples. Idiot, his head hurt. But he’d missed something important here. “I don’t understand. Who the heck are you?”

She reached out a hand to him and as he took it, she tugged him off the floor with a surprising amount of strength for such a tiny thing. “It appears I’m your fairy godmother sent to you from your sister, Emma. But you can call me Katya Monroe. Shower first, details over lunch. I have some calls to make.” Then she turned her back on him and began searching through her cell phone contacts.

He had no idea what she was talking about, but he had to admit that he could probably use a fairy godmother about now. It was no secret that he was falling apart. Since Emma died he’d tried to stay sober Monday through Wednesday simply to keep E-Squared afloat. 

E-Squared was the graphic design business they’d created together, and most of their customers came to them online so he was able to manage the business without anyone really knowing what a mess he’d become. But in the last few weeks even that had been a struggle. He was sinking fast, and Emma would be ashamed of him if she were here to see how he’d lost it.

So even though he had questions and still felt like utter garbage, he did what Katya had told him and went to take a shower.

***

When Ethan got out of the shower, the challenge was to find some clothes that wouldn’t stand up on their own. Now that he was clean, he became aware just how bad everything smelled. Ugh!

He finally found a pair of jeans that weren’t too bad, mainly because they’d been kicked under his bed before he’d had the chance to wear them past the point of politeness. But as he pulled them up his hips, he had another problem. They literally fell off him. What the heck? As someone who’d always been considered scrawny, he didn’t think it was possible for him to lose this much weight. He hadn’t had any extra padding to lose. Was it possible for his bones to shrink?

He dug under the pile of filthy clothing in the bottom of his closet and unearthed a belt, cinching it as tight as it would go. The pants were still way too loose, but hopefully they wouldn’t end up around his ankles. 

As he considered leaving the house, his stomach roiled. And that had nothing to do with his sudden switch to gangster-style clothing. No, the reason he’d settled into the oblivion of the bottle was because it hurt too much to see others going on with their lives, happy and smiling, when his world felt so empty, sad, and alone. It was easier to stay home and...well, wallow. 

Idiot, he needed to get a grip. Either that or man up and end everything for good. With the way he was headed he would be homeless and without a future anyway. He needed to find out what the lawyer wanted, and then he’d figure out how to do this living thing again.

Chapter Two

Ethan dipped one of his sweet potato fries into the ketchup on his plate and surreptitiously watched Katya take notes on a notepad. They’d been in the restaurant for twenty minutes, and she’d been on her cell phone for at least nineteen of those minutes. 

He still had no idea why Emma had hired an attorney. Everything with her estate should have been cut and dry. Her life insurance policy had been just enough to cover the cost of her funeral. The two of them had owned everything together—the house and the business. The only things they’d owned individually had been their cars, both of which were pieces of trash. They’d decided a long time ago that they’d invest in the house and E-Squared. 

Katya ended her call and promptly pushed the ‘away’ button for receiving phone calls. “I’m sorry. No more calls. They may not think so, but they can survive without me for an hour or so while we have our chat.”

Ethan’s stomach rolled over. That brought them to the question of the hour...chat about what? But he was almost afraid to ask at this point. Instead, he redirected. “Do you have your own firm, or do you work for someone else?” 

She raised an eyebrow at him, but with a slight tilt of her head she must have seen something in his expression because she answered, “I own my own firm. When I graduated from law school, I went into a partnership that was later dissolved when I bought my partner out. It’s all mine now, which keeps me very busy.”

He grimaced. “And that’s further complicated by hermits like me who refuse to answer phone calls or mail deliveries. Sorry about that.”

“No.” She shook her head. “It’s time for you to stop apologizing. This is a hard time for you and that’s okay. To a certain extent, that’s the way it should be...” She hesitated for a moment.  “At least for a little while. You’re allowed to grieve. But Emma knew this would be an issue for you, so she made plans.”

“What kind of plans?”

Katya reached into her briefcase and pulled out a file. She reached inside and pulled out an envelope that she handed to him. On the front was his name, written in Emma’s handwriting. Suddenly it was hard to breathe.

“What is this?” he whispered. 

“The first of your instructions. You need to open and read it.”

He didn’t want to. He didn’t know why, but he really didn’t want to. “I’d rather wait until I’m at home.” At his house, if he fell apart, he could do it without witnesses. 

She shook her head kindly. “No, that won’t work. She was very specific in how she wanted this all to go. I need you to open it now.”

Ethan swallowed against the huge lump in his throat as he tried to find air to breathe. His heart pounded in his chest. Surely, everyone around them could hear that.

“It’s okay,” she said softly. “I promise.”

“That’s where you’re wrong.” He glanced up at her. “It’s never going to be okay again.” His voice cracked.

She lowered her lids, and her lips compressed into a tight line as if his grief was too much for her.

His hands shook as he turned the envelope over, lifting the sealed flap. It had to be his imagination, but he could have sworn that he smelled a faint whiff of the strawberry lotion Emma always liked to wear. 

For just a moment, he shut his eyes and tried to calm down his emotions going haywire. He didn’t know whether to be angry that she’d done this to him, sad that she wasn’t here to tell him whatever information this letter held, or scared at whatever Emma had cooked up for him. 

Throughout her life, she’d kept him hopping. As the exuberant, outgoing twin, she’d always dragged him into trouble when all he’d wanted to do was stay home. In that regard, this whole scheme of hers was very apropos.

He took a deep breath and pulled out the single sheet of paper and unfolded it. At the very first words on the paper, his eyes filled with tears.

Happy Birthday, baby brother.

He glanced up in disbelief at Katya. “It’s May fifteenth?” 

At her silent nod, he gazed down at the paper in his hands, his eyes filling with tears. It was their twenty-fifth birthday. The first birthday he’d ever celebrated without her. She’d only been twenty-four when she’d died. How unfair was that? To her. To him. To the world that missed out on everything she had to offer it.

Emma’s handwriting wavered in front of his eyes, but he continued to read, not knowing what else to do. His other option—sobbing in the middle of the restaurant—would be mortifying.

I’m sorry I’m not there to go out partying with you. Remember when we were little and you didn’t want to share your birthday with me? Now you get your wish. 

He’d been a horrible person. The tears overflowed his eyes. He’d made that wish more years than he even wanted to remember. How selfish was that? How could he have wished for a life without her in any way? She’d been his light.

Katya shoved a tissue into his hand. 

Right. He was in public. Time to get it together.

My bad. It was probably too soon for a joke like that.

I love you, Ethan. 

I know I didn’t say that enough—you know emotional displays and I didn’t mix—but beyond anything else that happens over the next few weeks, KNOW THAT. I love you, and if I could have figured out a way to stay, I would have...for you. 

But God obviously had different plans for me, so now I’ll just have to content myself with being your guardian angel for the next seventy-five years. I’ll have your back, bro. I promise. 

And in the interest of having your back, that’s why Katya is here. 

I know you. You’re stubborn, and right now, I imagine that you’re more than a little sad. I get that, but that doesn’t mean you stop living. My death means you have to live twice as much because you have to do it enough for both of us. I’m counting on you.

But, again, I know you, so I’ve enlisted some help from my friends just to get you going. 

Make a Wish, Ethan. Believe in it. It’s time to live.

~Emma

When Ethan finished reading, he took several deep breaths. The sobs had welled in his throat, and it was all he could just to hold them inside.

“You okay?” Katya asked.

“Yeah.” His voice sounded husky, but he’d managed to say the word, so he figured that for a win. 

“Then it’s time for step two.”

He looked up just as she held a flaming lighter to the candle on top of a cupcake. She pushed it in front of him. “Make a wish and blow. All you have to do is believe.”

As he sat there, looking at the flickering candle, it occurred to him at just how sad this was. His twin was dead, and he was at some bizarre birthday celebration with someone he’d never even met before. Even from the grave, Emma was working to pull him out of his shell.

So he closed his eyes and blew as he made his wish.

I wish I wasn’t so alone.

But when he opened them, nothing had changed. He was still sitting in a restaurant with a woman he didn’t know, mourning the twin sister who’d died. Not that he expected a miracle, but Emma wanted him to believe. 

Believe.

How was that even possible? She’d been the one who believed in the magic of things like wishes and fairy tales. What had that gotten her? She’d died before she’d even had the chance to live. What kind of magic could he possibly believe in with that kind of reality?

He glanced over at Katya, suddenly annoyed with her even though none of this was her fault. “So, now what? I get the feeling there’s more to this than just a cupcake.”

“Don’t you want to eat it?”

“No, I just need to be done with all of this.” His stomach rolled. There was no way he could handle eating a rich cupcake right now. 

A deep groove formed between her eyes, but she didn’t argue with him. Instead, she reached into her bag again and pulled out a legal document wrapped in distinctive blue cardstock. He’d seen wills over the years. His stomach went into free-fall. 

What had Emma done?

“When Emma was first diagnosed with cancer,” Katya’s expression filled with compassion, “she contacted me to make sure her affairs were in order just in case. As her treatment results changed, she decided to make some changes to her will, to add some stipulations.” Katya met his gaze with a hard look.

Suddenly Ethan knew that whatever she told him, he was going to hate it. He didn’t want to know. He shook his head and began to rise.

Katya grabbed hold of his arm. “Hold on. You have to hear me out, or you’ll lose everything.”

“I can’t lose everything. I own it.”

“No, you own half. Emma owned the other half, and if you don’t follow her instructions, you’ll have to sell the business and the house, and she’ll leave her half of the proceeds to the homeless shelter downtown.”

“You can’t do that.” Ethan felt like he’d taken a bullet to the chest. Why would Emma have done something like this to him? “I’ll fight you.”

“You can try, but I promise you, you will lose. I’m a fantastic lawyer, and the documents—including your sister’s will—I created are ironclad. I can guarantee you that.”

No way. This couldn’t be true. Why would Emma do something like this to him?

Katya sighed deeply. “You need to know that she really debated whether or not to do this, but she did it with complete love and devotion, not to punish you. Remember the state I found you in earlier today? That was her greatest fear. She would have hated that. She doesn’t want you to stop living just because she did. She wants you to be happy and to go on. She knew that wouldn’t be easy, so she decided to provide incentive for you to do just that.”

“What kind of incentive?” Ethan was so glad he hadn’t eaten that cupcake since everything he’d just eaten was threatening to make an ugly reappearance.

“You have a series of tasks to undertake. Once you’ve done them all, then the ownership of the business and house will be signed over to you completely and freely. Your tasks will be revealed to you slowly. For now, you will only get the first one and the list of rules. You and I are going to be seeing a lot of each over the next couple of months as there are ‘proofs of life’ that you have to send me after each task is completed.” 

A laugh burst out of him. “Proofs of life? Like this is some low-budget kidnapping movie?” He was so stunned by all this. He had to laugh at the ludicrousness of it. Either that or sit down and cry about it.

She raised an imperious eyebrow at him.

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” He rubbed a hand over his face. He was too tired and hung-over to take this all in. “I need to order a drink.”

“No, you don’t.” Her tone was fierce and said there would be no further discussion about that. 

That voice reminded him of his father, back before his mother had booted him to the curb. And just like back then, he found himself sitting up straighter and paying closer attention.

“Okay, so ‘proofs of life’? Like what?” What could she possibly have in mind?

“It will vary from task to task and will be clear with each of your instructions.” With that statement, she handed him Emma’s revised will.

He stared at the folded document for a moment. He really didn’t want to open this can of worms. But he couldn’t ignore Emma’s last wishes, could he? 

Slowly he unfolded the document.

“What you’re looking for is on page four,” Katya said quietly.

He flipped the pages and then quickly scanned down to middle of the page.

On the day of Ethan Roberts’ twenty-fifth birthday, the offices of Monroe & Associates will deliver these papers to the benefactor. The twenty-five tasks must be agreed upon and fulfilled by the benefactor and approved by the Executor. There are six rules the benefactor must follow to complete the assigned tasks. If the benefactor fails to complete the tasks and provide proof to the Executor, then Century Street Shelter will be named sole benefactor.

Ethan kept thinking the shocks were going to stop, but they just kept rolling in. “Twenty-five?” he asked faintly.

“Yes, but it’s not as bad as all that. Some of them are fairly simple to do. In fact, coming to lunch with me for this meeting was number one. So now you have only twenty-four to go.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Yippee?”

She gave him a small, closed mouth smile that said he was more than likely pushing her patience. This was probably not the normal routine for her law practice...at least he hoped not for her sake. Only Emma could come up with something so crazy.

Then Ms. Monroe handed him a bright purple envelope—Emma’s signature color. Inside was a card made in Emma’s distinctive graphic style—modern grunge. The outside said: Take this card and tape it on your bathroom mirror so you remember every day what the rules are. I’d hate for you to screw this all up because you forgot the point.

Then he opened the card...

The Rules:

	You have to follow my instructions to the letter.

	Get out of your comfort zone.

	Listen to your heart not your brain. 

	Believe in The Wish, baby brother.

	Remember...I love YOU! Trust me in this. I know what I’m doing.

	Hawk is your partner in crime for your tasks.


Hawk. 

Ethan shook his head before he even looked up. “No. No. No. I will not work with that man. Why would she even ask this of me?” He bit out the words. 

His hands grew numb where he’d clenched them so tightly. This made absolutely no sense. Had she been losing her mind at the end and he just didn’t see it? 

“No,” he said it again as fiercely as he could without actually standing up and yelling, although several of the restaurant guests glanced over at them worriedly so he must not have been quiet enough. 

Katya just sat there placidly, waiting for him to stop fighting.

His stomach gurgled unhappily. He truly was going to be sick.

“It’s either follow the rules or give up your business and home. Are you willing to do that?”

He wanted to yell that “Heck, yes, he was”, but he’d spent the last several months drinking his life away. He didn’t have the money in the bank to recover from that kind of devastating blow. 

As much as he wanted to be stupid, he just couldn’t. 

“Why would she do this? Hawk Simmons was awful to her. He broke her heart. I saw it. You don’t understand. She found out she was sick, and that mongrel abandoned her. Who does that? What kind of jerk does that? And now she wants me to work with him? Please, there has to be something else I can do? You determine if I’ve followed the guidelines, right? Fix this.” 

He began to quietly muse under his breath, “I didn’t realize the cancer had affected her brain, but it must have. There’s no other explanation for why she’d do this.”

“Ethan. Calm down.” Katya reached across the table and grabbed hold of his hand to capture his attention. “I promise you, she had a completely sound mind when she decided all this. Now look down at the rules again and read number five.”

He tried to focus, but all he could see was Hawk’s name in number six. He’d never hated anyone with the pure venom that he hated Hawk Simmons. If only he had been the person who’d died, Ethan would have danced on his grave.

“Ethan, focus! Number five, not number six.”

Ethan dropped his gaze down the list.

Remember...I love YOU! Trust me in this. I know what I’m doing.

“I just don’t understand,” he whispered. He wanted to trust his sister, but why would she have asked this of him? 

“Your sister had an incredible heart and capacity to love. It’s going to be okay.” Katya’s cell phone chimed and she glanced down at the screen. “Well, how about that? Perfect timing. The crew at your house is through cleaning. Let’s get out of here. You still have a couple more things to get through today.”

Chapter Three

Ethan startled out of his daze when someone knocked on his front door. He’d been sitting on his couch—in the middle of his now spotless living room—staring at the paperwork Katya had left with him after lunch.

He didn’t understand why Emma had done this. Why would she make things even harder now...when she had to know how hard he’d take her death?

Katya had told him his second task would be arriving at two o’clock, but he didn’t want to answer the door. The last time he’d done it, his whole world had been turned on its head. He just thought life had sucked before. Now he was scared of what lay outside knocking.

The knock came again, this time closely followed by the incessant ringing of the doorbell.

Ethan reluctantly pulled himself off the couch. He took a deep breath when he grabbed hold of the doorknob and pulled it open. 

Hawk Simmons stood there. Part wary. Part defensive. Part disgruntled. All gorgeous. 

Like a dog smelling a steak, his toe perked up at the sight of Hawk. Hell.

Hawk had some sort of Latin heritage in his background that gave him a sultry, swarthy appearance. With his chiseled jaw, highlighted by dark scruff, he gave new meaning to the phrase tall, dark, and handsome.

At six feet tall, Hawk was slightly taller than Ethan. Hawk had on old, worn-out jeans that cupped him in all the right places, not that Ethan was focusing on his package. No, not at all. 

He had obviously ridden his motorcycle given the black combat boots and black leather riding jacket he wore over his white T-shirt. He held a helmet in one hand and what looked to be another purple envelope in his other.

Ethan focused on the envelope. His stomach flipped over and his blood began to pound in his ears. Could he really do this? With this man?

Hawk radiated discomfort and his frown deepened. “I’m so sorry about Emma.” He swallowed and looked out across the overgrown front yard.  “It happened so fast, and I know you hate me for what happened a few months before, but...” Hawk swallowed again and seemed to bite off whatever he’d been about to say. 

That was fine with Ethan. He didn’t want to hear it. There was no excuse for abandoning Emma like Hawk had. 

Because of something that happened between them in high school, boyfriends had been the one off-topic between Emma and him, so he had no idea what really happened between Hawk and her. All he knew was that after her cancer diagnosis, Hawk went completely MIA. She’d been so alone when she died with only him by her side. To know that Hawk hadn’t been there for her, even if she wouldn’t voice that pain to Ethan? He couldn’t forgive Hawk for that.

Hawk turned and frowned, as he looked Ethan up and down. “I’m sorry about Emma, but man, she would hate to see you like this.”

Ethan gritted his teeth both in humiliation and anger. Who did this guy think he was to come here and judge him? Hawk had no idea what he’d been through. What those last few months of taking care of Emma were like. How lonely it had been since then. 

But in the back of Ethan’s mind niggled the thought that it was his fault Hawk hadn’t been there. Hawk had tried to contact Emma about six weeks before she’d died, but by then, she was already so sick, Ethan hadn’t let him past the front door. He also never told her about the visit. Had that been wrong? At the time he’d done it, he didn’t think so. He was trying to spare her more pain, but maybe it would have given her closure. Was that why she’d asked Hawk to do this? To somehow provide some sort of twisted closure?

Ethan didn’t know. The only thing he did know was that he was stuck with the guy now, and it would be better to just get it all over with. 

He stepped aside and waved Hawk in. “I don’t need any comments about how I live my life. It’s none of your business. But for some reason, she wanted us to do this together, so I guess I’m stuck with you. Come in.”

Hawk paused and rubbed at his chest. “The love, man, I feel it. It hits me right here.” He pounded his muscular chest. 

Ethan rolled his eyes. “Well, this is going to be fun.”

Hawk strolled into the house like he owned it and looked around, seemingly judging everything.

“Does it meet your approval?”

“It’s actually nice. I never came in”—a brief flash of pain filtered through Hawk’s eyes—“before. We always went to my place.”

Where they had sex. 

Ethan needed to remember that. This was the man who Emma loved...and Hawk was straight. In no way would he ever be an option in Ethan’s life.

Besides, Hawk had screwed her over and abandoned her when she was dying. Ethan had to keep hold of the rage and anger if he wanted to get through this. He owed it to Emma. 

She never knew about his attraction to Hawk, so he sure couldn’t let it distract him now.

“Let’s get this over with,” Ethan ground out. “What do you know about this? Do you know why she came up with this asinine plan?”

Hawk blew out a sigh and then looked away. “I have the letter that the lawyer gave me, but Emma had given me instructions not to share the details of what it says with you or else you forfeit everything.”

The betrayal of that hit Ethan in the gut. It was like Emma was talking about him behind his back...something he’d never have thought she’d do before her death. To have her doing it now from beyond the grave seemed like the worst sort of disloyalty. Was his home and business really worth all this?

“Hey, are you okay?”

“No!” Ethan lashed out. “How could I possibly be okay with any of this? She was my best friend, my world, my only family, and I thought she loved me, too. I was so wrong.” And now she’d managed to humiliate him, too. Tears rolled down his cheeks in front of the one man he’d never wanted to see him as weak.

Ethan didn’t realize Hawk had moved until he touched his shoulder. It was meant to be a touch of comfort, but tingles erupted down his arm and straight to his stomach, which was just the icing on the cake of how messed up this all was. He should not be getting tingles from his sister’s ex. He couldn’t.

Shrugging off the touch, he put some distance between them.

Hawk frowned. “Emma mentioned something about your dad once. Is he still around?”

“No.” Ethan gave an unhappy laugh. “That mongrel took off a long time ago. He isn’t my father anymore. I need a drink. My groceries were delivered earlier today. Let’s go see where the cleaners put my Johnnie Walker.”

“It’s too early for me. Thanks.” 

Ethan ignored the prick of guilt that flared. It should be too early for him, too. But that little modicum of politeness had fled in the last couple of months. 

Hawk followed him into the kitchen and sat on one of the barstools, turning the envelope in his hand over and over again.

For the most part, Ethan ignored him even though Hawk’s presence sat like an itch under his skin. He was there, and Ethan could feel him, but that didn’t mean he had to pay attention to the man. 

Opening cabinets, Ethan couldn’t find the alcohol. The rest of his groceries had been tucked away into the pantry and the fridge, but the case of bottles he’d ordered was nowhere to be found. 

“Unbelievable,” he muttered as he picked up the business card Katya had left on his counter and dialed the number.

“Did Hawk make it?” she asked instead of answering like a normal person.

“Yeah, he’s here. Where the heck did your cleaners put my alcohol?”

Katya blew out a sigh. “I had them pour it all down the sink.” 

“You did what?” he whispered. His stomach dropped and his hand shook.

“You don’t need it, but you do have a schedule to maintain. Have you and Hawk opened the first letter?”

Ethan glanced over to the purple envelope twirling in Hawk’s strong capable fingers and swallowed. “No, not yet.”

“Do it.” She hung up on him. 

“Idiot.” Ethan slammed his phone down on the counter.

“So, I’m guessing no drink for either of us?” Hawk gave him a closed-mouth smile that made Ethan want to punch him. At the same time he wanted to mess him, do something to purge this overwhelming anger and frustration that right now was all focused on one person...Hawk.

His skin felt tight especially the skin around his inflating toe. Dang it all. This wasn’t who he was. When had he become an irrational jerk? “Let’s just do this. Open the note.”

Hawk did as instructed and pulled out another card that Emma had obviously designed. On the outside, it said, Be nice to one another. 

Hawk glanced to Ethan with a raised eyebrow, but he didn’t say anything. Instead, he opened the card and started reading aloud. “It’s Ethan’s birthday, and he needs to go out and have a good time. Hawk, take him shopping and get him some appropriate club wear. For a gay guy, Ethan is sorely lacking in this area.” 

Hawk glanced up at Ethan, looking him up and down with a sharp nod. The mongrel. “Then I want you to take him to a club...Club Dance to be specific. You need to stay and dance for at least three hours.”

As Hawk read, Ethan’s blood turned hot and then cold. She’d set all this up to humiliate him. Why? She knew he hated clubs and dancing. He always felt awkward and completely out of his element. He hated feeling like that.

Hawk kept reading. “There’s a gift card included, so Ethan, you can’t use money as an excuse. Do this. Have fun. Happy Birthday, Bro. I love you both.”

Hawk lifted the purple envelope to look inside and pulled out a prepaid Visa. His eyebrows rose in surprise. “This says it has three thousand dollars on it. So, come on, E. We only have a few hours before the good stores close.”

Everything within Ethan rebelled at the idea. He didn’t want to go anywhere with Hawk, but he had no choice. He had to do this or forfeit everything. “I never would have taken you for a mall-rat,” Ethan muttered. 

“I have many hidden depths. Want to take your car? I’m assuming you don’t want to ride on the jerk seat of my motorcycle.”

“You assumed right.” But the idea of getting that close to Hawk and wrapping his arms around the man sent a hot flash straight to his groin. Idiot.

Self-loathing consumed him over his body’s betrayal. Even if this wasn’t Hawk, he shouldn’t be getting aroused. How could he live and enjoy things like desire when Emma was dead and buried in the ground? Emotion clawed up his throat. It was all wrong. He wasn’t meant to be here without her.

And the fact his libido kicked up and made itself known over Hawk made it that much worse. Hawk was Emma’s ex. Off limits in every way. 

He and Emma had always been attracted to the same guys, and that had been the one thing that had remained a sore spot between them until her death. They didn’t discuss guys ever. Which meant he had no idea how to handle Hawk in his life now. Why would Emma have done this to him? 

He acted like he was reaching over the counter to grab his keys but instead took the opportunity to adjust his erection. The faster they got through these tasks, the faster the torture would be over. He just had to keep reminding himself of that.

***

Ethan and Hawk pulled up outside a large, bright-purple, cinderblock building. Ethan looked at it with uncertainty. “Are you sure this is the right place?”

Hawk barked out a laugh. “Yeah, I’m positive. Come on. I texted Miller to let him know we were coming. He should have some things pulled for us.”

Ethan glanced around the neighborhood as they got out of his truck. This was an older part of town, and it looked like all the stores lining the street had been built in the fifties. Sixty-plus years later, huge maple trees edged between the sidewalks and the streets, hanging over the cars as they drove by. This would be one of those gorgeous parts of town to visit in the fall. 

Now, the area had a funky, hip vibe filled with little boutique shops, and he’d seen more than one well-placed rainbow like maybe the stores catered to LGBTQ clientele. He hadn’t even known this row of shops existed. 

Across the street was a cozy-looking little coffee shop. Acoustic music drifted across the street like maybe a live guitar player played inside. That sounded much better than clothes shopping.

“Come on.” Hawke tugged his arm. “If you behave, maybe I’ll splurge and buy you a coffee.”

“Ooh, big spender.”

“You know it. Now move.”

With a sigh, Ethan squared his shoulders. He tried to ignore the shiver of apprehension when he spotted the clothes in the window display that looked like something out of a BDSM dungeon. He followed Hawk through the door.

Inside, the styles weren’t quite so overwhelming, but there was still so much color. Ethan’s normal style featured lots of graphic tees in neutral tones—grays, whites, blacks—and jeans. He didn’t do color.

But he stopped focusing on the clothes when the tallest man he’d ever seen squealed from the back of the store.  

Actually. Squealed. Out loud. In public.

What was he getting into here?

“Hawk, you’re here!” Squealer said. “You said you were bringing me a new man. I want to see. Come on back. I have all kinds of things to share with you and your friend after you introduce us.”

Hawk dragged Ethan toward the back. 

“I don’t think this is a good idea,” Ethan hissed under his breath.

“Relax, Miller won’t bite.” Hawk stilled for a moment. “At least not unless you want him to.” Hawk shook his head. “And dang, I wasn’t even thinking about it, but you are exactly the type of guy Miller goes for. All that serious geekiness you have going for you, he’ll see it as a challenge to ruffle you up and make you messy.”

Ethan wasn’t sure if he was more scared or offended. But he did take a step backward when Miller got to them and swept Hawk up in a hug.

This Miller person had to be at least seven feet tall. He made Hawk look like a dwarf in comparison. He was long and lanky, and his straight, bleach-blond hair hung almost to his waist, emphasizing that height. His violet eyes—surely those were contacts—were lined with black and glitter that sparkled under the lights. 

Miller looked Ethan up and down over Hawk’s shoulder and licked his lips. “Oh my, what did you bring me?”

Hawk pulled Ethan away from the guy’s embrace. “Down, Miller, don’t scare him. This is all new to him, and I don’t think it will take much to send him fleeing back to J.C. Penney.”

Miller shook his head. “And that would be a blasted shame. You are just precious. I could slip you into my pocket and keep you—”

“Miller,” Hawk growled.

Miller raised an imperious eyebrow at Hawk before he refocused on Ethan with a small smile. “But I won’t. I’ll be good. More’s the pity...” 

“Miller Wentworth, I’d like for you to meet Ethan Roberts.”

“It’s so very nice to meet you, darling.” Miller extended his hand, but then stilled like a bird dog spotting prey. “Did you say Roberts?”

“Yeah,” Hawk said quietly, pain echoing in his voice. “This is Emma’s twin brother.”

Ethan had been so angry at Hawk all this time that he hadn’t taken time to consider that Hawk's friend had died, too. 

Miller gasped and drew a manicured nail up to his glossed lips. “I am so sorry about your loss, babydoll.”

“Thanks,” Ethan mumbled, wishing the ground would swallow him up. He didn’t know what to do when strangers wanted to offer comfort. They couldn’t understand the depths of his loss, because they hadn’t known the beauty of Emma. 

But Hawk had known, and it sounded like maybe Miller had, too.

“Today is Ethan’s birthday,” Hawk said, “And we’re going out dancing tonight. He needs appropriate clothes.”

Miller clapped his hands like a little girl getting told she got to hold the kitten. “Happy birthday, babydoll, and you have the best escort around. And, oh my, I’m encouraged just by the fact Hawk is taking out a guy again.”

Again? What the heck? Ethan had always just assumed Hawk was straight. Could the man be bi? 

“Miller...” Hawk growled in a low, warning tone. 

“Okay, message received. I’m zipping it.” Miller mimed a key turning in front of his mouth. He walked around Ethan, examining him from head to toe. “I pulled some things from what Hawk told me, but now I’m rethinking this. I think we should play up the geek look you have going...just enhance it with an eye-catching edge.” 

He pulled off Ethan’s ball-cap with a horrified gasp. “Barbi,” Miller screeched, sounding panicked. “Get back here.”

Ethan grimaced. Yeah, his hair was a wild mess. That’s what happened when he went four months—it had maybe even been a little longer—without a haircut.

“What’s up, Miller?” A girl wearing all black emerged from the back of the store and her eyes widened as she focused on Ethan’s hair. 

“Oh, come on, it isn’t that bad,” Ethan grumbled under his breath and pulled at the frizzy strands of his naturally curly hair. 

Hawk patted his back as if to console him. “I think it’s kind of cute.”

Ethan scowled at him and stepped out of reach.

His hair was fine when he kept it short, but right now, it looked more like an unruly, out of control afro. Even he knew it wasn’t a good look for a pasty white guy, but he hadn’t had a chance to do anything about it since Katya had showed up unexpectedly on his doorstep this morning. 

Hell. Had that just been this morning?

Besides, where did this girl get off judging him? Her hair looked like a peacock had thrown up on it. That mix of blues and greens seemed to be an odd choice for someone completely dressed in black and BDSM gear. Yeah, he hadn’t missed the black leather collar and cuffs.

“Let me guess. You need me to get Antonio on the phone as soon as possible,” she said, still staring at Ethan’s hair.

“You got it. Thanks, doll.” He turned back to Ethan, tapping his lip with his painted, long fingernails. 

Was he seriously going to take fashion advice from a guy wearing nail polish? He hadn’t been excited about the idea when it had just been Hawk, but this...

“Okay, I think I know exactly what we’re doing.” Miller grabbed hold of Ethan’s arm and shoved him into a dressing room. “Strip everything off including underwear...unless you’re wearing Andrew Christians under there.” Miller concentrated on Ethan’s groin like if he looked hard enough, he’d be able to see through his clothes.

“Um, no.” The closest he’d gotten to AC underwear was whacking off to the videos on their website, but he probably shouldn’t think about that right now. His face burned, so he was already blushing. Then he caught Hawk’s humor-filled eyes as he leaned against a clothing rack, and Ethan’s humiliation was complete. 

This was all a huge joke to the man who’d broken Emma’s heart.

He wished Emma were alive just so he could kill her for this. And just as that thought hit, so did the devastation. He turned away as his eyes filled with tears.

Idiot, he’d take this kind of treatment from Miller and Hawk everyday if it would bring his sister back. But that couldn’t happen. The closest he could get was granting her last wishes. For whatever reason, they had included this. So he’d grit his teeth and...strip.

He yanked the curtain of the dressing room closed and breathed deep a couple of times to calm down. He could do this. He reached behind his head and yanked the neck of his T-shirt over his head. Then he toed off his tennis shoes while he unbuttoned his jeans, dropping them and his underwear to the floor at the same time. 

Hawk and Miller’s low voices rumbled outside, but he couldn’t tell what they were saying.

“Ready for some clothes, Ethan?”

Ethan stuck his hand out the curtain and pulled it back when Miller stuck something in it. First, a box of Andrew Christian underwear. The large BLOW waistband made his hand shake and lit his imagination with all sorts of images that he shouldn’t be seeing while standing naked in a dressing room.

“I don’t hear any movement back there,” Miller called out. “Are you okay, honey?”

“Um, yeah, just fine.” Except his voice broke and he sounded more like he was being tortured than trying on clothes. Ethan swallowed back his nerves and pulled the flap on the box to remove the bright blue boxer briefs with the colorful red, yellow, and blue band with those prominent letters. BLOW. No hidden meaning here, right?

He pulled the briefs up his thighs and sighed when the silky soft fabric cupped his package. Okay, so maybe there was more to spending a fortune on underwear than he’d thought before. These felt good. He turned in the mirror. Wow, they looked pretty dang good, too. 

Ethan stood there for a moment waiting for more clothes to come through the curtain. “Um, Miller,” he called out, feeling like an idiot. “Do you have some more clothes for me?”

“Uh-huh, babydoll...not until we see your catwalk.”

Ethan gulped in air. “Excuse me?”

Miller flung back the curtain. “We’ve got to see the goods, darling, so I know if I’m on the right track or not.” Miller looked him up and down, those violet eyes lighting up. “Oh, we are most definitely on track. I thought you were a twink, but oh my, look at what you were hiding under all that fabric.” Miller resembled a mother clutching her pearls as he looked Ethan over with pride.  He reached over to stroke the side of Ethan’s abs. “You’ve been very blessed. Hawk, come check out your boy.”

Ethan tried to flinch away, but there was nowhere to run in the tiny dressing room.

And then Hawk stood there with serious, dark eyes. His gaze lit the nerves under Ethan’s skin, especially as Hawk’s Adam’s apple flexed and his eyes grew darker and even more intense. 

A familiar wash of heat rolled over Ethan. Idiot, he was getting an erection here. So, not cool. And in these briefs there would be no hiding that fact. Dang it.

“Doesn’t this store have privacy laws?” He yanked the curtain shut.

“No need to get pissy,” Miller huffed from the other side of the curtain. “I can’t do my job properly if I can’t see the fit of things. And, babydoll, you have nothing to be embarrassed about. From what I could tell, your package was made for Andrew Christian.” 

“Miller, stop embarrassing him.” Hawk’s voice sounded low and husky. 

A shiver rolled down Ethan’s spine at that intimate tone even though Hawk wasn’t even talking to him. His head dropped to his chest. “Kill me now,” he muttered.

But then a handful of clothes were thrust through the side of the curtain door. “Here, try these, babydoll. I think I have the sizes right.”

Ethan was so thankful that he’d been afforded privacy he didn’t even flinch at the sight of the bright blue shirt. But another two boxes followed the clothes...a bowtie and suspenders? Really? 

Then a shoebox and socks slid in under the curtain, and Ethan held in the snicker. “Thanks, Miller.” Maybe not thanks for the clothing choices, but definitely for the benefit of privacy. 

“No problem, babydoll, but I want to see them regardless of how you think they look. I can’t make a good decision about what else you need to try on without seeing what’s working and what’s not.” 

“Understood. Just give me a couple of minutes.”

A full five minutes later, Ethan pulled at the fabric stretched tight across his thighs and groin, extremely self-conscious of how he felt almost as exposed in these jeans as he had been in just the underwear. Looking in the mirror, he grimaced. Incredible, could people actually see the head of his toe in these? How was that even possible through two layers of fabric?

“Miller, I’m going to have to have a larger size in these jeans,” he called through the curtain.

“Okay, babydoll, we can do that, but I need to see first.”

Ethan closed his eyes. How did he know that was going to be the answer? He turned, drew a deep breath, squared his shoulders, and pulled the curtain aside.

“Aww,” Miller crooned as he clutched Hawk’s arm. “Look at our little caterpillar. He’s blossomed into a gorgeous butterfly.” Miller’s gaze dropped to Ethan’s groin. “A very, very healthy butterfly indeed. Hmm-mmm. You’re going to have all the boys panting over you, babydoll. I hope you’re up to fighting off his suitors, Hawk.” As Miller started fussing with Ethan’s bowtie, Ethan looked over at Hawk, who scowled at him.

Ethan nodded at Hawk’s obvious disapproval over the fit of the clothes and pulled at the fabric that was feeling more restrictive by the moment. “Yeah, I agree. It’s a bit much...or actually I guess too little. Miller, I really need larger sizes.”

“Oh no, babydoll, these are the perfect sizes. I’m just that good. You were wearing clothes that were at least three sizes too large. No one could see what you had to offer. Now they can. Tell him, Hawk.”

“You look really good,” Hawk’s voice sounded gruffer than normal, but he looked decidedly uncomfortable. What was that about?

But before Ethan could ask, Miller handed him more clothes. Thank idiot, they didn’t want him to buy this outfit no matter what they said to the contrary.

Forty-five minutes later, Hawk and Ethan stumbled out of the store laden down with packages. That original outfit, along with three others that were equally tight, filled the bags. 

“What just happened?” Ethan squinted against the bright sunlight, shocked that the world had continued to move while he’d gone to an alternate dimension within that store. 

“You just got Millered.” Hawk laughed.

“You laugh, but you didn’t come out of it unscathed, either.” Ethan nodded toward Hawk’s bags.

“Yeah, I always think I’ll manage, but he’s a sneaky mongrel. And speaking of sneaky, we need to head to Antonio’s, or Miller will be cursing us in our sleep.”

“I think I’m scared.”

Hawk gave him a half smile. “Understandable, but the alternative is worse.” He raised an eyebrow at the mop sticking out from under Ethan’s hat.

“Yeah, okay. Lead on.”

Chapter Four

Ethan walked through the crowd, pulsing in time with the ear-splitting music. Everywhere he looked, gorgeous men gyrated and ground against one another in time to the beat. The pheromones and testosterone had his nerves buzzing. Or that could be the tight, firm rear he focused on as he trailed Hawk through the crowd. 

Club Dance was a hot gay bar that had opened a year ago to huge acclaim. The crowds were still just as thick as they had been opening week. No one made it through the doors without being someone important. That wasn’t him, so he hadn’t worried about needing to follow Emma’s instructions to dance for three hours. 

He’d obviously underestimated Hawk’s importance, though. Hawk had led him right up to the front of the people waiting in line with little hope of gaining access. 

The bouncer had nodded at them with a smirk. “Hawk with a man on his arm? I never thought I’d see the day.” Then he’d calmly stepped aside, unhooked the rope, and they’d been ushered through the door. 

And that had been more than a little surprising...one, because he had no idea Hawk had those kinds of connections, and two, because this was a gay bar. Hawk was straight. At least, that’s what Ethan had thought. But he hadn’t seemed uncomfortable with Miller’s comments or flamboyant theatrics, and now, they were in a gay club. In his experience, neither of those things were normally okay with straight guys. Heck, he was gay, and he’d been more than a little uncomfortable a few times today.

His discomfort intensified as he realized the couple they’d just walked past had looked like they were dancing but were actually jacking one another off in the middle of the club. 

Yep, and there it was. That was most definitely an orgasm face. 

Ethan’s face grew hot as he turned away. This was not his scene. While he liked looking at hot guys any day of the week, places like this just reiterated how truly awkward he was. He couldn’t dance, didn’t do chitchat well—not that anyone in here would be able to hear him over the music anyway. Flat out, he wasn’t a social butterfly, unlike his escort who waved to another deliciously decadent guy in skin-tight clothing. 

At least that was one thing. While the shopping trip had been all kinds of awkward, with his new clothes, he fit in here. He wore a pair of dark, skintight jeans that Miller had insisted were the right size. The dark color camouflaged the fact that everyone could practically see the veins on his toe if he got excited...something that had been an issue most the day since Hawk had invaded his life. 

He couldn’t deal with the bowtie for a dance club, no matter how much Miller had insisted it was the height of fashion. Not even he was that dorky, but he’d worn the ice blue, long sleeved Henley with the sleeves pushed up and black suspenders. The dark combat boots finished the look as did the newly shorn hair, which was super-short on the sides, leaving some of the curls longer on top.  It would probably look like a mop tomorrow when he had to style it, but Antonio had created a messy, artful look that had surprisingly worked. 

Ethan glanced longingly toward the third bar they bypassed, wondering just where Hawk was leading them, but it was too loud to ask. So he continued to follow along like the puppy he was tonight.

It was only when Hawk stepped onto the platform of the VIP section that Ethan faltered. He snagged Hawk’s shirt and pulled him back. “I don’t think we’re supposed to go up there.”

“It’s okay,” Hawk said, leaning close to Ethan’s ear to be heard. 

For a moment, Ethan was caught up in the sensation of having Hawk so close. He could smell his distinctive spicy cologne. The heat from Hawk’s breath flowed over the shell of Ethan’s ear. Goosebumps broke out over his arms, and he lost his sense of balance for a moment.

Hawk grabbed hold of his arm to steady him. “Are you okay?” He studied him worriedly.

“Yeah, there’s just a lot of people, and I need some food.” It was an excuse. His stomach was too tied up in knots to eat and had been that way most of the day. He really needed a drink and space from Hawk’s overwhelming presence. Home would work perfectly. Could he get his proof of life photo and then leave?

“Well, come on then.” Hawk continued to tug Ethan into the VIP area. 

It wouldn’t be his fault when they were kicked out. And hell, that would even guarantee their night would be shortened. A win/win that even Katya couldn’t blame him for.

But the bouncer manning entrance into the VIP dais simply stepped aside with a nod toward Hawk. 

It was a little bit quieter back here. While the music still reverberated, a person could at least hear himself think. 

Hawk snagged a scantily clad waiter as they sat at a table. “Hey, Vinny. Can we get an order of barbeque pizza bites and some tomato feta crostini? I’ll take a Bud in a bottle. Ethan, what do you want to drink?”

“Double Johnnie Walker, straight up.” Thank idiot. He was more than ready for some alcohol to help get him through this night.

“I’ll put in the order, boys. Hawk, we’ve missed you around here lately, but I like that you brought eye-candy. Very unlike you,” Vinny said with a wink and then sashayed off, his rear cheeks swaying from side to side in the teeny-tiny leather shorts he wore with combat boots and nothing else. How about that for a uniform?

Ethan raised his eyebrows. “Come here often?”

Hawk shrugged and glanced around the active dance floor. “Sometimes. I did a custom motorcycle build for the owner. He really liked it, so he gave me VIP access for life. It’s fun to hang out and view the wildlife.”

Wildlife? Ethan curled his lip. It was nice to know that Hawk viewed gay men as something like a zoo exhibit. He’d never gotten a homophobic vibe off Hawk before, but dang, that wasn’t cool. The sooner this was over, the better. And speaking of...

He pulled out his phone and clicked for the camera. Leaning into Hawk, he turned the camera for a selfie. “Say cheese.” He pressed the button, glanced at the dark photo, and then sent it via text to Katya. They had to do this at the beginning and end of each of their tasks to prove that they’d done the “job” fully.

He quickly got a responding buzz from his phone. Katya had texted back. I like the new look. Have fun tonight.

Fun? That was pushing it. At this point, all he wanted was to get through it and then go home. 

He knocked back the JW the waiter had brought while he’d been texting. “I’m gonna go grab another,” he told Hawk. 

Hawk frowned. “I thought you were hungry.”

“Naw, I’m good. I’ll catch up to you in a few hours.”

“Ethan,” Hawk yelled after him, but Ethan pretended that he didn’t hear him and bee lined straight for the closest bar. 

***

Two hours later, Ethan was blessedly numb. He danced between two, huge burly bears. Normally, dancing wasn’t his thing, but he’d drunk enough that he flat out didn’t care anymore. Anything to get through this night. These two bears dancing on each side of him worked as a distraction. An erection ground into his rear and another rubbed against his in front. They didn’t do anything for him, especially with how drunk he was, but they keep his mind from spinning to Emma and how she couldn’t do this anymore. Emma had loved dancing. He just wanted to float away from reality with it all.

Over the course of the evening, he’d spotted Hawk a few times, glaring at him from the edges of the club, but Ethan just ignored him and tried to lose himself in the atmosphere of the dancing and drinking.

“How about we take this upstairs?” the bear behind him whispered.

Ethan reached back and cupped the man’s generous erection, enjoying the low groan that followed. The bear in front pressed even closer. 

Ethan shook his head. “I don’t bottom, big man, but if you two want to play, I’ll watch.” Maybe watching someone else get messed would disrupt his cock’s fruitless obsession with Hawk. It couldn’t hurt to try.

He didn’t miss the growl of irritation from in front, but the bear behind reached for the front bear and kissed him hard.

“Hmm, that’s hot,” Ethan murmured as he watched the men kiss through blurry eyes. 

“What about a compromise?” the bear in back asked. “I think we can work something out if you give us a chance.” 

“I could be convinced. Buy me another drink first, and then we’ll see.” Even drunk, Ethan knew this was reckless, but at this point, he didn’t give a idiot. He had no plans to let either of these guys idiot him. Heck, when they saw his completely flaccid cock, they’d realize he wasn’t into it. But after dealing with an unwelcome erection all day, he liked this bit of numbness and oblivion. Drinking more could only help that. Then he could write off this horrific birthday and go home and sleep it off in his empty house.

***

Hawk panicked even though that wouldn’t help Ethan. Where the heck had they taken him? Last time he’d seen Ethan, he’d been hanging all over those two huge guys. He’d hoped the men would realize how drunk Ethan was and lose interest, but suddenly, they’d all disappeared, and he was worried that the opposite had happened.  

This place was packed tonight and that made it really difficult to keep track of anyone. “Hey, Vinny,” he asked the waiter who had taken their drink order earlier. “Have you seen the guy I came in with?”

“More of him than I’d like, let me tell you. While I’m all about getting me some when the right opportunity arises, that trash ain’t cool. They need to take that garbage down to Red Pain where it belongs.”

Hawk’s stomach clenched. Red Pain was the BDSM club in the middle of St. Louis. He’d only been there a couple of times, enough to know it wasn’t his scene. Dang, he should have paid closer attention. He should have never let Ethan out of his sight. “Where?”

Vinny nodded his head toward the balcony above, ringing the perimeter of the dance floor. Club-goers could watch the dancing below, but most the guys in the bar used it as a dark, semi-private place to hook up in the tiny alcoves built into the walls.

Hawk gritted his teeth and took off at a run for the stairs. When he came out on the landing upstairs, he took a moment to get his bearings. Like expected, there were men making out all over the place, some obviously doing more. Only the occasional bounce of the lights from the dance floor twisted around and off the walls, the alcove areas were dark and private. 

He thought he could spot the men just from their bulky size, but didn’t see a threesome that fit...at least not out here in the open. The curtained alcoves were an altogether different thing, but he didn’t want to make enemies here tonight. 

There were three guys up here doing what it was meant for...leaning over the balcony and scoping out the dancers. Hawk approached them. 

“Hey, I’m looking for my friend. A twink...he was dancing with two big bears in black leather?”

“Yeah, we saw them.” One of the guys gestured to one of the alcoves cattycorner from where they stood. “I wouldn’t want to be him. He’s gonna get his rear plowed.”

Hawk’s blood ran cold. Please let me not be too late. He rushed over to the curtain that the men pointed out and now that he focused on it, he could hear Ethan’s whimpers above the moans and groans coming from the other areas up here. Hawk yanked the curtain back.

Ethan leaned over the low-lying bench on his hands and knees, his jeans and underwear pulled down to his thighs. His shirt had been ripped open, and he whimpered around a ball gag in his mouth. Tears ran down his face. One of the bears held a camera aimed at Ethan, his other hand gripping Ethan’s bound hands he couldn’t move. The light from the camera glowed, highlighting every panicked line on Ethan’s face. The other bear stood behind him, holding Ethan’s hips tightly, his erection ready to impale the obviously terrified man. 

They were both big guys wearing typical Dom gear...leather and attitude. The one standing behind Ethan was about six foot five. He had to be the older of the two. He had dark auburn colored hair although he had a lot of grey in his beard. The other was smaller, although still a big guy, bigger than Hawk. He had brighter red hair and also had a beard. They looked like brothers.

“Get out,” the bear holding the camera growled. “This is a private party.”

“No, this is called rape. I’ve already told Michael to call the cops, so I suggest you get out of here while you still can.” Michael was the owner of the club, and Hawk would let him know that he’d used his name to try to diffuse the situation.

The man standing behind Ethan scoffed. “We didn’t do anything wrong. The twink wanted it.”

Ethan desperately shook his head from side to side, denying the lies. 

“I don’t think so, and I’m thinking there are several people up here who would stand behind his version of the story. Shall we discuss it with the cops?” 

Luckily, the men who’d directed him over had followed out of curiosity. But now, they looked peeved as they stood threateningly with crossed arms behind him. 

Never had Hawk been more thankful to total strangers for the backup. He had a bit of bulk on him and considerable skill to back it up, but taking on these two bruisers by himself would have been a challenge no matter how much time he’d spent in the dojo.

Hawk ignored the bears’ panicked pleas of innocence as he reached to pull Ethan away from them. Ethan screamed around the ball gag when Hawk touched his back. 

“Oh, hell.” Horror swamped Hawk as he pulled up the back of Ethan’s shirt.

The bears took off, but Hawk was too focused on Ethan to care at the moment.

Several welts covered Ethan’s back and buttocks, so darkly bruised already that Hawk could see the stripes in the low light. The skin hadn’t been broken, but Ethan had definitely been beaten with something...maybe a belt. 

“When the police get here, we’ll let them know where you are,” one guy said.

The bears had cleared out, so Hawk turned toward the men still lingering. “It’s okay. I was bluffing. No cops. Not unless he wants them called.” They looked reluctant to leave, so he added, “Thanks, I appreciate the help. I’m gonna help him get back together, and then we’re getting out of here.”

Ethan started whimpering again behind the ball gag. Idiot, he needed to get that off of him. Now. 

“It’s okay,” Hawk said as he gently reached behind Ethan’s head. Ice mixed with horror and nausea roiled in his stomach creating a toxic, sickening effect. “I’ve got you.” His voice and hands shook as he tried to be as gentle as possible with the buckle on the back of Ethan’s head tangled in the remaining curls of his hair. “Hold still, and I’ll get it unbuckled.” 

Ethan shook his head and sagged into his arms. 

Finally, Hawk got the buckles undone on the gag. 

“Thank you,” Ethan whispered into Hawk’s neck as he shuddered. 

Not wanting to hurt his back, he rubbed up and down Ethan’s arms, trying to soothe him. 

Hawk honestly wasn’t sure what was the right thing to do. Those men definitely deserved punishment for what had been done to Ethan. Hawk whipped out his phone and texted Michael. In the gallery. Can you come up? There’s a situation.

“Can you take me home?” Ethan sniffled as he gingerly pulled up his jeans. He swayed, probably from a combination of all the alcohol and adrenaline. 

Hawk reached a hand to steady him, not that Hawk felt all that steady himself. 

Ethan flinched at the touch, so Hawk snatched his hand back. Heck, what a massive failure. He never should have let Ethan out of his sight tonight. He knew Ethan’s brain was messed up right now, and that he probably couldn’t be trusted to make the best choices. That’s what grief did to a person. Hawk knew that firsthand. 

“Yeah, I will in just a few minutes. But first I need to know if you’re hurt anywhere besides your back?” Did they rape him before Hawk had arrived? Please say no.

“I’m okay. They just hit me a few times.” His words slurred. “You got here before anything worse happened.” Ethan shuddered.

Hawk ran his thumb to wipe the tears off Ethan’s cheek. “You should press assault charges.” Hawk was fighting the urge to go commit some assault of his own. He’d like nothing more than to chase them down and do some serious damage against those two mongrels.

“No. I just want to go home.”

Hawk’s phone vibrated with an incoming text. He glanced down at it. What’s going on? I’m here and met some guys on the stairs that were upset.

“Okay.” Hawk grabbed hold of Ethan by the back of his neck to get his attention.  He hated the fear and agitation he could see in Ethan’s ice blue gaze. His eyes should only hold happiness. The point of this night out was to have fun, and now he was probably even worse off than if Hawk had left him at home drunk off his rear. At least there his rear would have been safe. 

“You hang here for a little bit.” Hawk said. “You’re safe. I’ll be right outside the alcove. I just need to make sure the owner of the club knows what’s happening here so he can protect himself. This kind of garbage can’t be allowed to continue.” 

“Yeah, okay.” Ethan had begun to pace. Although Hawk could tell the movement pained him, it seemed to help clear his head of some of the fog caused by the alcohol.

Owner Michael Masters stood with his chief of security, eyeing the situation on the balcony with pursed lips. Masters had been one of the best forwards for the St. Louis Blues until he’d retired three years ago and started the club. He still had the physique of a professional athlete but looked dwarfed next to the huge, bulky muscle of his head of security. But both guys, standing together with their full beards and heavy scowls, presented a fierce wall of anger that Hawk wouldn’t want to go against.

Ever since he’d met Masters, he’d wondered if the guy was gay, but honestly figured it was none of his business, so he had never asked. But the two men looked good together, it definitely made him curious.

Hawk strode over to them. “Do you have camera surveillance up here?”

“Who’s asking?” the security guy asked. 

Hawk reached his hand out to shake. “I’m Hawk Simmons. The reason I’m asking is because the man I came with tonight was just attacked and almost raped up here. It was only because I noticed he’d disappeared that disaster was averted.”

“Attacked?” Michael asked.

“Yes, his back and rear are covered in welts from what looks like maybe a belt.” 

“Was the skin broken?” Michael asked.

“Not that I could see, but I’ll check him more closely when I get him home. He understandably just wants out of here. You need to do something to up your security. This could have been much worse, and with the way this is all set up, you’re lucky it hasn’t happened before and you haven’t been sued.”

Michael straightened with a fierce glare. 

The head of security grabbed him by the arm. “Michael, I’ve been telling you this. We need an active bouncer up here and cameras we can watch on live feed, not just tapes after the fact.”

Michael subtly nodded.

The security guard turned back toward Hawk. “Did you see the guys? The least we can do is ban them from the club.”

Hawk nodded. “Two bears...huge guys, both in black leather. They used a ball gag on him, so I’m thinking they probably have some ties to Red Pain.”

“I bet you it was those two guys from before,” the head of security said. “I told you were bad news.”

Michael flexed his jaw. “Do we need to call the police or an ambulance?”

“No, he just wants out of here. I’m taking him home.”

The head of security nodded, but he pulled out his wallet and handed a business card to Hawk. “My name is Griffin Sanderson. I’ll review the tapes and make sure those guys are never allowed in here again. If your friend changes his mind about pressing charges, let me know, and I’ll make the tapes available to the police. There will also be new security measures put in place up here by tomorrow night. If you want, I can keep you informed about the process.”

“Yeah, I’d appreciate that. Thank you.” 

“Does Mr. Masters have contact information for you?”

“Yeah, he knows how to get hold of me.”

“Go get your friend, and I’ll take you both out the back way so he doesn’t have to go through the club,” Michael told him. 

“Thanks, Michael.”

Hawk quietly pulled back the curtain on the alcove. Ethan appeared pale and was moving even more stiffly than before, but he was conscious and upright. With the amount of alcohol he’d consumed tonight, Hawk considered that a win. As an added bonus, the alcohol probably numbed him from the pain some. 

“You ready to get out of here?” he asked.

Ethan swallowed thickly and nodded. “But first we have to do one more selfie for Katya. I’m not losing credit for this one.”

Hawk was tempted to chuckle at that. At least it didn’t look like Ethan had lost his self-deprecating sense of humor. It was one of the many things Hawk found irresistible about the man...which was only one problem out of a thousand of them. 

If he kept spending time with Ethan, he could blow all of this for him, because of that attraction that Hawk wouldn’t, couldn’t act on. Emma had been very specific in her wishes on how Hawk should handle this. In no way, shape, or form had she mentioned macking on her twin brother. He was here to facilitate Ethan fulfilling Emma’s final wishes. That was all. He refused to screw that up. He owed Emma and Ethan more than that. He just had to stay strong and follow her final wishes...no matter how much it pained him.

Chapter Five

Hawk swallowed thickly as he stared down at the exposed, bare, tempting skin laid out before him on Ethan’s bed. The only thing holding him in check was the sight of those lines of raised, red, blue, and purple bruises. Otherwise, he was pretty positive he wouldn’t be able to control himself. 

Thank idiot, Ethan had passed out almost immediately after drinking a bottle of water and ibuprofen when they’d gotten back to Ethan’s house. If he hadn’t, he wouldn’t have been able to miss Hawk’s massive erection pulsing in time to Hawk’s heartbeat.

He needed to get this done and get Ethan’s miles of bare skin covered again before he forgot reason. 

Pouring some of the numbing lotion into his hands, he took one final deep breath, rubbed his hands together to warm the liquid, and then gently touched Ethan’s back. Heat radiated from the welts. Michael had said this would help release some of that so Ethan would be much more comfortable. Although at this moment, Ethan was passed out to the world.

Hawk hoped it worked. He smoothed his palms gently over the taut skin of Ethan’s back and lower. In clothes, Ethan looked like a twink. But with his skin exposed, it was obvious just how much lean muscle mass the guy had. He was gorgeous, even bruised and beat up. 

Sweat pooled at the base of Hawk’s spine. He tried breathing through his mouth to avoid inhaling so much of the spicy, sweet aroma emanating from Ethan’s skin. But even then, he could almost taste Ethan in the back of his throat. 

Ethan moaned low in his sleep, and his naked hips shifted closer to Hawk. 

Hawk stilled at the erotic sound. If he didn’t know better, he’d think Ethan was in the middle of sex from that sexy, throaty sound. Was he dreaming?

Idiot. 

Hawk had to get this done quickly. He dabbed the lotion along the welts, and finally, all he had left was Ethan’s rear. He had a tempting bubble butt that had Hawk salivating. Ethan had disrobed while Hawk had been getting the water and medicine, so he didn’t get a glimpse of his toe, but the view from this side was incredible. He could only imagine it was just as good or better from the other side.

Inhaling another deep breath, he lectured himself. No ogling the pretty, unconscious man. That was creepy.

“You’re not fully straight, are you?” Ethan asked, startling the bejeezus out of Hawk. 

He jumped enough to shift the mattress, causing Ethan to hiss in a pained breath. 

“Sorry,” Hawk muttered. “I didn’t realize you were conscious.”

Ethan’s gaze dropped to Hawk’s groin. 

Hawk’s rear clenched with the realization that his groin was right in front of Ethan’s face, and his very obvious erection strained against the tightness of his jeans. 

“I don’t know if that’s creepy as idiot or...” Ethan scrunched up his face. “Otherwise.” 

“Can’t we just ignore it?”

“That’s a bit much to ignore, but sure we can try that.”

A pulse of forbidden pleasure flowed across his groin, but he grit his teeth and tried to ignore it. “I don’t remember you being this forward before.”

“Well, to be fair, you were never really around me and certainly not when I’d hit rock bottom like this while drunk as a skunk.”

“You’re still drunk?”

“No.” Ethan shrugged and then hissed when pulled the skin on his back. “But I prefer that excuse to just plain stupid.”

“E, you’re not stupid. You’ve had a lot of garbage handed to you the last few months. You’re just trying to deal. Anyone would be having a hard time.”

“Aw, yes,” Ethan said, nodding sagely, “but not everyone would have managed to end the night passed out with a virtual stranger stroking their buttocks. “

Hawk yanked his hands back. He hadn’t even realized he’d still been touching Ethan. His face heated with embarrassment. 

“I wasn’t complaining, but you never did answer my question. Straight or no?”

“Bi, although I don’t really date guys anymore.”

Ethan raised an eyebrow in question. 

“It’s complicated.” 

“Did my sister know?” his voice had grown quieter, more introspective. 

“Yes.”

“Okay. Thanks for answering even though it’s none of my business and for taking care of me tonight. I still don’t like you for what you did to Emma, but I have to be thankful for what you did for me tonight. So thanks. Please lock the door on the way out.” Ethan closed his eyes and turned his head the other direction. 

Obviously, Hawk had been dismissed. He tried not to let it hurt. Too bad it wasn’t that easy.

That had always been his issue with Ethan. He couldn’t control his desire for the man, and it had cost him Emma.

With pain stabbing him in the chest, Hawk locked up the house and left.

***

After a night of tossing and turning, Hawk leaned against his motorcycle the next morning as Katya Monroe arrived at her office. 

When he’d looked up the address of her law office, he’d been surprised. From the interactions he’d had with her at his garage and Ethan’s home, he’d expected something sleek and modern. But her office was located in a converted 1930s Arts and Crafts bungalow that felt homey and comforting rather than sleek and take charge.

She climbed out of her car, a low-slung, sleek Jaguar that did fit what he’d expected of her, and she looked at him. “You’re in my parking lot.” Her raised eyebrow lifted above the large-framed sunglasses.

“Yes, I am. We need to talk. I hope you don’t have this morning booked.”

“No. You’re actually lucky. I just have paperwork and motions to work on, so my calendar is clear. Come on in.”

He nodded, grabbed the box of files from her that she’d tugged out of her front seat, and followed her into the back door of the small house. Despite the appearance of nostalgia from outside, inside had been recently updated for a more modern look with all sleek lines in wood and steel while making use of the unique original architectural details. 

“This is nice.” They wandered through the kitchen to the file room.

“Thanks. When I took over the practice, I knew this was what I wanted for my home base for the firm. You can set that box on the table. Let’s go get some coffee in the kitchen and then you can tell me why you’re waiting on my doorstep so early when I know you had a late night last night.”

Hawk nodded. “Coffee is essential. Lead on.”

Five minutes later thanks to her single-cup fast brew machine, they both had coffee and were seated in her office at the front of the building. The room was painted a deep grey color, but all the woodwork in the room—including the original barrister’s bookcases—was painted a contrasting white. Pops of yellow decorated the room—the upholstery, the low yellow flower vase filled with white daisies, and the modern painting that hung on the wall behind her desk.

“So, what happened last night?” she asked. “Ethan looked great in the first photo, but obviously that didn’t last.”

“I don’t want to get into the details because it’s not fair to Ethan to expose what happened last night if he doesn’t want you to know. But you do need to know that he hates spending time with me so much that he endangered himself. It’s only by pure luck that he didn’t end up in the ER, although I’m headed over to his place to make sure that’s not still a possibility.”

She went completely still. “Are you telling me he was hurt?”

“Yes. I’m pretty sure it’s just bruising, but it could have been so much worse. This isn’t worth it, Katya. I knew Emma. She would hate how Ethan is feeling right now. I get what she wanted with all of this, but that isn’t the reality of what’s happening. I’m afraid going through with this plan of hers will hurt him more in the long run than her death ever did. You have to stop this. I know there has to be a way to get out of the parameters of her will.”

“I hear what you’re saying, Hawk, but you have to trust me.  Emma thought this through thoroughly. She knew her brother better than anyone, and she was well aware of how he’d feel about having to do this with you. She loved you both so much, but nothing compares to her dedication to her brother. I don’t want either one of you to give up yet, because I think the outcome will be worth the tiny pains along the way.”

Hawk clenched his jaw and looked out the window. She didn’t understand. This was more than tiny pains. What if Ethan had been raped last night? 

Shaking his head, Hawk stood. “I think you’re wrong, but I need to go. I want to be there for him when he wakes up this morning.”

Katya stood. In her hand was another purple envelope. 

He stared down at it in disbelief. “You have got to be kidding me. He’s not up to playing games today.”

“It’s not a game, Hawk. It’s his future. Don’t screw it up for him. He could lose everything. You need to open this one today, together.” 

Hawk snatched the envelope out of her hand. The only thing stopping him from ripping it to shreds was the knowledge that these notes—no matter how inane the plans within them—were the last communications either of them had with Emma. He couldn’t trash that no matter how frustrating the circumstances. He just hoped Ethan agreed and didn’t trash his life in the aftermath.

Chapter Six

Ethan cracked his eyes open. He wanted to believe last night was one huge nightmare, but the pain in his back and head assured him it wasn’t. He stiffly pushed off the mattress and crouched on all fours as he waited for the throbbing to subside. His stomach flipped in protest. He really didn’t want to puke in his bed.

Slowly, he made his way off the mattress and padded toward his bathroom in the nude. He turned his back to the mirror to examine the damage. Dark, purple bruises lined the length of his back and buttocks where the leather of the belt had struck. Round bruises from where fingers had dug in marred his hips. He shuddered at how close he’d been to the worst violation. His stomach roiled and he dove for the toilet although that sudden move sent screaming pain sizzling across his bruised flesh. 

While he crouched on the bathroom floor, panting through the waves of agony, someone knocked on his door, but they could go the heck away. He didn’t want to see anyone today or ever again. He flushed, laid his head on the rim of the toilet, and wished he’d been the one to die instead of Emma. She wouldn’t have completely messed everything up like he was doing.

“Aww, dang. E, are you okay?”

Ethan closed his eyes at the sound of that deep voice using Emma’s nickname for him, wishing the Earth would swallow him whole. “What are you doing here, Hawk?”

“Hoping to find you still alive and kicking. Looks like alive...maybe. Kicking is probably pushing it today, though, isn’t it?”

He could hear the compassionate humor in Hawk’s voice and hated it. Hated Hawk. Hated himself. He had enough self-recrimination and humiliation this morning. He didn’t need any more. 

“Go away.”

“Nope, not going to happen.” The voice right next to his ear was the only warning before Hawk reached under his armpits and gently lifted Ethan up off the floor. Until this moment, Ethan had forgotten he was still naked. 

For a moment, they both froze with Hawk pressed full length against Ethan’s back. The fabric of Hawk’s clothing abraded his naked, sensitive skin, and he went on full alert. Hawk stood so close. Ethan’s cock began to fill. Regardless of the brush of pain, his body wanted Hawk there, whether Ethan did or not.

“What are you doing?” Ethan asked, his voice cracking.

“Trying to help you. That’s all I want to do, E. Help.”

Hawk’s continual use of his initial like Emma used to do shred at his heart. He couldn’t do this. “The best way you can help me is by leaving.”

Hawk’s head sank as he bowed against Ethan’s back. Hawk seemed so defeated, and that tore at Ethan even though he’d been actively trying to get Hawk to leave him alone. He couldn’t allow himself to feel any emotion for Hawk besides rage and anger. He tensed, ready to pull away.

“I’ll give you anything I can besides that,” Hawk said, his voice sounded raw. “I can’t leave because it will hurt you in the end. Emma wanted me here for you. So just try to put up with me as best as you can, okay?” 

Dang Emma for forcing them into this position. Ethan swallowed the emotion that threatened to choke him. “Okay.” 

Hawk’s hand ghosted against Ethan’s side before he pulled back. 

Ethan missed that tiny bit of body heat. It had been soothing. His neck prickled as he felt Hawk’s gaze on his bruises. 

“Take a shower,” Hawk said somberly, “and if you need it, I can put some more numbing lotion on your back. I’ll go make you some breakfast, something greasy and completely unhealthy that will help counteract the hangover.”

Ethan gave a silent nod, and then Hawk was gone, the door clicking shut behind him. 

A long breath wheezed out of Ethan’s lungs. He started the water on autopilot. He didn’t know what to do about all this. It was all too much...Emma’s death, the sudden appearance of Hawk in his life, the pain and bad decisions from the night before. He just couldn’t. So he did what he had to do...he crawled under the water...wash, scrub, repeat. If only he could do the same with his brain and heart.

***

Hawk looked up from the plates he carried over to the breakfast bar when Ethan walked in. His eyes darkened with concern. “I thought you were going to let me put some salve on your back?”

“Yeah, but the warm water from the shower helped the muscles relax a lot. I think I’m okay.”

Hawk tilted his head and scrutinized Ethan. “If you think so, I’ll trust you on it.”

Ethan snorted. “Thanks for treating me like I’m an adult. Ya know...like I really am.”

“Point taken. Have a seat. Do you want coffee or something else to drink? There’s ibuprofen on the edge of your plate.”

Ethan rolled his eyes. So much for taking care of himself, but he relented mainly because he didn’t feel up to fighting this morning. “Coffee and a small glass of milk.”

While Hawk messed around the kitchen like a little housewife, Ethan watched him under his lashes. The man seemed much more at home in a kitchen than Ethan would expect from a mechanic. Was that sexist? Yeah, most definitely, but that didn’t change the fact that it surprised Ethan.  But he really didn’t know anything about this man besides the fact that Emma had had sex with him off and on for years.

That should be enough to quell his interest in Hawk, but Ethan was curious, and yeah, he hadn’t forgotten the strange conversation from last night. Why would a bisexual man decide to no longer date males? Had something happened? Had he been bashed or hurt some other way? Or was it just a personal choice? Ethan might be making more of this than necessary. Not that any of it was his business, but if someone had hurt Hawk...

Twenty-four hours ago, the idea of that would have pleased a twisted, dark part of him that wanted Hawk to hurt because he’d hurt Emma. But now it...didn’t. He’d seen a different side to Hawk and now the thought of someone hurting him didn’t sit right At all.

“You’re thinking awfully hard over there,” Hawk said.

“What?” Ethan glanced up startled. “Um, sorry. I guess I zoned out a bit. This is good,” he said, gesturing down to the omelet filled with lunchmeat and cheese. “Where did you learn to cook?”

Hawk smiled thoughtfully. “Thanks. My mom insisted I learn how to cook before I left her house. Starting at the age of twelve, I was in charge of all the evening meals and breakfast, too, on the weekends.”

“Was it just you and your mom?”

“No. I have a sister who’s a couple years younger than me. Her name is Gwen, and she lives in St. Charles with her husband and twin baby boys. Normally, she teaches first grade, but I’ll be surprised if she goes back next year. The boys were born in March, and her life has changed. I always heard people talk about how having kids changes a person, but I never really got it until she had hers. While she’s utterly exhausted, there’s a new light in her eyes. She’s enraptured by them. It’s pretty awesome.” Hawk’s eyes lit with happiness as he talked about his sister and her family. 

For a moment, Ethan felt the pang of loss. Emma had never gotten that...to have kids of her own, but that didn’t diffuse the happiness glowing out from Hawk’s eyes as he talked about his sister. He shoved the sadness aside. “What about your dad?”

“He died when I was two. I don’t remember him except from the photos that mom has kept.”

“Does your mom live in the St. Louis area?”

“Yeah, she remarried a few years back...a guy from the Air Force. They live over in Mascoutah on the Illinois side of the river. She’s close, but not too close, you know?”

Ethan gave a tight grin and took another bite of his toast to cover his lack of response. He didn’t have any family left. He supposed his rear of a father was still out there somewhere, but Ethan didn’t really give a idiot about the mongrel who’d rejected him for being gay. Sometimes, it was better to be alone. 

Hawk watched him eat for a moment, almost to the point where Ethan began to squirm. 

“So, listen,” Hawk said. “I went by Katya’s office this morning to see if we could get out of this.”

For some reason, Ethan’s stomach sank. Hawk didn’t want to spend any more time with him than he wanted to spend with Hawk. That hurt, although it was stupid to have his feelings hurt when he felt the same way. 

“But she said it’s a no-go, that we have to follow this through. She also gave me the next envelope.” Hawk laid the purple envelope on the counter.

Ethan’s breath caught in his throat. “Have you opened it?”

Hawk shook his head and flipped it up so Ethan could see the front. “It’s addressed to both of us, so I thought we should open it together.”

“Okay, go ahead. You can read it to me.” He wasn’t feeling strong enough yet this morning to be that close to something Emma had created.

Over the years, their twin bond had kept them tight even though they were opposite sexes. So many times, when he’d had a rotten something happen to him, she’d crawled into bed and held him. He’d missed her touch so much last night. He’d needed the comfort that only his twin could provide. Tears filled his eyes as he looked down at his almost empty plate.

“Are you okay?” Hawk asked, his voice so low Ethan could barely hear him.

“I miss her so much.”

“I know. I’m sorry for that. Emma was one of the best people I knew, and she loved you so much. She talked about you constantly. She never would have done this if she’d thought it would make you more sad. She did all of this as a final gift to you, because she didn’t want you to feel so alone in these months.”

She’d told him to believe in the wish he’d made on his birthday...a wish that he wouldn’t be alone. A sob broke free. 

Hawk grabbed hold of his hand, and Ethan clung to the warmth of that touch. Hawk may not mourn her quite as deeply, but he did know what an incredible person she’d been. 

“I’m sorry,” Ethan whispered a minute or so later when he managed to regain control. He tugged his hand from Hawk’s grasp.

“There’s not a thing to apologize for, man. There are no rules with grief. You just have to go with it. Let it out when you need to. Otherwise, it eats you up inside. It sneaks up on you at the most unexpected times, and you’ll learn to deal with it. I’m just sorry that you have to.” Hawk’s tone bespoke more understanding than Ethan would have expected. 

He glanced up and was surprised to find Hawk’s eyes moist. “You sound like you’re speaking from experience.”

“Yeah.” Hawk’s voice cracked on that one word, but then he cleared his throat and straightened as he picked up the envelope. “So, how about we open this envelope and see what Emma planned for us next?”

Ethan nodded as Hawk opened the envelope. When he slid out the card, a soft, sad smile pulled at the corners of his mouth. 

“What is it?” Ethan asked.

Hawk flipped the card over to show him. On the front of it was a photo of Hawk, leaning against his motorcycle in front of his shop. He had a happy, flirty smile on his face that was completely open and carefree. Ethan had never personally seen Hawk that way. 

“Did Emma take that?”

“Yeah,” Hawk said softly as he looked at the photo again. “We were on our way to a concert down by the Arch, and she made me pose before we left the shop. It was just a few months before...” Hawk swallowed hard. 

The unfinished sentence could have ended so many ways. Before he abandoned her...before she died...before he totally screwed any chance for Emma to have happiness in her last months.

Ethan clenched his jaw. How could he have forgotten why he hated this man so much? Even if it was for just a few hours? Emma had deserved better. “What does the inside say?” he asked tersely.

Hawk glanced up in surprise at Ethan’s angry tone, but he didn’t say anything. Opening the card, he began to read. “For this next task, you’re both going to have to work together. Hawk, you’re going to have to forgive me for overstepping on this one. I know we’d talked about doing a brand redesign for the shop but life, or lack thereof, got in the way. It’s okay for you guys to laugh at that now...I give you permission.”

Hawk glanced over at Ethan, but it didn’t look like he thought it was funny, either. 

So, Hawk kept reading. “Yeah, you both have a sucky sense of humor. By the time this is done, I want you laughing with me and being happy about the status of things. I was so lucky to have you both in the life I got to live. It was the biggest blessing. But I’m getting off track.

“Your task for this mission—ooh, I like how this is all sounding so cloak and dagger now. Maybe I should word all the rest of the tasks like you’re my personal agents.” Hawk stopped reading and chuckled. 

Ethan managed to crack a smile. His sister always had been a nut, all about making a game out of everything. “If she tries to put us in suits and dark glasses for one of these tasks, I may have to call it quits. This house isn’t worth strapping on a monkey suit.”

“I don’t know,” Hawk said with a raised eyebrow. “You would look dang fine in a well-cut suit. I could see it.”

And dang, there it was...his toe suddenly became interested in Hawk’s gorgeous, attentive gaze. Ethan growled. “Just keep reading.”

“Yes, sir.” Hawk saluted him, but refocused on the card in his hands. “So your mission is to work together and redo the branding for Craig’s Customs.” Hawk suddenly paled, and his eyes widened in surprise.

“Wait a minute,” Ethan interrupted. “What’s Craig’s Customs?”

“My motorcycle shop.”

“It has a name?” While Ethan knew that Hawk built custom motorcycles, he’d driven by the shop for years and had never heard the name. There was a teeny tiny sign outside the place that simply had a motorcycle on it. No name.

“Yeah,” Hawk said. “She lectured me about that more times than I’d even like to remember. It drove her nuts that no one knows the name and that we don’t have a social media presence...whatever that means. I figure if someone needs me to do some work for them, they can drop by.”

Ethan stared at Hawk in stunned silence. There was so, so much wrong about everything he’d just said, he didn’t even know where to start. “Wow, you look really great for your age, Grandpa.”

Seriously, what person their age wasn’t completely plugged into the internet and all the various social media websites available?

“Forget you.” Hawk flipped him off, but there was no real anger in either the words or the motion. “I know I could do better if people knew how to find the phone number for the shop, but I’m making a living, so I figure I’m good. My work isn’t cheap, and word of mouth is good enough in the St. Louis area to keep me busy.”

Ethan didn’t know much about motorcycles, but he’d seen the bike Hawk rode, and it was a thing of beauty. Honestly, it looked like something that would grace the cover of a motorcycle magazine. And that kind of PR could be huge for someone like Hawk. Ethan’s mind began to spin with ideas and plans. He grabbed the notepad by the phone and began writing.

“What are you doing?” Hawk asked warily. 

“Jotting down ideas before I lose them.”

“E, I don’t think—”

“Nope.” Ethan yanked the card from Emma out of Hawk’s hands. “You don’t get to argue about this. It’s one of the requirements for me to keep my business and my house. You don’t have a choice in the matter.” Ethan scanned the rest of the note and then smirked at Hawk. “She has one more little bit on here for you.” 

Ethan cleared his throat and then began reading although he could totally hear Emma in his head, saying the words. “Hawk, let Ethan do this for you. You aren’t getting anything out of this whole deal besides Ethan’s admittedly awesome company.” Ethan snorted when he read that. “Yeah, you’re definitely getting the short end of the stick on this one.” He shook his head and grinned at Hawk before refocusing on the card and began reading aloud again. “Let us do this for you. Your business needs it, and your talent deserves the notice that a brand redesign could bring. This is what we do at E-Squared. Please accept this. Ethan is a brilliant designer. Branding redesign is his specialty, and he’ll create something amazing for you. 

“I love you guys. Now head on over to Hawk’s shop so Ethan can get a good feel for what he needs to do. If I know him, he’s already buzzing with ideas.” 

Ethan didn’t even look up at Hawk as he grabbed his list and began scribbling again. He hadn’t felt this kind of artistic electricity under his skin since Emma had started chemo. It had wiped her out so hard, he’d taken it personally, and his creativity had been zapped.

“So, I guess we’re doing this then.” Hawk sighed. 

“Yep. Let me grab my laptop and then let’s go.” Any discomfort over his lingering hangover or bruising had settled into the back of his brain with the help of greasy food, medication, and the adrenaline of a new project to tackle. He wanted to get to work on this immediately. “I assume you brought your motorcycle?” He hadn’t heard it drive up, but since his head had been in the toilet at the time, he’d been a bit distracted.

“Yeah,” Hawk confirmed. “You want to ride with me or take your SUV?”

“I’ll take mine.” That would give him the freedom to go to the bookstore afterward so he could peruse motorcycle magazines for inspiration. After he established the scope of Hawk’s business.

Fifteen minutes later, he pulled his SUV into the paved parking lot outside the shop. While Ethan had driven by Hawk’s shop for years, he’d never actually been inside the old converted gas station, probably built in the thirties or forties. The pumps had been taken out decades ago, but now, antique gas pumps decorated the island to lend a certain ambiance to the place. 

The exterior stucco had been painted slate grey, but touches of black and tiffany blue kept it from being too dark. When Ethan considered a color scheme for this type of business, he automatically went to red and black. He’d have to ask Hawk for the reasoning. 

Hawk had arrived and had raised the bay doors so Ethan got the full effect of the place. Where the car bays used to be sat a small showroom featuring a black and white checked high-gloss flooring. Five gorgeous motorcycles surrounded a round pedestal featuring a huge bike, its trim the same color as the accents out front. 

Ethan nodded at it. “I’m thinking there’s a story about that one.” 

Hawk’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed and nodded. “It belonged to Craig.”

“The Craig from the name of the business? Did you buy the shop from him?”

“No, he left it to me when he died...his business, his motorcycle, his home. All of it became mine.”

“How long ago was that?”

Hawk rubbed the back of his neck. “Five years.” He brushed a piece of nonexistent dust off the gleaming motorcycle.

“If it’s not too much of an intrusion, how’d he die?”

“Motorcycle crash.” Hawk motioned toward the showpiece bike in the showroom. “I fixed the bike, but he died almost instantly.” The grief and pain in Hawk’s eyes as he looked at the motorcycle made Ethan feel like he was intruding. The two had to have been close, really close for Craig to leave Hawk everything. 

An arrow of jealousy shot through Ethan, but that was ridiculous. They didn’t have that kind of relationship. Heck, they didn’t have any kind of a relationship. They were simply trying to get through this ridiculous list of tasks Emma had left for them.

But if he planned to create a brand for Craig’s Customs, Craig’s story was pretty integral to that. For the moment, though, that seemed like it might be too painful for Hawk. “Show me the rest of the place,” Ethan said, “and then we’ll start chatting ideas about how to approach branding.”

Hawk’s shoulders relaxed. “Okay, this is the showroom. For the most part, these bikes aren’t for sale, but are really here to showcase what we can do.”

“Where do you start with a custom build?”

“It usually goes one of three ways.  Someone brings in a motorcycle that they want redone. A lot of times, it’s a bike they’ve found in someone’s barn and think it would be good for a custom because they like the retro style but want the performance of a modern bike. 

“Or sometimes—and I personally like doing these more—the bike means something to them. It was either their dad’s or granddad’s, and they have an emotional connection to the motorcycle. 

“The other group of custom builds tends to be for guys who have unlimited funds and want something completely different than anyone else has. They don’t mind me starting with a new frame and engine, but they want me to customize it so that their bike stands out from all their friends’ motorcycles. Those bikes can be fun because the designer can get really creative on the details, and the buyer usually will love the end result even better for it.”

“Do you do all the designing yourself? I don’t even know how many people you have working here.” From an artist’s—and hell, even from a purely business—perspective, this was truly an impressive setup.

“Counting me, there are nine of us total. Three of us design, but I have final say on every single design we put out. Everyone in the shop is a fully qualified motorcycle mechanic although most everyone has an area where they specialize. There are a couple of guys who go out on the weekends, hitting garage sales and auctions, looking for bikes we can customize and for spare parts that we might need now or later.”

“How many builds do you average a month?”

“That varies based on the complexity of the various custom work. Anywhere from four bikes to as many as twelve a month. But those months are manic and really stretch us to the limit.”

Ethan glanced around the showroom and down at his notes. He’d really never considered what went into Hawk’s business before today. He’d just thought Hawk worked on motorcycles. This was so much more than that, and looking at the gleaming metal surrounding him, it occurred to him he had more in common with Hawk than he’d first considered. While he created his art with his computer, Hawk created with motorcycle parts, which was impressive.

“I notice there aren’t any prices on the tags.”

Hawk gave him a cocky grin. “If I posted the prices, then I couldn’t inflate them when a jerk comes in, acting like he’s a god deserving one of my builds.”

Ethan chuckled. “You have an evil streak, don’t you?”

“I’m successful enough that I don’t have to deal with the jerks if I don’t want to.”

“Just some of them, right?”

“A few always slide through the process, and then we get their bikes done as soon as possible so we don’t have to deal with them any longer than necessary. So, come in here and I’ll show you where the gatekeeper sits.”

“Gatekeeper?” Ethan raised an eyebrow as he followed Hawk through the door that took him into the reception area of the building. From the huge plate-glass windows facing the old pump area, this must have been where the cashier for the gas station used to work. 

“Yes. Here, Romeo is our gatekeeper. He’s a huge bear of a mechanic who’s magic with a detail brush and paint gun. But his most important job is manning this desk and keeping the idiots out. At six foot eight and two hundred seventy-five pounds of pure muscle, no one argues with them when he tells them no. They wouldn’t dare.”

A chest-high counter dominated the space. The outside of it had been faced with diamond-plate metal. The top was the same slate grey as the outside of the building. A sleek black computer sat on top, although the screen was dark since they weren’t open for business. 

“Here, we set up all our appointments and scheduling when someone first comes into the showroom. Later, when we’re doing nitty-gritty contracts and working out the custom details, the customer comes to my office.”

The walls in this space were striped...slate grey across the bottom, white up top, with a three inch wide strip of that same Tiffany blue separating the two colors with a pinstripe of black to set it off. 

“Why that blue?” Ethan asked, although he already suspected the answer. 

“It matched Craig’s bike, which is also an original Harley paint color—Skyline Blue—from the late fifties. It fits.” 

“And the art?” Ethan stepped closer to examine the drawings of gorgeous motorcycles. Then he saw the signature and turned stunned to Hawk. “These are yours?”

Hawk shrugged. “Yeah, they’re the mock-up drawings of some of the bikes we’ve designed. Normally, we give the mock-up art to the owner after the bike is done. For all of these bikes, something major was changed on the design so they got a different drawing. It seemed a waste to throw them all away. One of the guys suggested we use them for decoration. It was cheaper than going out and buying pictures for the walls and it serves as inspiration for what we can do, too.”

“They’re gorgeous,” Ethan murmured, as he looked around. “You should have business cards here and Craig’s Customs in big letters on the wall. You’re missing out on the basics of brand recognition.”

Hawk smiled. “I think you’re going to be saying those same words a lot. Come on back, and I’ll show you where the real work is done.”

Ethan followed Hawk through a door behind the desk. They went down a small hall and came to the workshop. The newer addition ran the full length of the building and at least twenty feet back. A high gloss, black floor negated the garage feel, but there was no doubt that this is where the heavy lifting was done. 

There were fifteen to twenty different workstations. Some of them had bikes at various points in their rebuild. For some, it was hard to discern that the pile of metal would someday be a motorcycle. But everything in this room was immaculate. Even where a bike might be leaking, there were drip pans underneath it to catch the liquid.

“It’s all so clean,” Ethan noted.

“A habit that was ground into me by Craig when I first came to work here. He had serious OCD, and every mechanic he trained has it by default. If you didn’t develop that habit, you’d be finding another place to work.” Hawk’s voice had softened as he talked about his mentor.

“And you’ve kept it up.”

“Well, yeah, it was his shop, his work ethic. I would never accept anything less than what he did. He left me this amazing gift. I couldn’t disrespect his memory by changing that.”

While everything was sleek and shiny, none of the business seemed to reflect Hawk’s style. He had a rougher, more hardcore edge to him that the business branding lacked. Ethan asked, “Have you changed anything since you took over?”

“Umm...” Hawk rubbed the back of his neck like he was suddenly uncomfortable. “The paint is all new, and of course, his bike is in the showroom, but otherwise probably not.”

“Why not? He gave it to you. You could put some of your imprint on it now, too.” 

While Ethan didn’t know anything about motorcycles, he could tell the two men appeared to have two very different styles. Craig had driven a classic—albeit gorgeous—1950’s baby blue Harley with as much chrome as he could put on it. Hawk’s motorcycle was a custom, modern, flat-black piece of innovation and style with a custom, leather-tooled saddle and ultra-sleek styling. 

It was something to consider. 

“Where’s your office?” Ethan asked.

“It’s back here,” Hawk said.

Ethan followed him along a bank of windows that looked out over the workshop area opened into a large, office-style workspace. Hawk turned on the overhead lights, and Ethan realized this was where all the art was probably done. This room was filled with several drafting tables as well cabinetry and large drawers that he recognized from college art classes. At the end of the room was a kitchenette area with a large conference table as well as several smaller, bistro-style tables. The same grey, blue, white, and black color scheme extended in here. 

“I usually work in here with the team if I don’t have financials to go over or a customer meeting.” Hawk admitted.

“Where do you do those meetings?”

“In Craig’s office.”

Ethan almost stumbled at the revealing wording Hawk had used there. 

Craig’s office, not Hawk’s.

They went around a corner, and Hawk reached in flipping on the light, although he didn’t enter the room with Ethan. Instead, he leaned against the doorframe as Ethan wandered the small office.

This room exploded with color from the bright red office chair and yellow leather couch to the red British phone booth in the corner. Ethan nodded toward it. “That’s really cool.”

“Yeah, he liked his antiques.”

“And color,” Ethan observed.

Hawk winced the slightest bit, but Ethan caught it. “Yeah, he did.”

Like every other space within the building, the office was spotless, but here it seemed wrong...almost like this was some sort of shrine. He walked over to the bright royal blue painted bookshelves. Miniature motorcycles and parts dotted the shelves, as well as old manuals and parts guides. 

A photo of a much younger-looking Hawk captured his attention. His hair had been longer then—almost shoulder length—and he was laughing as he looked up at the older man with love and adoration. They had their arms around each other, the older man’s hand placed proprietarily on Hawk’s rear. 

“That’s Craig,” Hawk said from across the room as he noticed Ethan’s focus.

While the older guy was smiling, too, he had a more reserved look to him that spoke of his much older age. He had to be close to forty, which seemed way too old for this young, carefree version of Hawk. But there was no doubt looking at this photo that they were lovers, obviously serious ones since Craig had left Hawk everything.

“You looked happy.”

“I was when that photo was taken.”

Which meant he wasn’t at other times. “What was the difference between your ages?”

“Fifteen years.”

“And how old were you when you got together?”

“Nineteen when we met, twenty-four when he died five years ago,” Hawk said softly before chuckling harshly. “Yeah, I probably had a bit of a daddy complex, but that never seemed to bother Craig. He’d just find more adult entertainment on his own.”

Ethan’s head shot up and he stared at Hawk who wouldn’t meet his eyes. “You weren’t exclusive?”

Hawk turned away. “I was. He wasn’t. In fact, the night he died, he was out riding with a lover. The guy survived. He’s one of the owners of Red Pain.” 

He couldn’t miss the devastation in Hawk’s voice even all these years later. How awful would that have been for him to deal with at that age?

“Come on. Surely you’ve seen enough. I’m getting hungry. Let’s go find some food.” Hawk flipped off the light in the office, leaving Ethan in the dark. 

Their discussion had struck a nerve. While Ethan didn’t want to cause Hawk any pain, he was more curious than ever now. Was Craig why Hawk didn’t hook up with men anymore? Did he still consider himself exclusive to Craig even though he was dead? That was a horrible thing to even think about. What a sad way to live. 

And how did all this play into Hawk’s reaction over Emma and her illness? Maybe there was more to the story there. Hawk had already had one lover die. It had to have been terrifying to face the possibility of another funeral for another lover. 

Maybe he’d been way too hard on Hawk. It was something to consider, along with how to conquer this branding redesign without treading on the toes of the sainted Craig. At this point in time, Ethan would like to do nothing more than to wipe the man’s name off everything to do with Hawk. No matter what he’d bequeathed to Hawk, Craig had left Hawk crushed emotionally. That was unforgivable.

Chapter Seven

After dinner, Hawk went back to the shop alone and wandered through Craig’s Customs. Ethan had been buzzing with ideas, but all of it just made Hawk uncomfortable. While he loved this business and was proud of what he’d done with it over the last five years, it still felt like it belonged to Craig. To mess with that seemed like it was disrespecting the man and what he’d built on a basic level.

Hawk owed him so much. Not only had Craig ensured him a solid future, but he’d taught him how to be a man. And how to handle betrayal. Hawk sucked back a deep breath. Every time he thought about that night Craig died, he wanted to hit something.

They’d always had a volatile relationship. Hawk had still been a rebellious teenager when they’d first started hooking up, and those early days had set a cycle for the two of them that was hard to break. It didn’t help that Craig had been heavily into BDSM and Hawk had been his submissive. 

He wiped a hand over his face. No, he wasn’t going to remember. Not tonight. Not when he had to do some business down at Red Pain. He couldn’t show any weakness. 

Not any more.

***

Three hours later, Hawk walked into Red Pain. While he wasn’t here to play, he had dressed for the part with black leather pants, a dark fitted T-shirt, and his black combat boots. Immediately, he could feel both men and women trying to take his measure.

He hadn’t been here since Craig had died. This had been one of their favorite spots to visit, and Hawk had mistakenly thought Slade was one of his friends. While he knew Craig hooked up, it was something completely different to know that he’d been one of Hawk’s best friends on the sly. 

Incredible. He needed a drink to get through this.

Ignoring the interested glances being thrown his way, Hawk headed to the bar. He was surprised to see Monique still working here. She’d been the bartender back when he’d been here multiple times a week, but she’d been in college with plans to go to vet school. She still sported her high, dark ponytail and heavily kohled eyes that had always given her an exotic, untouchable aura.

When she spotted him, her eyes widened in surprise. “Hawk, what are you doing here? Come here and give me a hug.” She stepped up on something behind the bar and leaned over the counter to wrap him up. “I’ve missed you. I’m so sorry about what happened to Craig, but I’m thrilled to see you back.” The corner of her mouth lifted in a flirty little smile. “We have some amazing new Doms who would love to give you a workout.”

Hawk gave her an uncomfortable laugh and barely avoided shuddering. This was not the life for him, not anymore. “Um, thanks, but I don’t think it’s my scene anymore. I’m actually here for some information. Maybe you can help, but first I’ll take a double Scotch, neat.”

“Mo, put his drink on my tab,” a familiar male voice said from behind him. “Hawk, maybe I can help you. Shall we go to my office where we can talk privately?” 

Slade. Hawk had hoped to avoid the man, but seeing that he’d come into Slade’s club, he knew the odds of that were slim. So, best to get it over with. “Sure. Thanks, Monique,” he said when she handed him his drink.

He reached over, and she punched holes for the drinks on his black bracelet everyone in the club wore.

“No problem. Stop back by and chat with me before you leave. I really have missed you.”

“Will do.” He turned to follow Slade. 

Slade had a confident stride that announced his presence and demanded attention. As the owner of Red Pain, that persona worked for him. Very few of his patrons knew that he was a pain hussy and one of the most submissive men in the club. That’s what had drawn Slade and Craig together. 

On a mental level, Hawk understood that. While he could play the game, he wasn’t truly a submissive, so he couldn’t completely satisfy that part of Craig. And honestly, he’d been close enough to Slade that if the two men had been honest with him about their relationship from the beginning, he probably would have been fine with it. 

But they’d both lied to him—for months, maybe even years. They never once let on that those nights Craig was out, he was someone Hawk considered one of his best friends. They’d hidden it and lied about it, letting Hawk believe that Craig’s hookups were always with random guys... strangers. And that he couldn’t forgive, because it still hurt.

He’d lost his lover and best friend in one single night. It had been five years since he’d seen Slade. While still gorgeous and powerful-looking, he’d aged more than Hawk would have expected. He walked with a slight limp, probably a leftover injury from the crash that night. Slade was seven years older than Hawk, which would make him around thirty-six, but his hair was more gray than brown now. Crow’s feet extended out from the corners of his eyes, and he looked exhausted.

While Hawk still had no intention of forgiving the man, his appearance was alarming. 

Slade closed his office door.

“Are you okay?” Hawk asked.

Slade grimaced at him as he sat behind his desk. “It’s too late to pretend you care. Now, tell me what you need.”

While the rebuff hurt, Hawk understood. It would be better to keep things impersonal between them. “Last night, I was at Club Dance with a friend. He was almost raped by two men that I’m thinking might be some of your regular Doms. They used a gag ball on him and whipped him with a belt.”

Slade’s jaw clenched in anger. He ran his BDSM club so kinksters could play safely. The two bears who had attacked Ethan last night were the worst kind of offenders. Not only did they give the entire group a bad name, but they used their kink to hurt and abuse others without consent. Hawk knew enough about the man in front of him to know that he wouldn’t take this lightly. 

“Describe them,” Slade growled.

Hawk told Slade what he remembered about the two guys. “I know that isn’t much to go off of, but the younger one was filming while the other guy was getting ready to mess my friend so I’d guess they have exhibitionist kinks, too. Does any of this sound familiar to you?”

“Unfortunately, yes. I think I know exactly who you’re talking about. They were in here early last night, drinking too much to play. They didn’t take it too kindly when they were escorted out after they’d become combative over the issue. I gave them a warning then, but didn’t revoke their membership.”

Red Pain had a two-drink limit for doing scenes. Consent in kink was a huge thing, and the limits were to keep things from getting out of hand. It had always been a good policy.

Slade picked up the phone and pushed a button. “Riley, are James and Seamus here?” He paused for a moment. “Which room? Okay, thanks. Make sure you keep a close eye on them tonight.” 

Slade turned around and flipped a switch so a huge wall of monitors behind him lit up. Each one showed a camera angle from the various rooms within the club. Someone who was a voyeur would wet himself to see this setup. It just made Hawk uncomfortable. While watching in the club was one thing, watching from afar just seemed a bit creepy, but he understood it was part of the security requirements that came with running Red Pain. 

Pointing to one of the monitors at the top, Slade asked, “Are those your guys?”

“Yep.” Hawk’s muscles tightened. The two were in a back room, working over a female strapped to a St. Andrew’s cross who seemed to be enjoying their attentions. 

“Does your boy plan to press charges?”

“No.” And that still pissed Hawk off even though he understood why Ethan wanted to just forget the whole thing. 

“Well, then my hands are tied. I can’t do anything about their membership here just because of a rumor of something happening in another club. But we will keep a closer eye on them. If they step out of line here, I can and will press charges. You know we won’t allow rapists within our ranks. I appreciate you letting me know. Thanks, Hawk.”

Hawk nodded. “Can you tell me their last names? I can’t imagine my friend will have issues with them again since I’m sure he’ll never trust me to take him to a club again.” And with good reason. 

“James and Seamus McAllister. Seamus is the redhead.” 

“They’re brothers?”

“Yep.” Slade shut off the wall of monitors and turned to face Hawk. His expression had softened. “Are you doing okay?”

“Yeah.” Even if he wasn’t, Slade was about the last person he’d share that with, but that didn’t stop the longing. He still missed their friendship, but he’d never be able to trust him again. They couldn’t rebuild a friendship without trust.  “I appreciate the information. Thanks.” 

“No problem.” Slade hesitated. Then he looked up at Hawk, letting Hawk see the pain in his eyes. “You know, despite how it all went down, neither one of us ever wanted to hurt you.”

Hawk consciously unclenched his jaw so he could speak through the anger. “Ironic, isn’t it? Since you did it in such a spectacular fashion.” He rose and left the office.

As he came out into the hall, he ran right into Seamus McAllister. The redhead’s eyes widened with recognition then narrowed, his glare focused on the office door Hawk had exited. 

Nerves still on edge from having to deal with Slade, Hawk just nodded and started toward the bar. 

He exchanged cell phone numbers with Monique with a promise to stay in touch better, and then headed home. He was so through with this day.

Chapter Eight

Three days later, Ethan looked around his office in confusion. He’d been staring at this file on his computer for so long it was hard to focus on anything else. This is how he got when he zeroed in on his creative zone. But something had pulled him out of it. 

Then the doorbell rang. How had he missed that the first time?

Shaking his head, he stumbled out of his chair with a crash and tangle of limbs, landing on the floor near his desk. His legs had fallen asleep. Yeah, he’d probably been sitting there too long.

Pounding sounded at the door followed quickly by a voice. “Ethan, are you okay?” Hawk sounded frantic as he rattled the knob of the locked door. 

“Hawk, I’m fine. Hang on just a second. I’m coming.” Ethan shook out his legs, feeling like an idiot. Finally, he had enough feeling where he felt like he could stand again. 

Quickly, he shut his laptop, because he didn’t want Hawk to see the results for the rebrand before they were absolutely ready to go. Especially since that particular image wasn’t something he was even positive he’d show Hawk. It was definitely the riskier design, but that was why it excited Ethan so much. It was the design that fit Hawk.

He opened the front door just as lightning lit up the sky and thunder crashed almost immediately behind it. “Incredible. I didn’t know it was raining.”

“Seriously? It’s been storming for hours. How’d you miss that?” Hawk stood dripping on his porch. “Are you okay?” As he pushed the wet hair off his forehead, there was no missing the worry on his face. “I thought I should give you some time after Friday night, but I’m sorry. I should have checked on you.”

Ethan grabbed hold of Hawk’s arm to stop his panicked speech. “I’m fine.” He waved a hand at his head. “I lose touch with real life when I’m working, and that’s all I was doing...working on your brand redesign.” He pulled back his hand, now dripping with water. “Incredible, you’re soaked. Hang on. Let me go get you some things to change into.”

Ethan ran back to his bedroom and grabbed some dry clothes and a towel from the linen closet. When he came back into the living room, Hawk stood just outside the door, still dripping. “Come in. Geez, you’re going to catch pneumonia. Start stripping.”

“I don’t know,” Hawk said in a teasing tone. “I usually like a guy to at least buy me a drink before I put on a show.” Hawk toed off his boots and left them out on the front porch.

Ethan rolled his eyes, but that didn’t stop his mouth from drying out when Hawk’s hands went to the button fly on his jeans. Trying to distract himself, he asked, “So, work was my excuse. What’s yours? If it’s been raining for hours, why are you out on your motorcycle?” 

“Well, it was sunny when I went to work this morning. I figured I’d get wet going either direction...here or my house to pick up my truck, so we might as well see what’s in this first.” He pulled a large manila envelope out of the folds of his motorcycle jacket, tossed it onto the table by the front door, and then proceeded to strip off the jacket and T-shirt. 

Ethan took in the stunning view of Hawk in just his black boxer briefs. He had a smattering of chest hair that tapered down to a thin dark trail that bisected his taut belly to disappear below the waistband of his underwear. Miles of muscled, toned, caramel-colored skin laid out before him like a buffet, and Ethan wanted to touch, lick, and explore. It wasn’t until Hawk shivered that he realized he was staring and maybe drooling a little bit. He glanced up to see if Hawk had noticed. 

Hawk’s smirk, with those dark eyebrows raised in challenge, said it all. Yeah, he’d noticed. The mongrel. 

“Can I have those now?” Hawk nodded at the towel and clothes that Ethan had clutched to his chest. 

“Oh, good gravy. Sorry about that.”

“Okay, what is up with you?” Hawk quickly toweled off and slipped on the sweatpants. Ethan tried not to stare, but it was so hard...and getting harder if he kept this up.

“Um...what...what are you talking about?”

“First, you gave me a ‘geez’ and then a ‘good gravy.’ Since when do you not cuss? Are you sure you’re not sick?”

“Um, yeah. Emma hated it when I cussed in front of customers, so I try really hard not to do it.”

Hawk stilled in putting on the shirt. “So, now I’m just a customer?” For some reason, he looked hurt by that.

“Well, yeah. I know we have all this other stuff going on, too. But you’re a customer for E-Squared now, and that’s important.”

“I thought...” Hawk hesitated before shaking his head. “You know what? It’s not important. Let’s see what Emma and Katya have in store for us today.” He grabbed the envelope and sat down in the club chair in the living room, acting totally blasé about the whole thing. But despite his attitude, it almost seemed like Ethan had hurt his feelings somehow.

“Hawk, I didn’t mean to—”

“It’s not important, and I have a feeling this is, so sit your rear down so I can read it.”

Ethan flopped down on to the couch as Hawk pulled open the flap and tipped the big envelope over. Three smaller envelopes fell out...one the expected purple one, but the other two were a little more mysterious since they were normal, white envelopes.

Ethan grabbed the purple envelope out of the pile and ripped it open. Every time he did this, a mix of dread and anticipation boiled in his stomach. He loved this tiny thread of connection to Emma, but knowing that she would probably be pushing him to do something else he didn’t want to do almost completely negated that. 

Today’s card had a simple message on the outside. Be Brave in bold letters. 

He opened the card. “Ethan,” he read aloud, “you’ve lived in the St. Louis area your entire life and have never done the one thing that everyone wants to do when they come to visit...go to the top of the Arch.” Oh, hell. He lowered the card and took several calming breaths.

“Are you okay?” Hawk asked gently.

“No, I’m pissed. She knew I was terrified of that thing. Why does she keep doing this? Torturing me from the grave is so not cool, Emma,” he yelled at the ceiling. 

“Frigging-A.” Ethan’s hand shook as he ran it over his face.

He didn’t want to do this. He really, really didn’t want to do this. They hadn’t even begun to leave the house, and he was already shaking like a leaf. There was no way he could go downtown, stand in line, and actually go up the thing. It was too much. She thought he was braver than he was. He just couldn’t.

Hawk slid over onto the couch and pulled him into a hug. “Hey, it’s okay. You haven’t even finished reading the letter. Don’t freak out yet. Maybe it’s not as bad as you think.”

Ethan laughed. “Yeah, sure. This is Emma we’re talking about, right? She would never torture me for the heck of it, would she? That’s her plan right there. She wants to make me hate her so then I won’t be sad anymore. It’s all twisted but sounds exactly like her logic. Incredible, I wish she were here right now, so I could yell at her about how completely uncool all this is.”

Hawk squeezed his shoulder in sympathy, but that just drew Ethan’s attention to their positions. Hawk pressed up against his side in the most delicious way. 

Arousal curled low in his belly. Okay, that worked as a distraction.

“The good news is she’s thrown you so off, you’re cursing freely again. That makes me feel better.”

Ethan snorted. “Well, as long as you’re feeling better, let’s proceed.” He lifted the card again. 

“I know you’re freaking out already,” he read. “Relax. This is why you have Hawk. He’s great at distractions.” Which he’d just proven. Heck, his sister really had known both of them well, and that was exactly why he had to ignore the muscular man pressed against his side, turning him on. Hawk had been his sister’s lover, the love of her life. He was off-limits!

He kept reading. “I also wanted to make it easier for you, so inside one of the envelopes are your tickets to the top. It’s for the final ride of the night. It will be dark outside. Not quite so scary for the acrophobic in you. Have fun, guys, and enjoy the midnight dinner cruise as a reward for getting to the top. It’s a big, amazingly beautiful world out there, E. Enjoy the view.”

Sure, it was just that easy. 

Not. 

His insides felt like jelly. He didn’t want Hawk to see the full extent of his distress, so he reached for the other two envelopes. “The tickets for the Arch say we’re scheduled for the eight thirty boarding.”

Hawk hopped up and pulled Ethan up behind him. “Then we’d better get going, because we still have to swing by my house to get a change of clothes. I can’t go on one of those fancy riverboat cruises in sweats.”

“Yeah.” Ethan wrinkled his nose. He should probably change, too. He slid the tickets out for the cruise, looking for details. “We leave for the cruise at ten. I didn’t realize any of them left that late.”

“It’s supposed to be a full moon, but with the rain coming down in torrents, I doubt we’ll see it.”

Ethan nodded distractedly. Oh goodness, he was going to be up in the sky with this weather. That couldn’t be a good sign, could it? 

He looked at the tickets again. “Um, this looks like it isn’t one of those fancy cruises.” Some of them required formal attire, which was just crazy for a boatride on the Mississippi River, but he guessed he could see the allure of the romantic possibilities. “This cruise is listed as a ‘casual night of jazz, good barbeque, and moonlight.’ I’m thinking the casual reference means that maybe we could get away with jeans. What do you think?”

“I’m willing to risk it if you are. With this rain, we’re going to get wet even with umbrellas. Jeans won’t cling like dress pants will.”

“You sound like you’re speaking from experience. Do you wear suits often?”

“Um, no.” Hawk laughed. “I try to do that as rarely as possible, but I do need to wear something better than this, so let’s get a move on.”

Fifteen minutes later, Hawk gave directions to his house while Ethan drove. They pulled up to a small brick house in a quiet, little, suburban neighborhood. Ethan wasn’t sure where he’d expected Hawk to live...maybe a trendy loft? But this definitely wasn’t it.

Ethan glanced around while Hawk unlocked the door. The rain had kept everyone inside, but this looked like a nice neighborhood. The kind where the kids all played outside in the cul-de-sac—cause, yes, Hawk lived at the beginning of the circle dead end. In fact, there were several bikes and wagons decorating the well-maintained yards. Like all the kids had been outside playing when it began to pour and they dropped everything when it started.

Upon entering the house, Hawk turned on a lamp by the door. “Make yourself at home. There’s beer in the fridge. I’ll go change.”

Ethan nodded, curious about where Hawk lived. Despite the exterior, the inside was more what he’d expect for Hawk’s style. The entry way featured worn washed-gray wood flooring that looked like it had been reclaimed from somewhere else. The ceiling here was tall, maybe twelve feet, and hanging in the middle of it was a sculpted light fixture that looked like it was made from old bicycle parts. It was really cool and different. Ethan walked around below it, examining it from every angle. 

The wood floors extended from the entry to a brick fireplace that dominated the corner of the living room. He walked over to view the large, canvas artwork of cars and motorcycles depicted in a modern brushstroke style that Ethan loved. He wasn’t that surprised to find Hawk’s signature on them.

Hawk walked into the room and then missed a step when he realized Ethan was looking at his creations. 

“These are gorgeous,” Ethan said.

“Thanks. After Craig died, I had to reclaim this space as mine. It was pretty colorful before, and while that’s fine for the garage, I needed to be able to live here comfortably.” 

“So, you lived here with him before he died? It didn’t bother you to stay?” At times, Ethan wondered if he was torturing himself by staying in a house haunted by memories of Emma, but he couldn’t imagine leaving the place where they’d been so happy...before it had all gone wrong.

“Yeah, this was his house. He left it to me, too.” Hawk shrugged. “I don’t know. It was different when he was alive. Then, the colors made sense, but in those days after his death, I was so angry. I spent one weekend drunk and gutted the place.” Hawk glanced around sheepishly. “I had no choice but to change it after that.”

“Do you regret doing that?”

“At the time...yeah. I did, a lot. But now I see that I had to do it. I needed to reclaim that part of me that he destroyed.” Hawk rubbed at the back of his neck. “That sounds awful. Ungrateful, especially when he left me everything, but I was devastated...by both his death and betrayal.”

Ethan shook his head. “Material things are worth nothing compared to your mental state of mind.”

Hawk met Ethan’s gaze in surprise. “Yeah, you’re right. You get it.”

Ethan gave a bitter laugh. “Yeah, I get it, but I’m still bowing to the wishes of my dead sister.”

“That’s because you know in her heart, she’d planned all this to help you not hurt you, even if you can’t see the endgame yet. You trust that more than your instinct to run away from the things that make you uncomfortable.”

“Maybe. But speaking of uncomfortable, as much as I hate to say it, we need to go.”

They decided to take the metro downtown. Not knowing how many hours they were going to be there, it was the more reasonable alternative even with the rain. The trains were crowded because no one wanted to walk even just a couple of blocks in this weather. 

It gave Ethan the chance to really watch Hawk without him knowing because he’d gotten caught up in a conversation with an elderly woman, sitting in the seat next to him. The two of them were standing, holding the rails. 

Every time the train shifted, Hawk’s arm flexed. So Ethan was free to watch the play of muscles exposed where Hawk had pushed the sleeves of his plaid, button-down shirt up his forearms. Hawk had great forearms and long, strong fingers. Those defined muscles probably came from working on motorcycles all day, twisting and torqueing bolts and metal. Wherever they came from, Ethan needed to stop obsessing about them. 

He dropped his gaze. Of course, then he stared at Hawk’s rear. He had tight, lifted buns that begged for Ethan’s touch. He could just imagine spreading those muscular globes as he sank balls deep into Hawk’s hole. 

Idiot, was it getting hot in here? After what happened last weekend the last thing he should be feeling was horny, but being around Hawk was more than enough to get him hot and bothered. That’s what happened when it had been almost a year since he’d had sex with someone besides his own hand. That, and the close proximity they’d had to endure recently. 

While he wanted to hate the man, more and more he was seeing exactly what Emma had seen in him. Ethan just couldn’t let that attraction develop any more. 

He turned his head and glanced out the window as another lightning strike lit up the sky. These storms were crazy. It was hard to believe he hadn’t realized the weather had turned so bad. But if they didn’t die tonight in the Arch, then the outing had been worth it. 

Because he’d found the inspiration at Hawk’s house for the final detail that the plans for his rebranding had been missing. 

The metro slowed to their stop, and they got off outside the entrance to the park. Since they already had their tickets, they could go directly to the Arch.

Ethan swallowed hard as they came out from the underground metro station and he could see just how high that sucker was. “Think we have time to go get a drink somewhere?”

Hawk laughed and shook his head. “No, we don’t. Come on, don’t chicken out on me now.”

“You act like I wasn’t chickening out on you before. I think you forget how I’ve been shaking like a leaf ever since I read Emma’s directive.” That wasn’t the manliest thing to admit, but he was in real danger of having a panic attack. Hawk needed to be fully aware of that, and they hadn’t even begun to discuss his issues with tiny, enclosed spaces. Oh, idiot. This was not going to be fun.

Hawk chuckled low. “You’re going to be fine. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

Thunder rumbled in the distance, but for the moment, the rain seemed to have slacked off. The only positive right now. “Um, you do realize that it’s been storming for hours, and we’re about to go get in a metal tube that reaches up into the sky like a huge lightning rod.”

“Come on.” Hawk dragged him by the arm to the underground entrance. “They wouldn’t let us go into it if it wasn’t safe.” 

“You know that’s what everyone thinks, but what if everyone is wrong?”

“Emma is your guardian angel. She would never send you on this mission without making sure you came out of it alive.”

That argument shut his whining down.

Chapter Nine

Hawk settled into the tiny, enclosed metal cage that would carry them up the ascent of the Arch. The rain had kept the crowds away tonight, so Ethan and he had a pod to themselves. From the very green shade of Ethan’s face, that was probably a good thing. Please don’t let him hurl. 

Ethan’s eyes were screwed shut and his mouth hung open as he almost panted out breaths. Sweat dotted his hairline. 

Then the pod began to move. Going up the Arch was one of the most bizarre and unique systems Hawk had ever been in. He had no idea how long the ride had been there, but it was like a slow moving rollercoaster. These little metal pods were pulled up the assent in a slow zigzag. Hawk had always thought it was really cool, but as Ethan’s skin paled to translucent, he got the feeling Ethan didn’t think the same. 

“Talk to me. What’s going on?”

“Oh, you know.” Ethan’s voice wavered. “We’re just in this teeny tiny metal box, going higher and higher into the sky where we could plunge to our deaths in a fiery inferno.”

Hawk snorted. “Okay,” he said slowly. “I can see you have this panic under control.”

Ethan started to breathe faster, his eyes clenched tight. Heck, at this rate, he was going to hyperventilate and pass out.

Hawk scooted around the seat so that he was in front of Ethan. “Look at me.” 

“I...I don’t think I can.”

Hawk smiled. Dang, this guy. To come up here when his phobia was this bad was incredible. He studied Ethan’s beautiful face. He had a strong jawline made even more prominent with his clenched teeth. His dark, long, thick eyelashes stood in stark relief against his pale skin. Hawk brushed his thumb across that high cheekbone. Ethan needed a distraction to get him through this, so Hawk leaned forward and brushed his lips across Ethan’s dry ones. 

Ethan’s mouth opened on a gasp of surprise. Hawk didn’t let that deter him, not when he finally, finally had his mouth on this man. He reached behind Ethan’s head and ran his hand into the short, prickly hair at his nape, pulling him forward. 

Ethan came willingly. On a moan, Ethan began kissing him back and quickly took control of the exchange. 

Pure lust shot through Hawk. He angled his head and deepened their connection. Ethan tasted like the cinnamon candy he’d eaten on the train, but below that was the essence of Ethan, and he tasted so good.

Ethan was a fantastic kisser, aggressive, but controlled and passionate. The difference was astounding, considering just seconds ago he’d been on the verge of a panic attack. Ethan gave as good as he got, wrapping his hands around Hawk’s waist and pulling him in tighter.

Little moans and sounds erupted from Ethan’s chest, driving Hawk’s arousal even higher. His cock thickened behind the stiff fabric of his jeans. Dang, he wanted more of this man, but Hawk had ridden up the Arch enough to know that they were almost to the top. Reluctantly he pulled back.

Ethan’s lips were swollen and wet. His eyes fluttered open. Arousal tinged his cheeks red, a much better look than the sickly pale he’d been before. 

“Why’d you stop?” Ethan asked huskily.

“Because in about fifteen seconds, they’re going to open that door, and I figured we didn’t want to give the attendants a show.”

Suddenly, Ethan came back to himself and remembered where they were. His eyes widened in surprise and maybe a little wariness, too. “You distracted me.” His voice sounded scratchy and aroused. 

A cascade of goosebumps shivered down Hawk’s spine. “Sorry, I couldn’t help myself.”

“Thanks. I appreciate the help. Maybe I can repay the favor sometime.” Ethan ran a thumb over his lower lip, and then lowered his gaze to Hawk’s sizeable erection. 

Hawk focused on that movement and groaned at the thought of what those lips and mouth could do to his toe. But his cock wasn’t deflating with this train of thought, and they were about to have to walk away from the privacy of this little space. 

“Stop that,” he hissed, “or else someone’s going to try to have me arrested when we get off here for being a pervert.”

Ethan guffawed. “Well, aren’t all these monuments some sort of phallic symbol? I’m sure you wouldn’t be the first guy to pop a boner because of it.”

“Forget you, you mongrel.” But laughing helped the matter, so when the door slid open, he had things somewhat under control again.

Ethan held back and let Hawk leave their little transport first. They climbed a few steps and then were in the observation area of the Arch.

Hawk glanced back at Ethan. He’d paled again, but he didn’t look quite as bad as he had on the ride up before the kiss.

Because of the curve of the Arch, the entire area was like an enclosed hill. Hawk reached back and pulled Ethan toward the other side. With the decrease in people up here tonight, they would almost feel like they were alone over on the far side. 

So far, Ethan had carefully avoided the windows, staring down at the floor. 

But they’d chanced upon the perfect night to be up here. He shielded Ethan’s body from view of everyone else and then turned him toward the windows. “Come on, E, you don’t want to miss this. Look outside. Just don’t look directly down, and you should be fine.” 

Fine tremors slid under Ethan’s skin, but he followed Hawk’s commands. Ethan slowly opened his eyes

The lights of St. Louis sparkled like twinkle lights on the ground. The storms were a little farther away right now, but no less fantastic with their lightning show off in the distance.

“It’s like a imaginary picture from a far off, magical kingdom,” Ethan said quietly, awe coloring his voice.

“See, it’s not so bad, is it?”

Ethan turned to him and grinned, playfully hooking his finger through the belt loop of Hawk’s jeans. “Not so bad at all. In fact, it’s pretty darn perfect. Thank you.”

Hawk’s skin flushed under Ethan’s heated gaze. And he’d just gotten that errant erection under control. “You don’t have to thank me. This was all your sister’s idea.”

Ethan’s expression fell a little bit at the mention of his sister. 

Hawk wished he could do something to take that pain away, but Ethan had to work through it and go through the transitions of grief on his own, unfortunately. 

“Yeah,” Ethan said, “but even with her requirements, I’m not sure I would have made it up here without your support. So thank you. I still don’t understand her reasoning behind it all, but I’m happy she chose you as my partner in crime.” The little frown that had formed between Ethan’s eyebrows at the mention of his sister stayed there. Ethan stepped back putting some space between the two of them. 

Hawk tried not to let that bother him too much. Heck, he should be happy that the guy no longer actively hated him. But after that kiss, the separation hurt.

Another series of lightning strikes streaked across the sky, lighting it up. Everyone in the observation deck gasped at the incredible display. 

“It’s like an amazing fireworks show put on by nature,” Ethan murmured.

The most fascinating thing about it was that they could see it in both directions since the storms covered the night sky. It was truly spectacular. “I’m thinking we’re going to get hit again. It’s getting closer.”

“Yeah,” Ethan shivered. “Do you think we can go down now?”

Hawk grinned. “Yep, but first we need a selfie to send to Katya.” 

They leaned in together. Ethan smelled so good, like the rain outdoors and the spice of his cologne or soap. His scent had woody undertones that hit all the right notes for Hawk’s libido. He just wanted more, more being together, this closeness, more taking all of Ethan in. 

He held up his phone so the view behind them could be seen, too. He fumbled with the camera for a moment, not because he couldn’t take the photo, but because he enjoyed standing so close to Ethan. So sue him. He was a little horny. Okay, a lot horny. When Ethan had withdrawn a few minutes ago, he’d begun to realize he might not get many more chances like this.

While he was positive Emma planned this all to work out for Ethan, he wasn’t so sure what her intentions had been with regard to him. The fact was, they hadn’t been on good terms when she died...something that would forever haunt Hawk. She had to know how hard this would be for him. This may be her way of getting her revenge from beyond for that last night they had together. A night that still filled him with guilt and regret when he thought about it. So instead, he focused on Ethan.

“Ready to brave the descent?”

“No, but if we waited for that to happen, we’d have to live up here.” Ethan glanced back toward the window and shuddered. “No matter how pretty it is at this moment, that’s not even an option. Let’s go.” Ethan grabbed him and fled toward the capsules heading down.

Unfortunately, they weren’t alone on the descent, so Hawk just had to watch Ethan sweat it out on his own. The young couple in the car with them kept watching him warily. It was obvious to all of them that this was a test of strength for his stomach. Why didn’t they have barf bags in these things? Surely Ethan wasn’t the only person with had issues who’d ever ridden in one.

When the cart came to a halt at the bottom, they all stood back and let Ethan lunge off first. He made a beeline straight to the door leading outside where he gulped in the damp, muggy night air. 

Hawk rubbed up and down his back. “Are you okay?

“Yeah, but it’s done now, and I am never doing that again.”

“Fair enough,” Hawk said with a laugh. “How about we go find our boat instead?”

“Sounds good. Are there bars on those things?”

“I guess we’ll find out.” It was a good thing they hadn’t driven tonight.

***

In fact, there were a couple of bars on the dinner cruise barge. Several barges ran night cruise dinners on the Mississippi, based out of the St. Louis docks, but this was the first time Hawk had actually been on one. 

This one was nice. It looked like it catered to a hipper, younger crowd. There were the expected romantic couples, but there were also small groups of friends. In the front of the boat was a dining room with a bar, but in the back was a more trendy pub style bar. A live jazz ensemble played music between the two spaces. Guests could choose to partake in a late, sit-down dinner or enjoy the finger foods and appetizers in the bar. 

Hawk and Ethan had chosen to sit at a cozy table outside in a covered area that felt almost like a deck back behind the bar. It was dark and intimate. After they’d each ordered a beer, they settled to watch the storm in the distance of the dark night sky. So far, the rain had skirted all around the city, but they hadn’t gotten wet yet since they’d come downtown.

Ethan gestured toward the inside of the boat. “Have you ever taken a date on anything like this?”

Hawk shook his head. “Naw, I guess I’m not the romantic sort. I never bring girls out to places like this.” Mainly because he’d never gotten serious like that about anyone since Craig. “Craig was always the romantic one, but he was deathly afraid of water, so this is my first time. What about you?”

“No, I’ve always thought taking one of these cruises would be fun, but I’ve never dated anyone long enough to do something like this.”

“Never?” Hawk hadn’t really sat down and thought about it, but now he realized he knew virtually nothing about Ethan’s romantic history. “You’ve never been in a serious relationship.”

“Once.” Ethan’s voice grew faint. “At least it was serious on my part, but then I discovered the guy was trying to mess around with both Emma and me, so... No, there’s never been anyone serious.”

Hawk winced. “How long ago was that?”

“High school, so even without the crazy circumstances it barely counts, right?” 

Ethan tried to laugh it off, but Hawk could see through him. “I don’t know. It sounds to me like it counted a lot, especially if you never recovered from it.”

“I recovered.”

“Um, I find that hard to believe if you haven’t dated since. You don’t strike me as a love ’em and leave ’em type.”

“I know, right? Because it’s hard to see why every gay guy out there isn’t wanting to get some of this.” Ethan dragged his hand up and down in front of him.

“Honestly? Yeah, it is hard to believe. You’re an amazing guy, E. Gorgeous, sexy, funny...”

Ethan swiped Hawk’s beer bottle out of his hand and lifted it above his head. 

“Hey, that’s mine.” Hawk tried to grab it back.

Ethan shook his head and held the bottle as far away from Hawk as he could. “I don’t know what’s up with you because I’ve only seen you drink half of this, but obviously you can’t hold your liquor. I’ll keep this for the sake of your health. We can’t have you end up in the ER with alcohol poisoning.”

Hawk laughed. “Give it back, you mongrel. Just because you can’t see the truth in my words doesn’t make them not true.”

Ethan slowly handed Hawk the bottle, but he could still see the disbelief in Ethan’s gaze.

“I’m serious. Any guy would be lucky to count you as a lover.”

“Even you?” Ethan’s gaze was intense, his lips parted on shallow breaths. 

Hawk sucked in a harsh gasp. His jeans were suddenly way too restrictive and his lungs way too shallow. “Yeah, I’d love to have sex with you,” he said in a low tone, but even he could hear the yearning in his own voice. 

He’d wanted Ethan forever, and not a thing about that had changed, including the reasons why he couldn’t have him. But that didn’t change a blasted thing about what he wanted with every fiber of his being, especially the ones centered in his groin.

Ethan’s eyes widened momentarily, but then his gaze dropped to Hawk’s lips. Hawk couldn’t resist the temptation. He licked them, and that was all it took. Ethan dove for Hawk.

They stood and came together in a clash of hands and lips and teeth. Hawk had a single second to be thankful that they were out here all alone before he got completely consumed by Ethan. 

The kiss going up the Arch had been driven and amazing, but this one was different. It was pure passion, pure need, pure...everything Hawk had ever wanted. This...this is what he’d never had. Not even with Craig. 

Was it too soon for thoughts like that? Probably. Those feelings were wrong on so many levels. He was Emma’s brother. But that didn’t stop those thoughts from flitting through his brain like little fireflies, lit with hope and dreams and things that he shouldn’t ever be feeling about this particular man in his arms. 

Ethan pulled out of their embrace first. He panted and pressed his forehead up against Hawk’s. “We can’t do this here. We’re in public in the middle of the river.” He looked deep into Hawk’s eyes and moaned. “Why did we think going out on a boat was a good idea?” 

Lust had blown Ethan’s pupils, but the silver edges of his irises shone, reflecting the sporadic surrounding light. This man was so beautiful. Whatever he wanted, Hawk would give him. 

“Let me come back to your place tonight and forget you,” Ethan said. “I know you say you don’t do men anymore, but I promise you, I’ll make it good for you. You feel this thing between us, too. Please just don’t let this stop. Not tonight.”

Like Hawk would say no to that. “Yes. Oh goodness, yes.” He grabbed Ethan’s hand and placed it on his throbbing crotch. “That’s for you. No woman gets me this hard this quickly. Heck, no man has, either. This is all about you and me. No one else. I want you, E, however, whenever. I’m yours.”

“Idiot, that’s hot.” Ethan leaned into Hawk, biting his lower lip. It was a teasing touch. They both knew they were too close, too on edge right now for anything more, but it was enough. 

His cock flexed against the hard press of his zipper. Pre-cum leaked out the tip of his toe. Heck, he could probably come just like this if Ethan kept it up. That’s how much this man turned him on.

“How much longer is this cruise?” he asked.

Ethan groaned. “Too long. Let’s go in, grab another drink, and listen to the band or else I’m gonna be tempted to bend you over the rail right here, right now.” 

If only Ethan meant it. Hawk just prayed Ethan didn’t change his mind in the meantime.

***

The next hour and a half finishing up the cruise and then surviving the metro ride home seemed to take hours, weeks, days. Anticipation built with tiny, secret touches and glances that had Hawk itching under his skin with the need for more of Ethan. He might be more miserable about his raging hard-on except Ethan was in exactly the same state of need, and that just ratcheted his desire even higher. 

But finally, they tumbled through the door of Hawk’s house. He shut it, locking it one single motion as Ethan shoved him up against it.

Ethan grabbed his hands and pinned them above his head and thrust their groins together. Hard lengths pressed tight. So hot. Unexpected. 

Even through two layers of jeans, Hawk could almost feel every ridge and surge of Ethan’s erection, sliding beside his own. Heat gathered in his groin, sweat trailed down his spine. Hawk moaned. Ethan felt so good against him with clothes on. How much better would this be once they were naked? They didn’t even take time to turn on the lights. This was all about the two of them exploring by touch and taste. Hands and teeth and tongues everywhere. 

As Ethan dominated the kiss, Hawk submitted to his lead, letting him move and mold him however he wanted. He loved Ethan’s aggressiveness. As long as Ethan kept touching him, Ethan could have control to do whatever he wanted.

Ethan switched his grip on Hawk’s wrists, holding him by one hand. Although Ethan was physically smaller than Hawk, he was hella strong—not that Hawk was trying to get away—and that was mouth-watering sexy. 

With his free hand, Ethan pulled Hawk’s shirt up his chest, Ethan’s palm running across the muscles of his abdomen. A shudder of sensation rolled over him, lighting up his skin and nerves, ratcheting his desire so much higher. He didn’t realize he could go higher. 

The callouses of Ethan’s fingers explored over Hawk’s torso.  Hawk panted, and when Ethan found his nipple, he began whimpering in need. Ethan twisted and flicked the tight bud, and Hawk eagerly pressed into his hand. 

Ethan scraped his teeth along the edge of Hawk’s jaw. “I love that you’re so sensitive,” he murmured. “You’re so hot like this.”

“Please. More,” Hawk gasped. 

“Don’t rush me.” Ethan pinched Hawk’s nipple, and Hawk had to bite back the shock of pain and then another hard rush of arousal. “I’m enjoying myself.” Ethan licked and bit down Hawk’s neck, heading toward that now throbbing nipple. “Just sit back”—suck—“take your pleasure”–bite—“and let me play.” Ethan’s hot, wet mouth engulfed the now ultra-sensitive nipple.

“Ungh.” As Hawk’s eyes rolled back into his head at the intense pleasure, he lost the ability to form real words.

While Ethan laved at Hawk’s nipple, he started unbuckling Hawk’s pants with a twist of his single hand. 

Hawk tugged at his trapped hands. “Please, I want to touch you, too.”

“No, not yet.” Ethan managed to get Hawk’s jeans undone.

Hawk could almost breathe a sigh of relief at the sudden lack of tightness that had been torturing his toe. But then Ethan reached his hand into Hawk’s boxer briefs and stroked his shaft, spreading the wetness from the tip down the length. A different kind of torture began...the kind that had him panting through his mouth trying to not orgasm too quickly. 

“Someone’s excited,” Ethan said, jacking Hawk slowly and methodically.

“I’m really hoping there are actually two of us in that state right now, but I’m not free to check.”

Ethan’s hand stopped. 

Hawk almost cried at the loss of friction.

“You’re not complaining, are you?” Ethan asked with an evil hint to his words. 

“Oh, hell no, Sir.” The  “Sir” had just slipped out. It was part of his conditioning with Craig. 

When Ethan’s eyes widened in pleasure, he couldn’t regret the slip. And then Ethan dropped to his knees, and Hawk couldn’t think anymore at all.

Wet heat engulfed his hard, throbbing cock. His hips thrust up automatically, and he didn’t realize his hands were free until they threaded through Ethan’s soft, thick hair. But it was all happening too soon, too fast. This wasn’t how he wanted to come. He wanted to do that with Ethan deep in his rear.

“Ethan,” he prodded, but the man only response was to roll his tongue under the ridge of the head of his toe. “No, no, no. Don’t do that.”

Ethan popped off. “What’s wrong? You don’t like it?” His lips were moist and shiny, swollen in the low light.

“Yes, I love it. Too much. I don’t want to come down your throat the first time. I want to come with you buried in my rear. Please.”

Ethan shot up from the floor. “I think that can be arranged.” 

Hawk focused on pulling off Ethan’s clothes and touching his skin now that he had his hands free. He didn’t plan to lose this chance to do some exploring of his own. 

Every time he exposed Ethan’s skin, he was surprised anew at just how much lean, sculpted muscle the guy had. Hawk ghosted his fingertips across the ridges of Ethan’s stomach to the treasure trail leading below the waistband of his bright red Andrew Christian underwear. His erection stood out prominently against the thin material. 

“These are nice,” Hawk said. “I didn’t see them that day at Miller’s store.”

“Yeah.” Ethan flushed and bit his bottom lip. “I added them last minute.”

“Hmm.” Hawk traced the thick vein visible under the fabric. “Remind me to thank Miller and buy you several more pairs.”

“Don’t you dare.” Ethan flushed red. “Why are we talking about my underwear? I thought I was going to forget you?” 

Hawk’s mouth dried. “Yes, please.” He kissed Ethan, another open-mouth, dirty, aggressive move. He pulled Ethan’s cock out of his underwear and wrapped his hands around the two dicks together. The heat and friction of the steel shaft against his own was heaven.

“You keep that up and we’ll have to wait through recovery time first.” 

Hawk made an unhappy sound at the thought, but that didn’t stop his motions. Those felt too good right now to halt.

“Tell me you have supplies here somewhere,” Ethan demanded. 

“Yeah,” he panted, “in the nightstand by my bed.” 

“Where?”

That one word demand was enough to get Hawk moving. He led Ethan to his bedroom on the other side of the kitchen. 

Neither of them were fully dressed, so it didn’t take much to strip down. Hawk flipped on the small lamp on the nightstand and removed a strip of condoms and lube from the drawer. 

Pulling the comforter down, he asked, “Where do you want me?”

“In the middle of the bed, on your back, with your legs in the air.” 

He rushed to comply, but then felt completely exposed and vulnerable after he assumed the position. Craig had always done this from behind. But as Ethan lay over top of him, their bodies aligned from hips to shoulders, this felt oddly more intimate. Being able to look into his lover’s eyes was a little more than he’d bargained for. 

Emotion shone out of Ethan’s intense gaze. Hawk reached up and brushed his hand across the taut skin of Ethan’s cheekbone. “You’re so beautiful.”

Ethan’s gaze softened. “That’s the lust talking.” 

“No.” Hawk rolled his hips. “That’s the lust talking. Recognizing your beauty is simply an observation.”

Ethan kissed him again, but this time it was a slower, deeper kiss. A connection that Hawk felt all the way to his toes. 

The lid of the lube clicked, and cold liquid drizzled at his rear. He tried to relax into Ethan’s touch, but it had been a long time since he’d last done this. Even with that sudden tension, his cock strained against his belly and continued to leave a constant trail of pre-cum dribbling as it flexed toward Ethan’s touch. 

Ethan slowly rubbed and massaged Hawk’s tight, puckered hole, gently pressing and probing. 

Hawk blew out a breath, trying to relax into the invasive touch that felt both right and wrong at the same time.

After adding more liquid, Ethan pushed a fingertip inside the tight ring of muscle. “Dang, you’re tight. This is going to take a while.”

“Sorry?” Although he really wasn’t. He’d waited so long to be like this with Ethan.

Ethan laughed, even though it sounded almost pained. “Don’t worry. I’m not complaining. I’m just imagining how amazing it’s going to feel in there.”

Hawk’s rear clenched at just the thought, and Ethan made another painful sound. “Hmm, yeah, just like that.”

When Ethan breached his rear with the second finger and then brushed over his prostate, he sucked Hawk’s cock down his throat. 

The mixed sensations exploded in pleasure that radiated out from his balls. Hawk yelled as his hips surged up in a purely reflexive action. 

Ethan continued to massage his fingers over the bundle of nerves while using his tongue and throat in the most torturous ways across Hawk’s toe. 

Hawk whined, whimpered, and begged. When Ethan finally worked the third finger inside, Hawk wasn’t willing to wait any longer. He grabbed hold of the condom and pulled Ethan up the bed using pure strength. “No more torture. Idiot me already.”

“Anxious much?” Ethan joked, but Hawk could hear the thread of tension in his voice. He was just as ready as Hawk. 

Hawk ripped open the latex and rolled it onto Ethan’s toe. As Hawk’s hands slowly stroked the thin material down the thick shaft, Ethan shuddered. 

Ethan quickly reached down to apply pressure to the base of his cock. “It’s been too long. This is going to be fast.” 

“No worries. I don’t think either one of us will set any records for stamina tonight. That just means we’ll be ready for round two quicker.”

“I like the sound of that.” Ethan leaned down and kissed Hawk as he notched the tip of his toe into Hawk’s now relaxed hole. Even with all the massaging, though, this would still be a tight fit.

Hawk bore down and breathed through the burn of penetration.

Ethan slowly moved in and out, taking his time to let Hawk adjust to his size. The sensation of being joined with Ethan stole Hawk’s breath. His rear filled with Ethan’s cock, tight and burning, but so right. His heart leapt at as he met Ethan’s concerned gaze, watching him carefully. 

It hit Hawk like a blow to the chest. He could fall in love with this man. 

By the time Ethan was balls deep, Hawk was writhing underneath him. 

Ethan stilled and breathed heavily through his open mouth. “I was right. You are so tight and hot. Dang, Hawk.” He squeezed his eyes shut tight. “You feel so good.”

“So do you,” Hawk agreed. He grabbed Ethan by the neck and kissed him. “Now move, dang it.”

Ethan pulled back and then began to thrust in earnest. With every plunge, his long cock brushed over Hawk’s prostate, driving him insane. His balls boiled with the need to come. Nerves stretched in every direction from his groin, lighting him up from within. 

“Jack yourself,” Ethan instructed as his hips snapped against Hawk’s rear. He pulled Hawk’s legs over his shoulders. 

The change in the angle, along with his frantic grip on Hawk’s toe, sent Hawk hurtling over the edge into orgasm. He didn’t even have time to give Ethan a warning. Long streaks of white liquid shot up high over his torso, painting his skin with cum.

Ethan grunted as his hips stuttered in short, manic bursts. His cock lengthened inside Hawk’s rear, and then he hollered and threw his head back as he pulsed and released. 

It was the hottest thing Hawk had ever seen. Ethan was normally a quiet, unassuming guy, but in the midst of orgasm, he was unbound and wild. Pure animal heat and magnetism. 

Everything Hawk had ever wanted.

Hawk’s heart jolted a little bit as he realized their actions tonight had changed everything. 

But he still couldn’t regret it.

Chapter Ten

Ethan awoke the next morning, lying snug against Hawk’s back, his arm thrown around Hawk’s torso, his morning wood pinned between Hawk’s thighs. More heat surged to his groin despite the fact they’d had sex and jerked one another off another three times last night.

Ethan’s hips shifted and his cock rubbed the underside of Hawk’s balls. Pleasure zinged through him.

Hawk groaned and did some slight shifting of his own. “I could get used to waking up like this.” His voice was thick with sleep.

Hawk reached down and ran his palm across the underside of Ethan’s cock, pressing the hard length so that it rubbed against the base of Hawk’s toe. They both groaned at the sensation. 

“Can you get off like this?” Hawk asked, his voice tight. “I think I’m too sore for penetration this morning.” 

“Oh, yeah.” Ethan thrust his hips as Hawk swiveled his rear into Ethan’s groin. 

The friction felt amazing. Ethan had never explored this position before, but it just might be his new favorite. Knowing that Hawk trusted him against his sensitive balls like this, Hawk’s fingers holding Ethan tight against him. Every time he considered just where his toe rubbed against Hawk’s body, a shot of arousal zinged straight up his groin. No, this wouldn’t take him long to get off at all. 

He kissed the back of Hawk’s neck, tasting the salty sweat there. They’d never showered again after their final bout of sex in the middle of the night. It had been frantic groping done half asleep. 

Ethan had never slept with a man in a bed the whole night, so waking up aroused with a hard male next to him had proven to be simply too tempting. 

At the touch of Ethan’s lips on his neck, Hawk’s thrusts sped up with a grunt, his muscles tense and hard in Ethan’s arms. Hawk’s heart pounded fast against Ethan’s chest and his breathing sped up.

Ethan reached down and wrapped his hand around the man’s tight, thick erection. 

“I’m close,” Hawk gasped, and he threw his head back onto Ethan’s shoulder. “Please say you’re almost there, too.”

At the words, Ethan’s balls tightened and pulled up. The telltale tingling arced down his back and across his balls and groin. “So close.” 

His hips popped frantically, but then Hawk froze on a low groan. Hot liquid shot all over Ethan’s palm. Hawk shook from the intense pleasure as Ethan continued to jack his toe. 

That was so hot. 

Feeling Hawk come sent Ethan over the edge right after him. He yelled as white-hot pleasure zinged through his balls, and he spurted cum through the middle of Hawk’s thighs. Jolt after jolt, his toe pulsed. 

On a final groan, he dropped his forehead to Hawk’s back. “I don’t think my nads are ever going to forgive me for neglecting them for so long and then shocking them with a night of marathon sex and orgasms. Heck, I didn’t know it was possible for balls to be this sore and at the same time feel this good. If they fall off from over use, I’m blaming you.”

“Hey, don’t blame me. You’re the one that started it. I was just lying here, sleeping and minding my own business. And dang it, these are my last clean sheets.” They’d changed them once already during the middle of the night so no one would have to sleep in the wet spot. “Can you hand me a couple of tissues from the box on the nightstand?”

“I’m not sure I can move.” In fact, Ethan felt so relaxed he was tempted to stay here and simply go back to sleep for a couple more hours. 

“Then your toe is going to end up permanently stuck in the mess in between my legs. While I don’t mind having it there—your toe, not the mess—I’m thinking it could get awkward long-term.”

“Nag, nag, nag.” Ethan sat up with a grin and reached over to the nightstand. 

His smile faltered.

Instead of the tissue box, he picked up the large photo frame of Emma and Hawk together and pulled away from Hawk. He slid off the side of the bed and fell to the floor in stunned realization. 

What had he been thinking? He had Hawk’s spunk drying on his left hand, his own cum drying between Hawk’s balls. But in his right hand was every reminder of why this was the absolute worst thing he could have done... 

From a distance, he heard Hawk call his name and scramble off the bed beside him, but he ignored that. In the picture, Hawk stood with his strong, bare muscular torso wrapped around Emma in her bikini. She was smiling and laughing, looking up at him with so much devotion and love radiating out from her expression. The photo had been taken at a lake, probably last summer...

Before she’d gotten sick.

Before Hawk had broken her heart.

Before she’d died. 

And before Ethan had slept with the one man who’d destroyed her in the worst way. 

Bile rose up Ethan’s throat. He rose on shaky legs. “I have to go.” He dropped the frame to the floor, the shattering glass a reflection of his heart. How could he have done this to her? 

Again. 

How could Hawk? Heck, the man still slept with her photo on his nightstand. 

Ethan had been the worst sort of chump. 

Again. 

This is why Emma had been so ruthlessly taken from him. God knew he didn’t deserve someone like her in his life. But God had made a mistake. He shouldn’t have taken Emma. He should have taken Ethan.

“Ethan, wait,” Hawk called after him as he scrambled off the bed, but Ethan was already out in the hall. “Ow, dang it.” 

Hawk had probably cut his foot on the glass on the floor, the same glass that had poked Ethan’s feet, but he was numb to it all. 

He just continued walking, gathering his clothes and putting them on as he went, leaving a trail of blood down the hall. It all seemed somehow symbolic. Apropos. 

That trail of blood symbolized the parts of his soul and heart he’d left in Hawk’s bed, shower, and home. The parts attached to the memory of Emma and her love for Hawk that he’d spent the last twelve hours desecrating. 

He was the lowest form of human being.

He didn’t remember the drive home. He pulled into his garage, shut the garage door, and lost it. He’d messed everything up. He’d gone after the one man she’d loved. His chest felt crushed with the weight and guilt of how he’d betrayed her...again. And this time, he didn’t even have the excuse of not realizing. Dang it, dang it, dang it.

“I’m so sorry, Emma,” he whispered and sobbed as he crumpled over in the front seat of his car, too focused on his grief to pay attention to anything else. 

Minutes later, he realized something was wrong.

He was so sleepy. His head was fuzzy. As if in a dream, he looked around the inside of the garage and realized the car was still running. Oh goodness. He lunged for the door handle, but couldn’t get his brain to coordinate with his hand. 

Darkness engulfed him.

Chapter Eleven

Hawk probably shouldn’t have let Ethan walk out of his house. He’d seen the devastation and regret that colored every plane of Ethan’s pale, beautiful face as he’d looked at that photo. Hawk had been a coward. He didn’t want to hear the words that he knew would come out of Ethan’s mouth next about how this had been a mistake. He refused to believe the best night of his entire life could have been a mistake. 

Hawk used the tweezers to remove another chunk of glass out of the bottom of his foot. He hissed at the gush of blood that followed. That piece had been the biggest and the last. He was pretty sure he’d gotten it all out. He poured the bottle of rubbing alcohol over his foot, cursing at the burn that ensued. A burn he deserved for not removing that photo a long time ago. But Emma had been one of the best people he’d ever had in his life. He didn’t want to forget her or even let her go. Not yet, even if he was really angry at her for what she was doing to him right now.

He bandaged the cuts and then wrapped his entire foot in gauze to try to stem the bleeding. He didn’t want to get stitches. He hobbled to his kitchen where he found the disinfectant, paper towels, and dustpan and then he set to cleaning up the mess his stupidity had wrought. Hopefully, when Ethan got home he wouldn’t be so distraught that he didn’t doctor his own bleeding feet. 

Guilt assailed Hawk. He’d need to go check on Ethan, but the last person Ethan probably wanted to see right now was him. Maybe he could have Katya do it. She was just as duplicitous in all this as Emma. She should see part of the fallout this whole scheme had caused.

In fact, that was the perfect solution. He stopped cleaning and pulled up her number in his cell phone contacts. A glance at the clock had him wincing. It was only seven thirty in the morning. Hopefully she was an early riser. 

“Mr. Simmons,” she answered sounding wide-awake. “What can I do for you? How’d the outing go last night?”

“Last night was fine...” Dang, it had been better than fine. “Actually it was amazing, but Katya, everything went to trash this morning. Ethan left here hurt and upset. Can you please go by and check on him for me?”

“This morning...does that mean—”

“It doesn’t matter anymore.” He cut her off not wanting to talk about them having sex. “Please, just go check on him for me. He cut his foot on some glass and was really upset. I’d go do it myself, but I don’t think he wants to see me. Please? You know what a mess this is. You need to help now.”

“Of course. I just finished working out, and my gym is right around the corner from his place. I can be there in five minutes. I’ll call you after I leave. Just hang tight, Hawk. I’m sure it’s not as bad as you think.”

No, it was actually probably worse. 

He hobbled over to his desk and pulled out the letter from Emma that Katya had given him. He took a deep breath and then unfolded it for the hundredth time.

Hawk-

I’m so sorry. Sorry that I never got to say goodbye. Sorry that I never got a chance to explain. Sorry that I’ve hidden from you like a coward all these months. I know I owe you an explanation. I just hope this will suffice and that you can forgive me and move on. I want you to be happy, and I know that’s not how you’re living now. 

First I need to explain...I know that I overreacted that night when you called me Ethan. It was just such a shock and while we were never romantic like that, my first reaction was anger and jealousy, especially since it happened at that particular moment. That was small of me. But then the next day I found out I had cancer and my life went to perdition. I was so focused on treatment and trying to survive, I didn’t give you the consideration I should have. I’M SO SORRY! Despite all appearances, I never blamed you. 

Please forgive me...

I regret shutting you out so much, but by the time I realized the extent of what I’d done, we’d discovered treatment wasn’t going to work, and I was really sick. I couldn’t do that to you, expose you to my dying. You took it so hard in those days when Craig lingered before his death. I love you too much to put you through that. 

Instead, I made a series of bad choices, and now I’m counting on you to do me this huge favor. Please, I hope you can forgive me enough to help.

Ethan doesn’t have anyone left. I know you haven’t spent much time around him—again, my fault—but E is one of those guys. If left to his own devices, I don’t think he’d ever leave the house...a true introvert. I’m worried about what will happen to him after I die.

And this is where it gets even more complicated. E is angry with you. I didn’t tell him what happened with you that night and for right now I need you to keep that quiet. We have a complicated history with guys that we both were attracted to which muddies everything. 

Right now he’s sad and grieving. It would be way too easy for him to internalize all that and sink into himself. I know E and that’s his defense mechanism. But if he’s angry with you—and nothing gets him angrier than when he’s feeling protective of me—then maybe we can keep him focused outward...on you. 

He needs outside focus now more than anything. It will keep him from sinking into his own grief and sadness especially if you’re in his face every day. Help me here, Hawk. Don’t let E get lost inside himself. I may have died, but I’m counting on you to show him how to live again. You know firsthand how debilitating grief can be. Help me heal him. Please...

Do this one thing for me, and I promise not to haunt you from the grave. J/K, I would never do that. In fact, I’ll promise you right now that I’m watching over you, trying to protect and guide you. 

Because let’s face it...you’re a guy. You need all the help I can give.

Hawk, you are one of the best men I know, and I don’t know of anyone else I can trust with this task to get Ethan moving again, living again. Please just do this for me. I do love you...in the platonic friends way that means I would always have your back if I still could. Please have mine...and since I’m not there, have E’s back in my stead.

Love, 

Emma

Hawk wanted to crumple up the letter and throw it down the garbage disposal. She’d tied his hands and screwed him over with Ethan. Because Ethan still believed there had been more between Emma and him, he wouldn’t allow the two of them explore what they had together. 

With the way she’d written her will, if Hawk revealed the details of what she’d hidden from her brother, then Ethan would lose his business and home. She’d tied both their hands with that will. Ethan had to go along with her harebrained scheme to put them together over an over, and Hawk had to standby to facilitate the lies.

Emma had been one of his best friends, but he hated what she was doing here. But he owed her. After Craig’s sudden death, she had helped him recover from that. 

They’d both been lonely and mature enough about their friendship to have gotten physical but had always been just friends. He loved her, but it wasn’t a passionate love. Sex with her had been fantastic, just like an afternoon of playing football with friends was fantastic. It had been a physical outlet for both of them. Nothing more. 

What happened their last night together had been awful. After months of ignoring his attraction to Ethan, he’d slipped up and said had Ethan’s name when he’d orgasmed, and he’d felt horrible about it. No one needed to know their sex partner fantasized about other people when in the moment. 

It had been one of the most humiliating moments of both their lives, and he had no one to blame but himself. He should have called off their sexual relationship when he’d started jacking off to the idea of Ethan. But he hadn’t, and he had only regrets about that now. 

Because of his screw up, he hadn’t been there when Emma had been going through the fight for her life. By the time he’d found out she was sick, it was too late. Ethan wouldn’t let him in the house, telling him Emma didn’t want to see him, and Emma had been too weak to come to the door. She hadn’t contacted him, so he assumed that was his punishment...he never got to tell her goodbye. He’d wanted to respect her enough to honor her wishes. 

And here he was, making the same mistake. He couldn’t stand aside and wait for Ethan to calm down. He had to go talk to the man. If nothing else, Emma had shown him that he might not ever get another chance. 

He picked up his cell phone, wallet, keys and helmet, but before he could leave the house, his cell phone rang. 

His caller ID said, Katya.

“Hello?”

“Hawk, you need to come.” She sounded frantic and panicked. “The ambulance just left Ethan’s house. I found him unconscious, parked in his running car with the garage door shut. They’re not sure he’s going to make it. The ambulance is on the way to Trinity Hospital.”

Hawk took off at a run.

***

Hawk slid to a halt just inside the ER doors, frantically searching for Katya. 

She rushed over to his side, looking more frazzled than he’d ever seen her before. 

“Do you know anything yet?” he asked. Panic pulsed under his skin. Ethan couldn’t die. Hawk couldn’t lose him, too. Yes, things were screwed up between them right now, but if Ethan died, they’d have no chance to sort it all out. He had to have that chance, a second chance to make things right between them.

“No, they just arrived with him. The nurse told me to wait out here, and they’d come tell me as soon as they knew something.”

Hawk began to pace. “Did he ever regain consciousness?” Oh shoot, Ethan couldn’t die. Hawk had just found him. This was his fault. He’d been selfish. It was obvious, he wasn’t meant to have a relationship with a guy. He knew better than to grab onto Ethan, no matter how much he’d wanted him. This was just like Craig’s death all over again. 

He shuddered as he looked around. Same hospital. Same waiting room. No, he couldn’t have the same result. That simply wasn’t acceptable. 

He spun around and ran straight into Katya. He grabbed hold of her shoulders to steady her. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine, but come on.” She pulled him over to a secluded corner. “Sit down and tell me what happened.”

He ran a shaky hand through his hair. “This is my fault. I screwed up.”

“No. I don’t even have to know what happened last night to know that’s not true. You cannot be blamed for someone else’s actions. Ethan is a grown-rear man, and he made his own lousy choices here. That is not on you. But obviously, something upset him. What was it?” 

Hawk ran his hand over his face. “We had the best time last night. We’ve been getting along so much better, you know? It was almost like he forgave me for what happened when Emma got sick and I didn’t know, although I’ll say it again...keeping the details from him isn’t right or fair. If he survives this, I’m not hiding anything from him anymore.”

“Hawk, you know how Emma’s will is written. If you screw this up, he could lose everything.”

“No!” Hawk stood and threw his hands up in the air in frustration. “Harass that! This...” He gestured around the ER. “Him possibly back there, dying, is losing everything. All the rest of that garbage is just stuff, and it’s not worth his life. Oh my goodness. How could I think it was?” He pulled at his hair, needing to feel some tiny measure of the same pain he’d caused Ethan.

He turned back to her. “How did I let you and Emma’s letter convince me that this was the best for him?  He could be back there dead right now. And why? Because of secrets? No!” He shook his head. “That’s not acceptable. There has to be another way. There is another way. I’m going to tell him everything. This ends—”

A nurse walked up, shushing him. “I understand you’re upset,” she said calmly, “but if you can’t lower your voice, I’m going to have to call security. Do you understand?”

Hawk breathed heavily, the panic still battering at his insides. “Yes, I’m sorry. Can you tell us anything about Ethan Roberts? He was brought in about fifteen minutes ago.”

Pressing her lips together, she scanned both his and Katya’s worried faces. “Come with me, and I’ll see what I can find out.” 

They followed her over to the computer terminal where she typed in some details. “You said Ethan Roberts, right?”

“Yes,” Hawk answered. 

“Are you family?”

A lead ball dropped in Hawk’s stomach. They weren’t going to tell them anything, were they?

But Katya stepped forward. “No. Ethan no longer has any living relatives, but I’m his lawyer, and Hawk is his fiancé, so we should be cleared for disclosing medical information.”

The nurse studied them for a moment and gave them a nod. “Okay, it says here he’s been stabilized. Let me go check with the doctor to see if you’re allowed in to see him yet.”

“So, he’s going to be okay?” Hawk pressed, the panic of how close Ethan had come to dying still crawling under his skin like tiny ants. 

She gave him a kind smile. “There are no guarantees, but he’s improving. The doctor will be able to tell you more and give you more definitive answers.”

In less than a minute, she was back and leading them to a small exam room. Ethan lay in the bed, an oxygen mask over his face and looking too pale, but otherwise whole.

“He hasn’t regained consciousness yet, but that’s not unusual with acute carbon monoxide poisoning. I’ll tell the doctor you’re here, and he’ll probably be in within just a few minutes.”

She left them alone in the room with Ethan. 

Hawk approached the bed slowly, grabbing Ethan’s hand. For some reason, it was a shock to feel the heat under the skin. Ethan was so still. Hawk hadn’t really expected him to be alive. A sob caught in his throat. “You stupid, stupid man. I’m really not happy with you right now. Idiot, you scared me.” Emotion clogged his throat, and he couldn’t get any more words out. 

Katya ran her hand lightly up his back. “He’s okay. You heard the nurse. He’s going to be okay.”

“But what if you hadn’t gotten there in time? He could have...no, he would have died. Idiot, I can’t do this. I can’t stand by while another man I lo— care about, dies.” He took a deep shuddering breath. He also wouldn’t consider what he’d almost let slip there. No, he couldn’t think about that at all. Not now, not ever. “I’m not strong enough to do this again.”

He swallowed hard and gripped hold of Ethan’s hand tighter. He needed to know the man would be okay, but then he was done. Out. He just couldn’t. Even with the smell of Ethan still on his skin, taunting him with what could have been, his heart just wasn’t strong enough to do this anymore. Everything about his presence in Ethan’s life was just making everything so much harder for Ethan. This wasn’t fair to him. Hawk couldn’t be selfish like this. 

A middle-aged, slightly portly doctor opened the door and strode in the room. He extended a hand first to Katya and then to Hawk. “Hi, I’m Dr. Alvin. I’m the neurologist on staff tonight.”

Hawk stood up straighter. Neurologist? That didn’t sound good. 

“Hi, I’m Katya Monroe, Ethan’s attorney, and this is Hawk Simmons, his fiancé. What can you tell us about his condition?”

Dr. Alvin flipped through Ethan’s chart with a frown and read the tape on a couple of the machines monitoring him, too. “Mr. Simmons is very lucky you found him when you did. Carbon monoxide poisoning happens very quickly and can be quite deadly. My main concern right now is that he hasn’t regained consciousness. We have him on pure oxygen, which should help to clear the deadly gas out of his system, but if he doesn’t regain consciousness soon, then we’ll need to see if something else is going on. He may have some brain damage, but we’ll have to do some tests before we know for sure.”

He gazed at the two of them kindly. “Right now, if you need something to pray about, pray he wakes up. That would be the best-case scenario. But regardless, it looks like your friend tried to kill himself. He has a long road ahead of him for full recovery. Prepare yourselves for that. 

“Otherwise, we wait. If we don’t see more improvement soon, we have other methods that we can use.”

After the doctor left the room, Hawk’s legs gave out and he sank into the chair in the corner, dropping his head into his hands. 

“Are you okay?” Katya asked quietly. 

“No, nothing about this is okay. Twelve hours ago, everything was perfect, better than perfect. I thought he was happy, too. How did everything go to perdition so quickly? I don’t understand. Why would he do this? I understand he was upset, and I know he’s had a nasty year, but my goodness...to try and kill himself? I’ve just made everything worse, haven’t I? What if he doesn’t recover? The doctor said he could have brain damage. Did you hear that? How could a man so full of life yesterday possibly be brain-damaged hours later? I just can’t comprehend this. I don’t want to comprehend this.” Hawk shook his head as panic clawed at his chest.

“I can’t do this. I can’t be here. I’m not the right person for him. Emma made a mistake choosing me for this. I have to go.” Hawk darted toward the door, but then he stopped, his shoulders tight, his muscles coiled and ready to run as far and as fast as he could. 

But he couldn’t leave without telling Ethan a single truth...how much he cared and regretted pushing him to this point. He strode back over to Ethan’s bedside and leaned over and kissed his forehead. “I’m so sorry. I just keep on hurting people. First Emma. Now you. But you need to know that last night was the absolute best night of my life. You’re an amazing man, Ethan Roberts.” The words cracked under the pressure on his chest. “I’m so sorry. Goodbye.”

Katya stood silently in the corner, her fist pressed up against her mouth as tears rolled down her cheeks. He couldn’t look directly at her. “I’m sorry. I know I was supposed to do better with this project, but I can’t—” Finally, he looked at her. “Can you text me if he wakes up? I have to know whether he’s okay or not.”

She nodded silently, but then grabbed his arm as he walked out the door. “Go home. Decompress. But come back, please. I think you’re both going to regret everything that happened today. Just give him a chance. A choice.”

Hawk didn’t say anything. He couldn’t. If he opened his mouth again, he’d crumble. So he just nodded and walked out the door.

Chapter Twelve

Ethan regained consciousness slowly. He blinked his eyes and looked around the stark hospital room. He glanced down at the IV in his hand and became aware of the oxygen mask on his face. He tried to pull it off, but someone batted his hand away. 

He didn’t even realize his eyes had drifted shut again until he tried to argue with whoever was messing with him and realized he couldn’t see them. He peeled his eyes open and squinted at the nurse whose mouth moved, but he couldn’t hear her. 

He woke up in stages like that, partial awareness that developed over minutes, hours, days...heck, it could have been weeks for all he could tell. The world seemed to open before him, but he had to dig his way there through a thick gauzy cotton ball that sometimes fought more than other times. 

But finally, he found consciousness with his head pounding, throat dry, and stomach heaving. A nurse had to tell him why he was there. Then he remembered it all...the amazing night, the next morning, the photo, the self-recrimination, the car, and the garage. 

Was he thankful to still be alive?

That was still to be determined.

He was still trying to decide when Katya Monroe strode into his room with her briefcase in hand and a stern look on her face. His stomach sank just like it had when he was a teenager and he’d been in trouble with his mother. 

When had Katya become that person in his life? 

But since she was the one who seemed to clean it all up after he screwed up, she’d definitely become his caretaker. So much for being twenty-five years old and responsible for his own life. He was a complete and total mess.

“Hi,” he said cautiously. He wasn’t sure how much she knew about it all.

“Well, hello there. It’s nice to see you awake and somewhat aware. I was here earlier. Do you remember that?”

“No, I’m sorry. I don’t remember much before now besides trying to get awake and failing. How long have I been here?”

“Considering you almost died, not that long. I found you at your house at seven forty-five this morning. It’s almost eight thirty at night now. Do you remember what happened to land you in this bed?”

He looked away, out the darkened window. “Yeah.”

“You don’t have anything else to add? Oh, I don’t know...maybe an apology for the fact that I thought you were dead when I found you? Or the fact that Hawk is beyond devastated?”

The nausea that had already been boiling in his gut churned even more. “Hawk was here?”

“Of course, you idiot. Who do you think called me so that I knew to come to come to your house?”

“You know,” a doctor said as he came in the door flipping through a patient folder, “we don’t usually recommend calling patients idiots. Although in this case, I might agree with you.” He looked up at Ethan with a tight smile. “How are you feeling Mr. Roberts? Do you feel like you almost died? Because you did. You were almost successful in killing yourself this morning, and now you and I get to spend a lot of time together.” 

Ethan froze. What kind of doctor was this who thought it was okay to talk to him this way?

“Ah, there it is, I can already see the excitement in your eyes.”

“Who the heck are you?”

“I’m your new BFF. I’m the guy who has to sign the paperwork that says you aren’t a danger to yourself or others so that you can go home.” The doctor lowered his voice and whispered, “I suggest you kiss up.” And then he stood up straight like that wasn’t completely bizarre. “They like to call me the hospital psychiatrist, but you can call me Dr. Dixon. Dix if you want to be more casual.”

This guy didn’t look like any psychiatrist Ethan could ever imagine. He was young, maybe in his early thirties, and obviously a body builder if the straining sleeves on his white coat were any indication. His black hair was cut military short, and although he wore glasses over his blue eyes, they just made him more attractive. Like a Clark Kent kind of attractive. Add that to his comments, and Ethan wasn’t so sure that this guy wasn’t a psycho instead of a doctor.

The doctor zeroed in on Katya. “Well, hello.” He stepped over to her and reached out his hand to shake. “I’m Dix. Would you like to go to dinner so we can talk about how messed up your friend is?”

“Hey,” Ethan said, “that’s not allowed, is it?”

The doctor raised an eyebrow at Ethan before doing a full body perusal of Katya. “You don’t look like his sister, and there’s no wedding ring for either of you. So how do you know Mr. Roberts?”

“I’m his lawyer, Katya Monroe.”

Doctor Dixon lifted Katya’s hand and brushed a kiss across her knuckles with a flirty smile. “Perfection is what you are. Don’t worry, Ethan. Everything we discuss is covered by both of our client/patient confidentiality clauses. It’s all very above board.” The doctor’s voice dropped. “Unless Ms. Monroe wants things to go lower.”

Ethan rolled his eyes as Katya tittered. “You have got to be kidding me. Katya, you’re better than that kind of cheesy line. Doctor, I don’t know what you’re smoking, but you’re the psycho in this room if you think lines like that are acceptable to any woman.”

The doctor stopped flirting with Katya to turn and glower at him. “Oh, no, no, no, my young Mr. Roberts. We never call the patients psychos. That’s frowned upon. No, my job is simply to show you the error in your ways and not to call you crazy even if that is what you really are because you’ve decided your life isn’t worth living.”

“I’m not crazy.” 

“Of course not,” the doctor said in an extremely condescending tone. “You’re just selfish.”

Ethan bit his tongue so he didn’t respond, because the doctor was absolutely right about that. He was selfish. He hadn’t been thinking when he did what he did this morning. He hadn’t consciously thought he was attempting suicide, but he had considered it many, many times over the last few months. 

Maybe his attempt had been a subconscious thing. He hadn’t been thinking about Hawk or Katya as he sat there in his car feeling sorry for himself. He’d only been thinking about himself and his pain. That was the epitome of selfish.

He couldn’t even meet Katya’s concerned gaze, so he looked down at his hands gripped tightly together in his lap.

“And you’re probably a bit depressed,” the doctor added in a softer, kinder tone. “But I’m here, so we can sort all that out. Think you’d be up to a private chat since it doesn’t look like your lawyer wants to have anything to do with me?”

Emotion rolled up Ethan’s chest. No, he really didn’t want to, but he probably should.

“Ethan?” the doctor prodded.

“Sure, we could do that,” he finally choked out.

Katya came over to his side and cupped his shoulder. “I’ll get out of the way, then. Call me if you need anything, okay?”

“Sure,” he said, finally meeting her tear-filled gaze. “I’m really sorry, but thank you for finding me.”

She brushed a kiss over his forehead. “Just make sure that I never have to do it again. You have a lot to live for, including an amazing man who cares deeply about you and is hurting just as much—if not more—than you are tonight.”

Hawk. She was talking about Hawk. Ethan bit the inside of his cheek to keep his emotions in check.

Katya stepped over to Dix. “Here’s my number if you need to get hold of me or if you’d like to go for coffee. I liked the cheesy lines.”

Dix’s mouth actually dropped open in shock.

Ethan’s laugh was more than a little watery sounding, but he took it as a win that he could laugh at all after the day he’d had.

After Katya left, the flummoxed doctor turned back toward Ethan. “Did that really just happen?” He looked down at Katya’s business card, his eyes wide with surprise.

Ethan shook his head. “Believe me, I’m as stunned as you are. She’s a really nice lady. I think she has a soft spot for outcasts, which is why she hangs out with me. That’s the only reason I can see why that line worked on her. If you call her, you need to make sure you take care of her. She deserves only the best.”

“Duly noted, so how about that talk? Are you up for a walk? And by walk, I mean I’ll push you in a wheelchair while you sit there like a lump on a log. It might do you some good to have a change of scenery.”

“Um, sure, that sounds fine.” 

It took about fifteen minutes to get everything all sorted, but then Dr. Dixon began pushing Ethan down the hall. “So, tell me about yourself, Ethan.”

“Um, aren’t we going to do this in your office or something where you can take notes?”

“Nah, I doubt you’re all that interesting. I should be able to remember the pertinent information. Go ahead, just start talking.”

Ethan wasn’t sure what to do with that. He wanted to be offended, but could see the doctor’s point of view. He had tried to kill himself, so it made sense that his life was pretty rotten. But was it really?

“Ethan?”

“Um, yeah, sorry. I was thinking. I’m twenty-five years old and am a graphic designer.”

“Where do you work?”

“I have a graphic design company, E-Squared, that I started with my sister.”

“Nice. Do the two of you get along?”

Ethan’s chest hurt. “We did, but um... she died three months ago from pancreatic cancer.”

“Incredible, that bites.”

It made him feel marginally better that his headshrinker agreed with his misery. “Yeah, it does. You know, you’re not like any psychiatrist I could have ever imagined.”

“Well, thanks, Ethan. I think that’s the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me. So, the two of you were close?” They’d stopped alongside a fountain in a courtyard area inside the hospital, and Dix sat on the stone ledge that ran around it. The illumination from the lanterns providing ambience lighting reflected on the rippling water.

“Yeah, twins.” 

“Okay, your depression is making a bit more sense now. But this happened three months ago, right? So, what happened this morning that changed from every other morning when you’ve woken up without your sister the last three months?”

Ethan swallowed. Shame swamped him once again, but maybe it would be better if he purged it. “I woke up in bed with her ex-boyfriend.”

Dr. Dixon looked almost as surprised as he had when Katya handed him her business card. He held up both hands like he was telling Ethan to wait. “Am I being punked? Because I’m pretty sure this was the storyline the last time I watched General Hospital. Granted, that was in college so it was a while ago, but heck, boy, how does that even happen?”

Ethan sighed. “Like Katya said when you walked in tonight, I’m an idiot.” He then proceeded to tell the doctor the whole sordid story about how they’d gotten to this point.

“No.” The doctor shook his head with a frown. “I don’t buy it. If your sister was upset with this guy, there’s no way she would have set this up so that you had to spend all this time together. I’m thinking she wanted the two of you to get together. Heck, she’s practically sent you on a series of dates with her assignments. That’s the only thing that makes sense. Something else happened between them. I’d almost guarantee it.” Dix furrowed his brow in thought.

“Could she have broken up with him but then felt guilty for hurting him and maybe this is her way to make it up to him? By finding him another man to love, one she knew would treat him right? There’s no way she would have thought you would do something as drastic as you did this morning. Unless...have you always been a drama queen?”

“I’m not a drama queen.”

“Hey, no judgment from me, but attempted suicide isn’t exactly a meek and mild-mannered action. I’m just saying.”

“Gah, you make my brain hurt,” Ethan said as he ran a hand through his hair. 

“To be fair, you did breathe in a lot of toxic fumes today. I don’t think you can blame your headache solely on me. Not today at least.”

Ethan blinked at him a few times. “Do you actually help people, or is this your way of making sure they ask to be committed after talking to you?”

Dr. Dixon laughed. “You know? I like you, Ethan Roberts. I think the two of us are going to have a fun time getting your brain sorted out.”

“Is it normal to be a little afraid right now?” He had never expected a psychiatrist, therapist, or whatever title Dix had to act like this. It was all a bit bizarre.

Dix just laughed again. Ethan didn’t feel comforted.

***

The next morning, Ethan awoke after a long night of little sleep interrupted by terrifying nightmares–bad dreams about dying, about letting Emma down, and other equally horrifying events. The worst was the one he’d just had where it had been Hawk dying not Ethan. He woke up shaking in a cold sweat. He was pretty sure he could live without sleep from here on out. 

A nurse bustled in with a smile on her face. “Good morning, Ethan. Are you ready to go home today?”

“I get to go home?” No one had told him this before now, but he’d assumed he’d be on his way to some sort of institution because he’d tried to commit suicide.

“Yep, that’s what it says on here.” She held up his medical file. “Your O2 levels are good, and the doctor will be in this morning to do one final physical check, but if that goes as expected he’ll be filing your discharge papers. Do you have someone coming in this morning that will be able to take you home?” She’d begun to remove his IV as she talked.

“Um...” He looked around feeling a little lost. Katya had left right after Dr. Dixon had showed up last night, and he had no idea if she planned to come back or not. “I’ll call one of my friends.” Translation...he’d call for a taxi.

“Okay, well, good. Breakfast should be here soon. All your personal possessions and clothes that you had on when you came in are in the closet. You can get dressed whenever you feel up to it.”

She left the room, and Ethan stared at the closed door. What now? He’d been sure he wouldn’t have to deal with realities of life quite yet.

He could probably call Katya, but hadn’t she already gone above and beyond—way beyond—her job description as Emma’s lawyer? His mind wanted to consider Hawk, but he shied away from all thoughts of Hawk for the moment. He couldn’t go down that rabbit hole of emotion. Not yet.

He gave a harsh chuckle. Emma had told him to believe in his wish to not be so alone. That wasn’t working out now, was it? Even his messed up life was too much for Emma to fix from the grave. 

He closed his eyes and murmured, “Miss you, Em.”

A sharp knock rapped on his door and before he could swipe at his eyes, an extremely tall nurse wearing a lot of makeup but a very tiny uniform walked in with a huge smile. “Good morning, Ethan. How are you feeling this morning?”

He frowned at her. “Um, I’m fine. They tell me I get to go home today, so yay.” Even he could hear how flat that faked enthusiasm sounded, but he really couldn’t give a idiot. Not right now. 

No, right now, he was trying to figure out what was different about this nurse—besides the fact that, incredible, she was tall. He thought the only women who got this tall were models. And this one was definitely beautiful enough for that, but no, that wasn’t it. 

Then it hit him. Every other nurse he’d seen here had been wearing comfortable, utilitarian scrubs. This one wore the traditional white uniform, with a teeny tiny skirt, stockings, and whoa...some serious high heels. Those couldn’t be comfortable after a twelve-hour shift. Wait a minute...

He squinted back up at the nurse’s face. “Miller?”

“Heya, babydoll, that took way too long for you to figure out. I’ll chalk it up to the reason you’re here”—Miller waved a hand at his head—“and not that you’re just that dense. And you can call me Trina if you’d like.”

“Hey, maybe it’s not me,” Ethan mumbled, a little wide-eyed. “Maybe you’re just that good as a woman.” Her long blonde hair had been pulled to the side and braided. Heck, he could even see cleavage. How had Miller managed that? 

While Ethan was aware of drag queens and how amazing some of them looked in costume, he’d never actually “known” one.

“Aww, thank you, babydoll.” Miller/Trina patted his cheek. “You’re too sweet.”

“Mill—I mean, Trina, why are you here?”

“Well, isn’t it obvious?” Trina drew a hand down the length of her body. “I’m here to be your personal nurse and to take you home. Your lawyer friend is in court today, so she couldn’t be here. I stepped up and volunteered. I think I make a good nurse, don’t you?” She turned and cocked her hip in a modelesque pose.

Ethan gave her a weak smile. “You’re gorgeous. Thanks, Miller.” His eyes widened. “Dang it, I meant Trina. I appreciate the ride.” For Miller to have gotten involved meant that Hawk was there in the process somewhere, too. Ethan wasn’t ready to go down that avenue of discussion yet, so he ignored the elephant in the room. “Um, if you’ll excuse me for a moment, I’m gonna go get dressed.” He limped his way over to the closet and found his clothes.

“I thought you just had carbon monoxide poisoning,” Miller said behind him. “But you’re limping. What happened to your foot?”

He looked down at the gauze wrapped appendage. “Um, I cut it on something. They stitched it up for me. It’s not that big of a deal.” Twelve stitches in the bottom of his foot, and yeah, it was pretty tender to walk on it. 

“Hmm.” Trina tapped her fingernail on the top of her lip. “Hawk has a similar issue. Isn’t that a coincidence?” Trina glared at him with a single raised eyebrow, challenging him. 

Ethan didn’t respond. He wanted to ask about Hawk but had lost that right with his actions the previous day. Instead, he fled with his armful of clothes into the bathroom and shut the door behind him. 

***

It was another two hours before it looked like Ethan may really be going home. 

Almost all the paperwork had been signed. The nurse had said they just had to wait on one more doctor to sign off on the discharge. Ethan had no idea this many doctors had even seen him in the last twenty-four hours. 

Then Dr. Dixon walked into the room, arm-in-arm with Trina. She’d gone down to the nurses’ station to see what the holdup was, but now she was laughing at something the doctor had said as she petted his arm. 

Ethan’s eyebrows rose of their own accord.

“Ethan,” Trina said, “you didn’t tell me you knew Dr. Dixon.”

“I’m sorry?” He tilted his head at the two of them, wondering if he was reading the very friendly body language between them correctly. How did that work since Dr. Dixon had seemed really into Katya the night before? Bisexual, maybe? None of his business. “I never would have guessed that the two of you knew one another to realize it was even a thing to mention.”

“Oh, lord, babydoll. You have no idea how messed up things get inside my head. Dix has been a lifesaver more times than I could even count. You trust him with the chaos in your head, and he’ll get you straightened right out.”

“Thank you, Trina,” Dr. Dixon told her as he extricated his hand from her grip. “Why don’t you go down and get a cup of coffee while I have one last little conversation with Ethan? Then you can take him home.”

“No problem, sugar. About fifteen minutes?”

Dr. Dixon nodded. “That should be more than enough time.”

After Trina left—Ethan was finally starting to get the hang of thinking of her with that name rather than Miller, not that Miller had taken it personally when Ethan slipped—Dr. Dixon studied him. “Did you get any sleep last night?”

“A little. This isn’t the easiest place to sleep.”

Dix nodded. “Understandable. Nightmares?” 

Ethan nodded and then couldn’t hold in the shudder from that last ominous one where Hawk had died. “Yeah, a bit.”

“I figured.” Dr. Dixon passed him a card. “You have an appointment to come see me in my office late this afternoon. We’ll talk about that and some other things, like where you go from here. You’re going home, but you need to remember you’re not alone. You have people who count on you being there today, tomorrow, and the next day. Don’t let them down.”

“Okay,” Ethan said as he gazed down at the card. The address for Dix’s office was close to Craig’s Customs. 

Close to Hawk. 

Even now, Ethan felt the pull to go see him, make sure he wasn’t completely furious with Ethan. But that was stupid. Hawk probably hated him now. 

Idiot.

Ethan closed his eyes at the idea of how he’d feel in Hawk’s shoes.

“What are you thinking about?” Dix asked.

“Hawk.”

“Your sister’s ex?”

Ethan nodded. 

Dix tilted his head in question. “Have you talked to him since you were brought in?”

Ethan swallowed and shook his head. He was a coward. After that scene yesterday morning, Ethan should have at least called him. Katya had said he was upset. Ethan hated that he’d caused that.

“Maybe you should give him a call?”

“Yeah, probably.” But what could he say? I’m sorry, but it was me, not you. In Dix’s words, ‘I’m a drama queen.’ Your sexual prowess had nothing to do with me trying to kill myself. That wouldn’t go over well with anyone. 

Maybe with their combined history, it would be better to just stay away. 

That meant forfeiting pretty much everything he’d built in his life...his home and business. But at twenty-five, he still had plenty of time to recover. He still had a life to live, and he should feel lucky with that. He just needed to keep reminding himself of it. 

***

Hawk’s hand slipped off the screwdriver and slammed into the metal plate on the light fixture. “Idiot! Shoot! Dang it!” He hugged the injured appendage to his chest, dreading the idea that he might have broken something in his hand. He didn’t have time for an injury.

“Do you need to go to the hospital?” Katya asked.

He turned to her in surprise, noting her business suit and high heels. It was a testament to how distracted he was that he hadn’t heard those high heels cross the front walk leading up to his house. Since he was disassembling the entryway light, he’d had the door wide open to provide light so he could see what he was doing. Hawk flexed his hand, testing the bones. “No, I think it’s okay. What are you doing here?”

She flashed a purple envelope at him, and he immediately started shaking his head. “I’m not playing this game anymore. You take it to Ethan and tell him if he wants to continue, I will, but I’m certainly not going to force him. This has to be his choice.”

He wanted to ask how Ethan was doing but held in the words. Trina had tried to text with updates, but he couldn’t even handle that, deleting them without reading them. It was enough to know that Ethan was being taken care of, even if he couldn’t be the one to do it. Why torture himself with “what ifs” and what he couldn’t have? He went back to work taking down the light fixture.

“Don’t you even want to know how he’s doing?”

Hawk hung his head to his chest. “I can’t. Don’t you understand that? If I think about him, dwell on how he’s doing, how he’s feeling, I won’t be able to move on. I just can’t do this anymore, Katya. Don’t you get that? It’s too much, and I’m not into masochism.”

“Okay.” Katya’s voice sounded resigned, but she didn’t argue with him anymore. “Are you planning to go to Trina’s show tonight?”

That question had him glancing up in surprise. “I didn’t take you for someone who would enjoy drag queen nights at the club.”

She shrugged. “Looks can be deceiving. So are you going?”

“Yeah, I try not to miss any of his shows.” Miller had awful stage fright, which was surprising, considering what he did in the evenings. But it was what his best friend wanted to do, so Hawk had vowed to be as supportive in that as possible.

“Okay, well, I’ll probably see you there then.” She began to walk down his sidewalk, but stopped and turned to him with a gesture toward the fixture he worked on. “Is it broken?”

“No, it’s just time for some changes.” 

She gave him a strange look, but didn’t question him further. 

And that was good, since right after she drove off, his expected guest showed up. He climbed down off the ladder and enveloped the young attractive woman in a hug. Her citrus perfume overwhelmed him. “Hi, Mandi. Thanks for coming on such short notice. I hope you can help.” He ushered her into his house with a sinking heart.

“I already like what I see,” she purred as he shut the door behind them.

Chapter Thirteen

Ever since Ethan had slid into Trina’s car, she’d gotten quiet. 

For Ethan, this left the voices in his head too much freedom to yell at him about how he’d screwed up everything. He didn’t want to hear the voices anymore. “What are you doing the rest of the day?” he asked Trina. 

She glanced over at him in surprise. “Well,” she drawled, “I planned on spending time with you until you have your appointment with Dix. Why? What are you thinking?”

“I don’t know.” Ethan rubbed a tired hand over his face. “I just don’t want to go home yet.” Home where he knew the silence would pull him even deeper into a place he shouldn’t let himself go. He didn’t feel strong enough to face that right now.

“O-kay,” Trina said slowly. “I might have an idea of something else that would work and wouldn’t be too strenuous for you, but I’d need to go home and change. Would that be okay?”

Ethan snorted. “Yeah, I’m fine with that. I can’t imagine those heels are comfortable for very long.”

“Oh, babydoll, the heels aren’t an issue. My feet are trained to withstand the highest shoes for hours. Not everyone appreciates my sense of style, and there are only certain places a girl can get away with an outfit like this without risking a beat-down. I have a show tonight. I can’t go in with bruises on my gorgeous face.”

Ethan smiled at her, but then what she’d said clicked. “You have a show? Do you have time? No, of course you don’t. Never mind, Trina, you don’t have to babysit me.”

“Oh, babydoll, you hush up right now. This is not babysitting. It’s called spending time with my friend, and today, this is the most important thing on my agenda.” She flashed him a wide, genuine smile. 

Dang, he was lucky. Not that long ago, his only social interaction was the grocery delivery boy. Now, he had actual friends. How had that happened? 

Hawk.

And with that thought came the guilt. Regardless of anything that had happened between Hawk and Emma, he owed the man better treatment than what he’d given him. trouble, Hawk was responsible for the single hottest night of sex Ethan had ever experienced...until Ethan had freaked out. 

Hawk had been nothing but...wonderful, in every way. A stone sank into the bottom of his stomach. He considered what Dix had said about Emma’s motives. She had to have had a reason to throw the two of them together like this. He owed it to her to follow her wishes. He could fix this, starting now by accepting a new friendship.

He returned Trina’s smile. “Thanks. I think I’m going to like having you for a friend.”

Trina patted his hand with her manicured nails. “Of course you are, babydoll. Seriously, what’s not to love?” Her laugh was deep and raucous, and it filled Ethan with a peace he never would have found if he’d gone home. 

“So, are you going to tell me your plans?” Ethan asked.

She pressed her ruby red lips together in thought and then shook her head. “No, I think this will be more fun as a surprise.” She stopped the car in front of an old downtown storefront that appeared to be empty based upon the boarded up and windows covered in graffiti. It looked like it had once been a department store of some sort.

Ethan looked around in curiosity. “I thought we were going to your place for you to change.”

“We are, babydoll. This is it.” She opened her door and climbed out of her tiny car and pointed to the windows above the vacated storefront. “I live up there.”

The building had probably been built in the twenties or thirties based upon the very cool Art Deco details visible in the moldings around the top of the building and around the windows. There were another two floors of windows above the store.

Trina unlocked a door that Ethan hadn’t even noticed sandwiched between the closed department store and a deli still in operation. Trina waved and smiled at one of the waitresses inside the restaurant before leading Ethan up the stairs.

At the landing, they stopped while Trina unlocked another door. Then they entered her loft.

Trina’s place was a surprise. With Trina’s flamboyance, Ethan had expected something feminine, but this place oozed masculinity. From the exposed brick walls to the dark-brown leather furniture and neon beer signs hanging on the walls, this looked like a confirmed, man cave hang out. Immediately, Ethan felt relaxed here. “This is nice.”

“Thanks,” Trina said. “I bought the building and converted it with Hawk’s help.”

He could see Hawk living in a place like this much more than the small, suburban home he lived in now. “Why doesn’t he live someplace like this?”

“Girl, you are preaching to the choir. He needs to move out of that shrine to the saintly Craig and move on with his life, but he doesn’t listen to me. 

“I’m going to go change. There’s beer and pop in the fridge. Make yourself at home. I just need to get all this off my face and find something a bit more butch to wear.” She grinned at Ethan.

“I don’t mind Trina, so do whichever is more comfortable for you.” 

“And that would definitely be Miller,” he said, dropping the falsetto from his voice. “I’ll be back.”

Ethan wandered around the living room. Miller had a lot of art on his walls, most of it original. There were also a couple of steel sculptures that looked reminiscent of the light fixture in the entryway of Hawk’s house. He was about to start searching for artist signatures when a cluster of photos on the bookshelves caught his gaze.

They were photos of Miller and Hawk...much younger versions of the two men. He had no idea they’d been friends for that long. Some of these photos looked like they could date back to junior high...long before Miller hit his growth spurt because at one point in time, they’d both been about the same size with that gangly, rangy build only young boys seem to have.

It was interesting to see Miller as an awkward youth and even more surprising to see them in high school football uniforms together. Ethan smiled. Even back then, Hawk looked dang fine, especially in those tight athletic pants.

Miller walked up behind him and looked over his shoulder at the photo. “Aw, the glory days of our youth.”

He looked up and met Miller’s rueful gaze. “How long have you guys been friends?”

“Sixth grade. Hawk saved my rear when some other guys tried to kick it after school one day...that was before I hit my growth spurt. I’ve never let him get away since.”

“Did the two of you ever date?” 

Miller shuddered. “Oh goodness no. Hawk is the closest thing I’ve ever had to a brother. No, I don’t think either one of us has ever been tempted, and believe me, we’ve had some wild nights where if we were going to succumb to some greater passion it would have happened. No, when it comes to men, Hawk is very monogamous. He doesn’t do hook-ups.”

Ethan cringed internally under the weight of Miller’s stare. Did he know the two of them had sex? Probably. The fiasco the following morning made it so that it would have been hard to keep secret. “Does he hate me now?” he asked quietly.

Miller compressed his lips. “Hate? No, babydoll. Hawk doesn’t have it in him to hate like that. Just the fact that he let you in his bed proves he’s feeling a lot of things a long way from hate. But you hurt him. A lot. I’m not sure he’ll put himself out there again. Craig messed with his head, and it’s taken him a lot of years to even partially recover from that.”

The unspoken you screwed up, big time hung in the air. 

Miller took the photo out of Ethan’s hands and put it back on the shelf. “But today is a day for fun, so no more of this talk. Are you ready?”

For the first time since Miller came out of his bedroom, Ethan took a good look at him. He didn’t have any of his normal accouterments. He looked like a normal guy that he’d pass on the street. Except for being so tall, Ethan wouldn’t notice anything out of the norm. He wore well-worn jeans, converse high-tops, a concert T-shirt, and had his long hair pulled back in a man bun. In fact, Ethan could even see the real color of his makeup-free eyes. They were a gorgeous dark green. He was gorgeous but so much less outrageous, and that concerned him.

“You didn’t tone down for me, did you?”

Miller gave him a soft smile. “No, babydoll. But I do think today needs to be about relaxation, so I plan to take advantage, too. No being ‘on’ for me this afternoon. You’re just gonna have to live with plain old Miller Wentworth if that’s okay.”

“That’s better than okay, because the guy I see who befriended Hawk in these photos looks like a guy I’d like to get to know better.”

“Great,” Miller replied with a wink as he threaded his arm through Ethan’s. “Just remember...you can’t fall in love with me, and we’ll do great.”

“I know it will be hard, but I’ll try to control myself.”

“That’s what he said,” Miller retorted.

Ethan just shook his head at the really bad joke.

***

“The zoo?” Ethan gazed up at the huge stone gate. “I haven’t been here since I was a kid.” Back when the four of them were a real family in every sense of the word...before he’d come out and caused the irreparable rift in his family, one that never healed. Because Emma stuck by him, meant she’d had died without the support and love of their parents.

“Oh, I love it here,” Miller gushed. “This is my secret place. I come here when I need time away to find myself again.”

“Do you have a boyfriend?” Ethan hesitated for a split second before adding, “Or girlfriend? Or whatever?” Incredible, that was a mouthful of awkward. He should have just kept his mouth shut.

But luckily, Miller took it all in stride as they stepped up to the ticket booth. He flashed his membership card which got them both into the zoo. “Nope, no boyfriend...or any whatever.” He gave Ethan a saucy wink. “I’m happy right now without adding in the complications that a relationship brings. Give me good friends and Miller is a happy boy. Besides, who needs more than some porn and their right hand?”

Ethan held both hands up to stop that train of discussion. “TMI, thank you very much.”

“Fair enough,” Miller said with a laugh. “Come on. Let’s go find the giraffes.”

Large trees blanketed the entire zoo with shade. They’d created an oasis of peace, even with the sounds of kids screaming and laughing throughout the park. Green grassy areas flanked by benches, flowers, and pathways made the area look like the best backyard ever. 

“Why giraffes?” Ethan asked.

“I feel a connection to them,” Miller said with a rueful grin. “As tall as I am, I’ve always been on the awkward side, but then I’d come to the zoo and watch them move—all legs and neck—but they were graceful and elegant. I think giraffes are my spirit animal.” Miller folded his hands together at his chest and nodded. “Namaste.”

“It’s hard to imagine you uncomfortable with your height. You’ve definitely grown into it, because you are elegant. Add in the heels and I bow to how you’ve embraced that part of you. How tall are you, exactly?”

“Six eleven, and I don’t have a lick of ability when it comes to basketball, which is the next question everyone asks.” Miller’s laugh sounded self-deprecating but happy. “Actually, Hawk helped me accept that part of me. When we were in high school, I played tight end to his quarterback—no comments from the peanut gallery about that. But I was coming off a growth spurt—I added six inches to my height the summer between my sophomore and junior years—and I kept tripping over my legs and feet. I didn’t know how to make any of it work anymore. 

“Hawk had seen that some pro players had used yoga to help with their skills and balance, so he signed the two of us up for private lessons. I hated it at first. I was this huge, gay man, and then he wanted me to take yoga and make me more of a freak? But Hawk begged me to just try it for two weeks, and if it didn’t help, we could quit.”

“I’m assuming it helped.”

“Man, did it ever. Doing yoga taught me the limitations of my body, but also how I could move in certain ways that I never thought possible. I owe everything to him. I certainly would not be who I am today without all that way back then.” 

They stopped outside the giraffe enclosure.

“Do you both keep up the yoga?” Ethan couldn’t help himself. He wanted to know more...any and everything about Hawk.

“I do, but with Hawk teaching kickboxing six days a week, he doesn’t really have the time. Although the few times I’ve gone to his classes, they’ve used a lot of the same elements...core and balance.”

“Wait, Hawk teaches kickboxing?” He knew he didn’t know everything about the man, but that seemed almost like it would be a bit of basic knowledge. 

“Yeah,” Miller said, “and he’s really amazing at it. His classes are always jam-packed.” 

Without discussing it, they walked up to the feeding area for the giraffes where zoo workers fed the animals lettuce by hand. It let the zoo patrons get up close and personal with the majestic animals. The largest ones had heads as big as the full-grown lady feeding it. From on the ground, Ethan never would have guessed that their heads were so gigantic.

“He’s huge,” he murmured. 

“I know, right? It feels so different when you can get up here right by their heads like this.”

“Were you ever around Emma when she was with Hawk much?”

Miller stilled and waited a moment before asking, “Why do you ask?”

Ethan leaned over the wooden railing so he could see the baby giraffe hiding down in the corner below them. “Partly out of curiosity, but mainly because I’m just really confused. When Emma was alive, I only knew her side of things. I rarely spent any time around the two of them. I just can’t mesh the guy I knew through her with the guy I’ve spent time with now.  How could he have abandoned her like he did? I want to hate him, but the more I get to know him, I just can’t.”

Miller swung around in shock. “Abandon her? How did Hawk abandon her? He’s the most steadfast, reliable guy I know.”

“It seemed like it was overnight.” Just thinking about it now made Ethan’s stomach turn over and rage boil through him. “She found out she had a serious cancer, and then he was just gone. No word, no nothing.”

Miller shook his head emphatically. “No, I can’t believe that’s how it happened. Something bad definitely happened between them, but he never talked about it until after Emma had died. But no, I just can’t believe that’s how he’d react. That’s not who Hawk is.”

They left the giraffe enclosure and walked slowly down the path to the monkey areas as Miller continued to shake his head in disbelief. “Okay, I still don’t think that’s how it went down, but—and forgive me if this is too hard to talk about, but I do have a point—when Emma was diagnosed, what was her long-term survival prognosis?”

Ethan swallowed at the sudden lump in his throat. “Not good. Pancreatic cancer is hard to fight even when they catch it early. They didn’t catch hers early.”

“Goodness, that sucks. I’m so sorry. Everything about that must have been painful to go through.”

Ethan simply nodded.

“Okay,” Miller continued. “So if things went down the way you said, I could possibly see it in one regard. When Craig died, Hawk was messed up—like years worth of messed up. He was devastated, and I just now think he’s starting to come out of it. You’ve seen his shrines to Saint Craig that he lives and works in.”

Although Ethan knew what Miller said was true, jealousy made him want to break something. The idea that after all these years someone still held Hawk’s heart to such an extreme made him worried. Could Hawk ever love anyone else like he’d loved Craig?

“I could see how he might want to protect himself from that kind of hurt again,” Miller said. “While he didn’t have that serious of a relationship with Emma, he still loved her as a friend. He might have thought it was too much to stand by and watch her die, too.”

Ethan stumbled to a halt, shocked. “First of all, she considered him much more than just a friend.”

Miller stopped beside him with an expression of complete confusion on his face. He shook his head. “No, that’s not right. Yeah, they had sex, but that’s all it was...just sex. They didn’t have anything more than friendship otherwise.”

Ethan actually choked at those words. 

Miller caught him by the arm. “Whoa, are you okay?”

He cleared his throat. “No, I don’t think I am,” he murmured. “Are you sure about this? They were just friends?”

Miller nodded. “Yeah, I’m positive. We all hung out all the time, and they only slept together every few months when one or both of them were horny. How did you not know that? Incredible. No wonder you’re so messed up about this. Seriously, Ethan, they didn’t have a romantic relationship at all. It was just sex and that was rarely. Otherwise, they were just good friends.”

“All this time, I’ve had it wrong.” His brain spun to all the different conversations between Hawk and him when Hawk could have made sure Ethan understood the nature of his and Emma’s relationship. He never had. Why not? Was that his way of keeping a wall between them? “Oh my goodness, and I’ve messed everything up completely. But why didn’t Hawk tell me this?”

“I don’t know, babydoll. It sounds to me like you need to talk to Hawk.”

For a moment, he’d had a glimmer of hope, but as he considered it, he shook his head. “No, he’s stayed away for a reason, and I have to respect that maybe he doesn’t want to have anything to do with me anymore. I screwed up, and that’s something I have to live with.”

Miller shook his head. “You’re wrong. I won’t even pretend to know what’s going on in his head, but he hasn’t given up on you. If he had, I wouldn’t be with you here today, because I wouldn’t have known what happened. He called me because he thought you wouldn’t want to see him, but he needed to make sure you were taken care of. Those aren’t the actions of a man trying to steer clear. Those are the actions of a man who cares.”

Ethan wanted to hope and believe in that. “So what do you suggest I do?”

“I have a show tonight at Club Dance. I think you should come.” Miller hesitated as he glanced Ethan. “If you’re not completely shattered. You did just get out of the hospital.”

“I’m feeling surprisingly good. I assume this is Trina’s show.”

Miller nodded. “But of course. No one wants to see this ugly mug. I’m much more fun with makeup and a tiara.”

Ethan shook his head. Miller obviously had no idea just how gorgeous he was...in both masculine and female forms. “Will Hawk be there?” Ethan immediately shook his head. “No, don’t even tell me. It doesn’t matter. Whatever happens between Hawk and I will sort itself out somewhere else. I want to come tonight to be there for a friend who was there for me today. Thank you, Miller. Everything today has been just what I needed.” 

And now, he needed to think about what all this new information meant for Hawk and him. 

Help me here if you can, Emma, he said in a silent little prayer, wishing she’d been more forthcoming with all the details before she’d died.

Hawk had to have some of the answers. They needed to talk.

Chapter Fourteen

Hawk entered the dark club and tried to get his bearings. One of Trina’s friends, Mariah, was on the stage, shaking her rear to a Brittney classic. From the decibel levels of screaming from the crowds inside, they were eating the routine up. 

Hawk grinned. He needed this...a place to escape the chaos in his brain. And a drink. He could really use a drink. He made a beeline for the bar and ignored the interested glances he received by both men and women alike. Drag Queen nights were interesting at Club Dance. Every night was a meat market, but he didn’t have the heart for hook ups. There was only one person he wanted, even if the idea of the two of them together had made that guy want to kill himself. 

No!

Hawk would not allow himself to dwell on that tonight. Tonight was all about Trina. He snagged Vinny’s arm as he rushed by.

“Hey, Hawk.” Vinny gave him a slow smile. “I didn’t even see you. It’s crazy in here tonight. If you’re looking for your boy, the last time I saw him he was in the back with Trina.”

His boy? Did Vinny mean Ethan? Hawk couldn’t even imagine Ethan hanging in the back with the drag queens, but that had to be who Vinny referred to. Hawk’s breath caught in his chest at the possibility of seeing Ethan. He hadn’t seen him since that night in the ER, and while he’d like to see with his own eyes that Ethan was alive and well, he wasn’t sure his heart was up to the battering. 

“Thanks. When does Trina go on next?” She did several performances on these nights.

Vinny pulled his cell phone out of his teeny-tiny shorts and glanced at the screen. “Probably in about fifteen minutes.”

“Cool. Thanks. I’m going to go grab a drink at the bar. If you see her, tell her I’m here.” He wouldn’t go back to the dressing rooms, not if Ethan was back there. 

Hawk made his way to the bar, surprised to find the owner, Michael, manning it tonight. 

“Hey, Hawk, what can I get for you?”

“I’ll take a Jack and Coke. Thanks.” As Michael filled the glass with ice and liquid, Hawk asked, “Slumming it tonight?” 

Michael shrugged. “My bartender called in sick. What can you do? How’s your friend doing? Any lasting issues?”

“Well, from what I understand he’s in the back with Trina, so I’m guessing not.” But that wasn’t exactly true, was it? The combination of traumas from the last few months had to have piled up onto Ethan’s shoulders for him to take such extreme measures. Maybe Hawk shouldn’t have had sex with Ethan so soon after a brutal attack like that. Pile that load of trauma on top of the lingering issues, the attack, and confusion about Emma...no wonder the guy had cracked.

Hawk threw back the drink like it was a straight shot and set his glass down with a decisive thump onto the bar top. 

Michael raised his eyebrows at him as he made another drink for someone else. “Need another?”

“Yeah, but this time hold the Coke and make it a double.” He’d never been one to numb his pain, but tonight seemed like a good time to start.

“Tsk, starting without me?” a low feminine voice rumbled into his ear. 

She raised a finger at Michael, who eye-harassed her hard as he looked her up and down while waiting for her to say something. “I’ll take whatever he’s having,” she purred and passed him her credit card. “You can put his drinks on my tab.”

“You sure? He’s not taking it easy tonight.” Michael grabbed another glass, not waiting for her answer as he filled fill it.

“I can take it.”

“I just bet you can,” Michael murmured before someone flagged him from the other end of the bar.

Hawk turned in his chair and his eyes widened. “Katya, dang. No wonder Michael’s eyes were popping out of his head. You should try this look in court. I’m thinking you would win more cases if you did.” 

Instead of her normal, custom-fitted suit and heels, she wore a black leather skirt and bustier, and thigh-high black boots that laced over strategically ripped fishnet stockings. Her dark hair was piled high on her head with curls hanging down around her heavily made up face. At her neck was a BDSM collar that had Hawk tilt his head in question. She’d never struck him as the kinky type. Maybe he’d have to reevaluate.

“What makes you think I’m not winning them all already?” she asked with a saucy wink. 

He gave a hearty laugh. “You say something like that while wearing a submissive’s collar? Why am I not buying it—the collar, not the claim.”

“What can I say? I’m versatile, depending on my mood.” Her gaze had landed on Michael’s rear as he moved behind the bar. Her eyes lit up in interest. “What about your friend?”

Michael turned and looked at the two of them as if he knew they were talking about him although that was impossible with the noise levels in here tonight. His eyes darkened when he noticed Katya’s interest.

Hawk raised his eyebrows. That could be an interesting pairing.

“I’m not really sure about him, but from the looks he’s sent your way, I’m sure the two of you could work something out. Want me to introduce you?”

She tilted her head to examine Michael more closely. “Hmm, yeah, I think I do.” She sipped her drink, and her eyes only widened a bit when the straight alcohol hit her tongue. “Jack Daniels. That will work.” She licked her lips as if savoring every drop of the alcohol. 

Hawk just shook his head and signaled to Michael who motioned he’d be there in a moment. “So, I’m surprised to see you here,” he said conversationally.

“Curiosity and all that. Besides, I’m hoping Ethan will be here and wanted to check and see how he’s doing. Have you seen him?”

“No, not yet.” Butterflies erupted low in his belly. “But I hear he’s in the back.”

“With Trina?”

Hawk nodded. 

Michael arrived and glanced at Hawk’s empty glass. “Do you need another?”

“No, not yet. It just occurred to me that I neglected to introduce the two of you. Michael Masters, this is Katya Monroe. She’s a lawyer, and I think you may just have met your match with this one. I’ll leave the two of you to chat.” Hawk grabbed his drink and walked closer to the stage, just happening to catch sight of Ethan as he came out from the door leading to the dressing rooms, looking a little lost and overwhelmed. 

Hawk wanted to ignore the need to go to him and help, but he just couldn’t.

So he bee lined toward an empty table, snagging Ethan’s sleeve as he walked by. “Come on. We should be able to see the stage from here. I assume Trina’s on next.”

Ethan nodded at him with wide, surprised eyes and followed. They sat. Ethan looked distinctly uncomfortable and hesitant about what to do. He leaned into Hawk. “I’m sorry,” he said. 

A frisson of anger rippled through Hawk. “For what?” he growled, his anger coming through his voice. They couldn’t do this here, but he also couldn’t just let it slide. “For me and then running directly from my bed to home to try to kill yourself?”

Ethan flinched.

Hawk looked away, trying to swallow down his anger and sense of betrayal. 

Ethan grabbed hold of his wrist to get his attention. “No, I don’t regret sleeping with you.” He swallowed. “It’s everything that happened afterward. You didn’t deserve that.”

Hawk turned toward Ethan. “Don’t you get it? That—what you chose to do—has nothing to do with me.” It had taken him a bit to understand that.

Ethan reared back as if Hawk had punched him.

Hawk took a deep breath and tried to moderate his tone. “I didn’t mean it the way it sounded, but E, you can’t put that on me. You need to take responsibility and learn to love yourself. Until that happens, you don’t have room in your life for anyone, certainly not me.” He’d thought a lot about this over the last couple of days. Both Ethan and Craig had done things to hurt themselves despite Hawk’s offer of love. That wasn’t something he could shoulder. It wasn’t his fault.

Ethan gave a quick nod of agreement, but his eyes filled with tears. He looked away to hide the fact and focused on the stage as Trina came out in a flash of feathers and sequins. 

Hawk didn’t want to end this discussion, because he was pretty sure he’d messed up even more. But Trina—the friend performing and baring her soul on stage—deserved his complete attention in this moment, so he gave it. 

Trina performed brilliantly, singing, sashaying, and completely wowing the crowd. Within fifteen minutes, she bowed and exited behind the curtain. The house lights rose a little higher on the audience, signaling the end to her performance. Hawk stood, clapping and wolf-whistling along with everyone else in the room. The crowds here really did love her.

He sat down with a wide grin still on his face. He looked over at Ethan to see if he’d enjoyed it as much, but where he’d been sitting sat a lone purple envelope. On the outside in Ethan’s handwriting, it said, It’s over, and I’m okay with that. You don’t have to worry about Emma or me any longer. Have a good life, Hawk.

Hawk swallowed at the sudden nausea rising up his throat. Idiot. He’d been dumped. Again.

Although in reality that had probably happened two days ago, he’d still had hope in a corner of his heart that they might mend this gulf was between them. Get everything out in the open and talk. But he’d been wrong. 

Obviously, he needed to accept the fact that he was never going to be the guy that inspired love songs and grand gestures of love. His destiny was a life alone, not the fairy tale happily ever after.

Chapter Fifteen

“He’s right.” Dix stared hard at Ethan as they sat in his breezy office three days later. “You do need to learn to love yourself.” 

Ethan stared at the bright red painting on the wall. He’d tried to figure out exactly what Hawk had meant by “love himself” ever since that night and how he could just decide to do that. It didn’t feel like it was that easy.

When Ethan didn’t respond, Dix pushed him. “I think we need to go back to what happened between Steven, Emma, and you in high school. I think that’s where your problems really began.”

Ethan had told Dix about what happened in high school in the very broadest terms, but of course, Dix had latched onto the fact that there had been lingering issues between the twins. 

Emma and he had always compared notes on guys, but that single event changed it all. After that, they never spoke about their love interests...not even to comment when a gorgeous guy walked by them. From that point on, they’d always been very careful around one another. 

Ethan shrugged. “What’s there to tell? The guy was a jerk, and he screwed us both over because of it.” 

How could that have anything to do with what was happening to him now? Except for the fact that in both instances they’d gotten involved with the same guy. Ethan rubbed over his hand. Okay, so the two things might be a little related.

He glanced up at Dix, patiently waiting for him to respond. “I get what you’re thinking here. Emma and I both took up with Steven. Then we both slept with Hawk. But they’re really not the same thing.”

“That’s where I think you’re wrong. I think the core issue here, and what you’re having the most difficulty with is because they’re related. When Emma dated Steven in high school, did you know about it?”

“Of course not. I never would have slept with him if I had.” They didn’t figure it out until afterwards since Steven had sworn both of them to keeping the relationships secret.

“But you slept with Hawk...”

Ethan shook his head. “It’s not the same. I slept with Hawk after she died.”

“You’re right. How was the sexual experience with Steven?”

His rear clenched at the phantom, remembered pain. It was his first sexual experience ever. He’d never even kissed a guy before that night, but it had all been so hot...so forbidden. Steven had been flirting with Ethan for weeks leading up to that, but Steven claimed he wasn’t gay, just confused.

Their night had started out as just a make-out session but had quickly progressed to more, way before Ethan was ready. There was no prep involved before Steven breached his rear. 

“It was painful, awful, bloody. I was a virgin and didn’t know what I was doing. I was too young for porn and had no idea what was involved with gay sex besides rear and toe. I was an idiot, pretty much on every front.” It was also the one and only time he’d bottomed. He was terrified of trying it again.

Dix nodded. “I suspected as much. Did you get any medical care after the event?”

Ethan shook his head. He’d just suffered through the long, slow healing process and tried to hide the extent of his pain from Emma and his mom.

“How long did it take for you to find out about Emma’s relationship with him?”

His muscles clenched thinking about it. He wanted to run and hide from this conversation. He’d never told anyone the depths of how bad it had gotten. “It was the next day. I tried to go to school, but it was too painful. I told the school I had the flu and went home early. But Emma didn’t know I was there when she got home with Steven. They’d gone to her room and I heard them. He wanted her to have sex with him, but she was always smarter than me. She was putting him off.”

“Did you know who was in the room with her?”

“Not at first. I’d been asleep when she got home, so I wasn’t very aware. I was shamelessly listening to them, trying to figure out who was with her when he hit her. You can imagine my surprise when I rushed into her room to beat his rear and found it was Steven towering over her, ready to hit her again. He turned and leered at me. I was only wearing loose sweatpants. He was aroused and ready to go. ‘Well good, he’d said, ‘now I can take both of you at the same time. You’re up for another go with your rear, right Ethan? Twins...one of my favorite fantasies, and you’re both always so accommodating.’” Ethan gave Dix an evil smile. “I broke his jaw.”

“And how did that go down? You were only a minor. Did you get in trouble? What did Emma say about it all?” 

“We were both stupid and young. Neither one of us wanted anyone to find out, so we ganged up against him and promised to ruin him if he told anyone that I was the one who hit him. While I was out as gay in high school, he most definitely was not. Luckily, Emma never had sex with him.” Not like he had. Ethan looked down at his hands clenched tightly in his lap.

“Did you ever find out how long she’d been dating him before that day?”

“Two and a half months.” At that point in time, the knowledge of how much she’d kept from him had hurt more than the sexual assault he’d suffered.

“And how did that make you feel?” Dix asked. “If she had told you about him, you never would have had agreed to meet him...not even for a bit of exploration. You’re too protective of your sister, even now. You had to be angry with her at least a little bit about that.”

Ethan clenched his teeth. “She’s dead,” he said drolly. “I think I can forgive her a minor slip in loyalty in high school.”

“Oh, come on, Ethan. That wasn’t just a minor slip. The guy took your virginity, and I know you haven’t laid it all out, but it sounds to me like the event was probably rape. You can’t tell me that you didn’t blame her at least a little bit for how it all went down.”

His pulse pounded in his chest and his breathing sped up. “Are you saying I stole Hawk because I’m still angry?” That wasn’t it, was it? He cared about Hawk...maybe more than cared for him. That part had nothing to do with Emma. But what did that mean about his loyalty to Emma? Didn’t he owe her more? He should have at least been able to respect the sanctity of her relationship with Hawk.

“She’s dead, Ethan. She doesn’t have a boyfriend to steal anymore.” Dix’s voice softened. “But let’s talk about her and Hawk. I still don’t buy it. I don’t think she was as committed to him as you were led to believe.”

He considered that. She had never actually said that she loved Hawk. They’d never talked about their love interests. He’d always just assumed. He’d been so drawn to Hawk. It was easier to convince himself it was a lost cause because he would never betray her in that way. 

“If she were,” Dix continued, “then why would she push him onto you, knowing the two of you had similar taste in men? Why would she drive you into the arms of the man she loved? I find it hard to believe if he was the love of her life that she’d just be okay with him moving onto you just a few months after her death. A couple of years from now, maybe...” Dix raised an eyebrow at Ethan. “So the question is...why would she lie to you?”

Ethan’s shaking limbs drove him to stand, to pace. He didn’t like where this conversation was headed. Emma was such a better person than him. And she was dead! He wouldn’t talk about her like this. Disloyalty and distrust had cost them everything once.

“Why, Ethan?”

He sank to the chair and dropped his head into his hands. “She didn’t trust me with the truth. I wasn’t good enough—loyal enough—to trust.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “I was never enough for her.”

“No, Ethan. I don’t claim to know what was really going on in Emma’s mind, but I’m pretty sure the only person in your world who thinks you’re not good enough...is you.”

Mind. Idiot.

But Dix wasn’t done. “And until you fix that mindset in your head, you won’t be enough for anyone else. Because you can’t be. That’s where Hawk was right. You have to be able to love yourself before you can love someone else. It’s as simple as that. 

“But what’s not simple is that you have to find forgiveness inside you for being young and naïve, which hurt both you and your sister. I think that’s where your guilt and safe-hatred lies. You think you weren’t able to protect your sister back then because you were infatuated with a guy who wasn’t worth the rift and pain he caused. You were a kid. You made a bad choice. I’m pretty sure that unlike you, she forgave you a long time ago and loved you regardless. Somehow, you have to find closure on what happened between the three of you then and move on.”

Ethan gave him a bitter laugh. “And how do I do that? Emma’s dead, and I sure have no desire to see Steven again.”

Dix shook his head. “No, I don’t think looking up your predator to rehash old times will fix anything. Only you know what it will take to forgive yourself.”

Ethan clenched his fists in frustration. He just wanted this all over. Give him a plan and he’d execute it. Bam, done. “Yeah, thanks for a whole lot of nothing, doc.” He stood up and stormed out of the office. This was trash.

***

A week later, Ethan was no closer to a solution. And it felt like his world had gotten further and further out of control. 

He hauled another load of flattened boxes into the house. Since he’d forfeited the will, the house was officially on the market. An offer five thousand dollars over the asking price had come in almost immediately from some sort of investment firm, and Ethan had reluctantly accepted. He’d hoped the house wouldn’t sell right away, so he could figure a way out of this mess. But that hadn’t happened, and now he was stuck. He had another three and a half weeks until the closing and he became homeless. 

He had no idea where he would move. He just knew he had to go...somewhere, and that meant packing all of his worldly possessions into these boxes. He dropped a few boxes in each room and then stopped outside of Emma’s closed bedroom door.

Never in his life had he felt so rudderless and lost about what to do next. He pressed his forehead against the wood door, wishing he understood what she’d planned with all this. He really wanted to hate her for the chaos she’d created in his life. But instead, he just missed her all the more. 

This room had been closed up since she’d died. He took a breath, and then another, to calm his racing heart. “It’s just a room,” he murmured to the darkened hall. 

His hand shook as he reached toward the doorknob. He gritted his teeth and twisted it. The first thing to hit him was the scent of her strawberry lotion she loved to use everyday. Blood rushed in his ears, and his legs tingled at the overwhelming grief that battered him. This room smelled like her. He hadn’t realized how much he’d missed that smell everyday. 

He sank down against the doorframe. This had been their house...the two of them together, and now he was losing it, too. Eventually, he’d lose all these little connections to Emma until she disappeared from his life completely. He wasn’t ready to give her up like that.

“I don’t understand, Emma.” His voice broke in the quiet of the house. “Why did you do this to me?”

Tears rolled down his cheeks. It took a while to pull himself back together, but slowly he stood and entered the room. 

When she’d gotten too ill to handle the stairs anymore, they’d set up a hospital bed in the spare room downstairs. As a result, this room looked exactly like it had when she’d been alive...full of color and pattern. 

Emma had been a true artist, and that showed in the vivacious decorating. It looked like a place where a Bedouin prince would be comfortable—rich, colorful fabrics and pillows decorated the large, four poster bed. She’d always said that was her nest. It had been her favorite place to lie down and sketch. In fact, the headboard of the bed had shelves that held the stacks of journals and sketchpads she used almost everyday...hundreds of them. 

He gingerly sat on the edge of the bed—he didn’t want to disturb anything, not yet—and reached for one. She’d sketched the dates onto the cover along with the logo for E-Squared. This one dated back to three years ago when they were just starting to really build the business. At the time, they’d both been working other jobs to take care of the basic expenses while they built up their clientele list. 

He flipped through the water-warped pages of the book. This had been when she’d been going through her watercolor phase. The book was loaded with logo designs and ideas for their various clients. There was also a whole section where she’d redesigned logos of existing local businesses. He slowed when he got to those. He’d never seen these sketches before. 

He flipped through the pages slowly, but his fingers faltered when he caught sight something familiar. He flipped back to find it. There.

On this double page spread were ideas for Hawk’s motorcycle shop. He was curious how Emma would have redone the branding. As he looked at the array of brainstormed ideas, he smiled. They’d had very similar ideas. Obviously, she hadn’t like that Hawk had left Craig as the identifier, either. Her logos were filled with hawks and motorcycles and no mention of the sainted Craig.

He ran his fingers over the wavy pages, wanting to feel that connection to Emma. But instead of making him feel closer to her, his thoughts took a darker turn. Had she designed her logos while in bed with Hawk? 

A surge of anger took Ethan by surprise. He didn’t want to be angry with Emma now. She was dead, for idiot’s sake. It wasn’t fair to her. But why had she thrown the two of them together? He just didn’t understand it. 

He ran his fingers along the spines of her journals. In this area, she’d always been extremely organized. Every book had a date on the spine, hand-written with a sharpie. He’d been ignoring Dix’s suggestion that he find closure on that high school incident with Steven, but maybe... He found the one dated from high school and took a deep breath as he removed it from the shelf.

He placed his hand flat on the cover, not opening it yet. This seemed like an invasion to look at this now. But to understand all this, Dix had said he needed to go back to this incident and where his brain was at during that time. 

Everything about what he’d felt then had been tied up in how Emma had been victimized, too. Yes, he’d hated what happened to him and how stupid and naïve he’d been. But in the end, he hated that Steven and he had hurt Emma more. He’d been devastated by her broken heart. This led to the first real crack in the foundation of trust between them and forever marred their relationship after that. 

Before Ethan could settle into the self-flagellation that always came when he thought about that time, he opened the journal. The first page was a sketch of Emma’s hand with an imaginary stylized peace tattoo drawn onto the back of it. 

From the moment Emma could draw, she’d done sketches like this. When they had to take journaling time in Mrs. Claybrooke’s third grade class, her sketches had morphed into a more journalistic style. She rarely used words besides a rare single artsy one. Instead, she spoke about her world through her drawings. It had been rare growing up that she’d shared them, not even with Ethan. Despite them being drawings, they were private moments and thoughts for Emma alone. 

He laid his hand over her feminine, hand drawn, two-dimensional hand, missing her touch so much it was hard to breathe. Was he strong enough to do this? Dang, he wanted his other half back.

But as he turned the next page, he laughed out loud even as his balls pulled up inside his body. Heck, it’d been a good thing their mother had never snooped into these journals. In this sketch, Emma had emasculated Steven in a rather bloody and gruesome way. Ethan tilted his head to examine the drawing from another angle...definitely effective.

His smile widened. It helped to see what Emma had done to Steven...at least in her mind. 

Turning the page again, he gasped aloud. This drawing was him...a tortured, incredibly sad version of himself. He’d thought he’d hidden the bulk of his trauma over the events from Emma. Obviously, he hadn’t done as good of a job of that as he’d hoped. Dang, was this how she saw him back then?

He ran a fingertip lightly over the large-scale tear she’d drawn in the margin of the book. The exterior lines of it were harsh, angry, violent, but inside she’d captured the glimmer of the moisture within the tear so it looked almost magical. Something beautiful born out of the hurt. Is that the way she saw that incident? Or was he projecting?

Shaking his head, he turned another page. This one featured a self-portrait of Emma, but it wasn’t the sweet innocent-looking sister he’d known. No, this version was badass. She looked like a heroine from a comic book without the overflowing cleavage...thank idiot. 

Her short hair had been spiked and dyed bright blue. Her figure-fitting clothes hugged all her curves, which were realistic, not exaggerated. On her chest were two E’s intertwined in the style of a superhero symbol. In one hand she held her paintbrush; in the other was her pen. Her eyebrow was raised suggestively as if to challenge whomever she faced. It was incredible. He wanted to rip it out of the book and frame it. 

But then he turned the page and found the matching drawing for him in full superhero garb. Instead of a paintbrush and pen, he held a computer in one hand and then his other was just a fist. Steven crouched cowering in the background of the drawing. It was a powerful image, but again, the expression on his face was the key here. The figure of him looked sad...utterly devastated.

He spent the rest of the day going through the rest of the journals and found one recurring theme. Emma had been worried about him. It was obvious from her repeated drawings of him that she didn’t like his isolation, the fact that he preferred his own company more often than not. Was that why she’d paired him up with Hawk for this assignment of hers?

He stood up and stretched his back, looking over the teetering piles of journals now lying all over the bed. If there was one thing he’d learned from this, though, it was that Emma didn’t wish ill on him. He had easily been the most recurring subject of her journals, and the drawings of him were never done in a negative light. 

There’d also been several sketches of Hawk with a similar pained expression, and a couple of drawings were of him in a cemetery. There had even been one of him and Craig together on motorcycles. That had been a jolt to see. Although Ethan knew about Craig, it was different seeing him as a real entity in Hawk’s life. How hard would that have been for him to lose his love like that?

All of it kept circling in Ethan’s head. He had to get out of here for a little bit to clear the debilitating gunk from his mind. He didn’t feel focused enough to drive, so he took off on foot, walking with no set destination in mind in the dark night. 

He wasn’t surprised to find himself at that park when he looked up. Although he hadn’t consciously come here, it had been in the back of his mind ever since Dix told him he needed closure. He hadn’t been here since the night that Steven had hurt him.

Slowly, he stepped off the sidewalk and approached the playground. While a lot of the equipment had been replaced and upgraded, the tower and slide were still there. 

As he approached the playground equipment, he stepped back in time. He’d been so nervous and excited that night. To have someone gorgeous and outgoing like Steven interested in him had been a fantasy come true. He didn’t want to do anything to screw it up...including saying no. 

His stomach churned as he stopped at the bottom of the ladder leading to the tower. That night, their meeting in a place like this felt mysterious and romantic. In the middle of the park, it was really dark, almost pitch black. There’d been more light that night because it had been a full moon. Tonight was overcast so it all felt more ominous, but that might be because of the bad memories bombarding him. 

Slowly he climbed the ladder and he looked around. The equipment was made so there was plenty of room for several kids to stand while waiting to go down the slide. That seemed like such an innocent idea for a place where he’d lost his innocence. His gut clenched. Wrapping his arms around his waist, he forced himself to remember.

That night had been awful and he’d allowed it to color everything between Emma and him. It had haunted them until her death. She’d never been able to share her love interests with him again. 

But standing here at the top of this slide that had featured in his nightmares for so long, he realized he was strong enough now to not let that single event define him anymore. 

For the past month, he’d been facing all of his fears...thanks to Emma and with Hawk at his side, supporting him. While Hawk wasn’t here with him, he had a sense that both Hawk and Emma were shoring him up tonight because they had urged him to get to this point. He could feel their warmth and compassion and knew that if either one of them was here now, they’d wrap him up in a hug and make sure he was okay. 

And for the first time in a long time, he really was okay.

Ethan shook his head and looked around the inside of the tower. What happened here had been life changing, but the pain of that was nothing compared to the loss of his sister. 

He’d let the hurt that Steven had inflicted put a wall in the middle of his relationship with Emma. That was the thing he needed forgiveness for, not being naïve and stupid like he’d thought all these years. 

He climbed back down the slide ladder and walked a couple of blocks over to where Emma was buried. He hadn’t had the courage to revisit there, either. 

Finding her grave was easy. That was pretty surprising, considering how out of it he’d been the day of her funeral. Her headstone now decorated her grave. When it became apparent that she wasn’t going to make it, she’d designed the graphic to go on the front of it. He’d never seen it before and as he realized what it was, he laughed. She’d etched the same symbol that she’d put on their superhero shirts in the drawings. 

He traced over the etched granite.

Emma Roberts

May 15, 1991 – February 17, 2016

A life well lived.

E-Squared forever.

At the bottom were the intertwined E’s...the superhero symbol she’d created for them that he’d never seen before today. And he got it. He finally got it. What she’d been trying to tell him for months now. 

It was her way of telling him that he was stronger than he thought. He just had to believe, too. 

Believe in the wish.

Oh, idiot. 

He got it now. He scrambled off the ground. He pressed a kiss to the top of the stone. “I get it, sis. Oh my goodness. I know. It took me long enough, but I get it. I’m gonna fix it all. I promise. I’ve got this. Just keep faith in me.”

Then he took off out of the cemetery at a dead run. He had work to get done.

Chapter Sixteen

Miller grunted as Hawk shifted the couch they wrangled up the staircase leading to the loft apartment above the garage. “Why do I have to carry the heavy end?” Miller complained.

“Because you’re freakishly tall, and if you had to walk backward like me, you’d knock yourself out on the ceiling before we got to the top.”

“Sure, sure...likely excuse,” Miller grumbled under his breath. “Why is it that I’m so tall, and that means I always get the short end of the stick? I don’t think this adds up right.”

“Less griping and more moving, and maybe we’ll be done in this decade.” Goodness, he hated moving. It was a royal pain in the rear.

Finally they made it to the top of the stairs and through the front door where they unceremoniously dropped the heavy piece of furniture. “This works right here.” Miller dropped onto the couch, even though there weren’t any cushions on it. “Very feng shui.” 

Hawk snorted. “Yeah, I admit I’m not up on my latest feng shui studies, but I’m thinking a huge piece of furniture right in front and blocking the front door does not provide a welcoming atmosphere.” He dropped onto the couch on the other end. “Dang, it’s hot today.”

“Well, I’m not the one who decided to move in the middle of summer.”

“You are such a drama queen.”

“Yeah, whatevs,” Miller mocked. They sat in silence for a few moments before Miller asked, “So, have you talked to him?”

Hawk gazed at the ugly popcorn ceiling. “No.”

“Why not? You gave up your house for him. Don’t you think you should at least let him know why? He deserves to know you’re in love with him before he can decide to walk away.”

In love. There were those words. The words he was so careful not to even think, although he’d been halfway in love with Ethan long before he truly knew him. But he hadn’t been free to tell him that, and it had ruined everything. Although he probably would have screwed it up some other way. Hawk and love just didn’t mix. That much was obvious from his trail of dead lovers. 

He sat up and rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “There isn’t a before to this scenario, Miller. It’s already happened. Whatever we had is over, and I’m just doing what I have to do so he doesn’t suffer for it. “

“You’re such a martyr.”

“No, I’m not. I’m realistic. He doesn’t want me. He never truly did. It was just sex.” He swallowed, hating the reality of that fact.

“I disagree. You said you were going to tell him the truth, so why haven’t you done that? Doesn’t he at least deserve to know the whole story?”

“That’s what I’d like to know,” Ethan said from the doorway that still stood wide open. 

Hawk jumped up in surprise, his heart leaping at the sight of Ethan...here. How much had he heard?

Ethan glanced around the tiny apartment cluttered with boxes and randomly placed furniture. “What’s going on here?”

“Um, I’m moving in.”

Ethan frowned. “What happened to your house?”

“And on that note, I’m out of here, jerks,” Miller said as he stood. “I’ll take the truck and go pick up the last of the boxes.” Miller brushed by Hawk, pausing for a moment beside him. “Text me if I shouldn’t come back,” he whispered. 

Then Miller strode to the front door with a nod and brushed a soft kiss across Ethan’s cheek. “Good to see you here, babydoll,” he whispered. “Make sure he confesses everything.” The pounding of Miller’s steps down the metal staircase echoed behind him. 

While Ethan watched Miller’s retreating figure, Hawk soaked in Ethan’s presence here. He wore one of the outfits Miller had helped him pick out...dark wash jeans with hiking boots and a fitted, button-up plaid shirt with the sleeves rolled up above his elbows. It highlighted the slenderness of Ethan’s form while emphasizing that gorgeous bubble-butt of his. He had on glasses today, but even behind the dark frames, Hawk could see the lines of exhaustion on Ethan’s face.

Ethan turned back to Hawk with his eyebrows raised. “What did he mean that you need to confess everything?”

His insides flipped between elation that Ethan was actually here by his own choice and panic about what his arrival could mean. “Are you okay? Why are you here?”

Ethan had a massive portfolio tucked under his arm, so Hawk focused on that with a wave of his hand. “What did you bring?”

For the moment, Ethan looked as lost and overwhelmed as Hawk felt, but then he pulled the portfolio out. “I finished the brand redesign, so I brought it by to show you.”

Hawk’s stomach sank. So, Ethan was here for business, not for Hawk.

“But Hawk, what’s going on? Why are you moving? What was Miller talking about? Do you have something you need to tell me?”

Hawk swallowed. The truth couldn’t hurt him anymore. “Yes, I’ve been lying to you.”

Ethan frowned in consternation, but didn’t say anything.

Hawk squared his shoulders.  “I never wanted to lie, but it was one of Emma’s requirements. I couldn’t tell you about everything that happened between us, or you would have had to forfeit everything.” Hawk looked away and swallowed his nerves again. “I want you to know that I hated doing it, but I was doing it for you.” 

Ethan backed up a step, horror dawning on his face. The portfolio dropped to the floor. “You hated sleeping with me? Oh goodness, did she leave instructions for you to do that?”

“Oh, idiot no!” He rushed over and grabbed Ethan’s arm since he looked about ready to dash out of the apartment. If that happened, he’d never see Ethan again. This was his only chance to explain, and he was it all up. 

Ethan looked down at Hawk’s hand on his arm. “I don’t understand,” he whispered. And then he looked up at Hawk, so much pain and brokenness that it physically hurt Hawk to breathe.

He couldn’t stop it from happening. He tugged Ethan to him and kissed him softly, gently. 

With a groan, Ethan returned his kiss, reaching around and tugging Hawk tighter. Finally, he had Ethan in his arms again. He didn’t think it would ever happen again.

But Hawk needed to stop this before they got out of control. Words had to happen first. He had so much he had to explain. Ethan needed to know the truth...all of it.

Hawk pulled back slightly but he tipped Ethan’s chin so their gazes met. “Sleeping with you was the single best moment in my life. I promise that had nothing to do with Emma and everything to do with me...and how much I want you. How much I’ve wanted you for months. That’s what I’ve been hiding from you.”

“You’ve wanted me? For months?” Ethan’s gaze was confused but hopeful. “I don’t understand. Emma—”

“Yes, I’ve wanted you so much, and yes, Emma was aware of that.”

Ethan’s gaze darkened and he shifted.

“E, this isn’t just about sex. I want—no.” Leading off with how he wanted forever wasn’t the place to start. He needed to explain everything to Ethan in order. “You need to know everything else first before we talk about the sex, and then you can tell me what you want and if I’m completely off-base. Is that okay?”

Ethan nodded. “Yeah, I think that’s good.” He looked around the small living room, looking a little lost. “From what I know this started with Emma. Tell me about you and Emma. Miller told me a little bit, but I need to hear it from you.”

“Okay.” Hawk grabbed the pile of couch cushions off the floor, threw them on the couch, and then pulled Ethan to sit down. “Emma...” Even her name made him smile. “I met Emma at a little coffee shop during college.” 

Ethan nodded. He probably knew this much from his sister. 

“At that point in time, I was living and working with Craig, but she loved my bike and motorcycles in general, so we got to talking and quickly became friends. Things with Craig were never perfect, and I was so young when the two of us started dating. I had very few friends that were mine alone...not just an extension of Craig’s social circle. Emma was the first. From the moment I met her, I loved her. She was smart and sassy and never afraid to speak her mind.”

Ethan reared back like Hawk had physically hit him. 

Hawk reached for him, needing him to hear this. “While I loved her, I was never in love with her. We were just friends. Both of us felt that way.”

“That’s what Miller had said.” He shook his head. “But I don’t understand why. What happened between you? Why did you just disappear when she got sick?”

“I didn’t find out she was sick until that day that I showed up at your house, and you wouldn’t let me in. I had no idea until one of the customers came into the shop and casually mentioned it. When I found out, I immediately came over.”

Hawk rubbed over his face. “What happened between us before that was stupid and infantile. It was humiliating for both of us, and I was so embarrassed to face her that I didn’t contact her. That’s on me. I will always, always regret that, because I wasn’t willing to suck up my pride or hurt hers, I missed the last few months of her life.” His eyes filled with tears as his voice broke. “I hate that so much.”

“What happened that you were embarrassed about?” Ethan asked, his voice low and subdued.

Hawk dropped his head to his chest, still hating this part. “You know we had sex on occasion.”

Ethan nodded slowly. “Yeah.”

“It was purely a ‘friends with benefits’ thing. We were good friends and had fun together. Sex between us was simply an extension of that...a physical release. It was never an emotional connection for either of us. But because of that, I sometimes let my head wander during. I’d fantasize. A couple of months before that last time...” Hawk shook his head. “Idiot, I can’t believe I’m going to tell you this, but it’s important you understand.”

Ethan squinted at him in confusion like he had no idea where this story was going. How could he? No one could be a worse human being than Hawk had been in that moment. 

“A couple of months before that last time, we’d met up with you. It was just a few minutes, but it stuck with me. You were so gorgeous and so awkward and so obviously uncomfortable, I kind of fell for you that day.”

Ethan snorted out a laugh of disbelief. “You’ve got to be kidding me. I was a hot mess, so you actually thought I gotta get me some of that? No, I’m not buying it.”

“Well, whether you buy it or not, it was the truth. And you know, the two of you were twins. Even as a guy and a girl, you looked a lot alike. So when we’d hook up, it just kind of came naturally that I’d close my eyes and...”

Ethan’s eyes widened in horror. “Tell me you didn’t. Oh my goodness!” Ethan stood up and began to pace around the room. “Are you telling me that you banged my sister and pretended...fantasized it was...me?”

Hawk shut his eyes. It sounded so bad like that. True, but bad. So, he just nodded silently.

“But she didn’t know, right?” The dawning horror sounded through Ethan’s voice. “Tell me she never knew.”

“That’s what happened the last time we were together. I called out your name instead of Emma’s. Idiot, I’m so, so sorry. You’ll never understand just how sorry I am. I never should have continued sleeping with her when I was imagining you. Goodness, that sounds so sick, but it didn’t seem so bad at the time.” His words ran over each other as he tried to get his explanation out and over with. “Everyone fantasizes a bit when having sex, right? And for the two of us, it was never about the other person we were with. But I knew I’d crossed a line that night. That’s why I didn’t contact her for so long. I was embarrassed and figured she was pissed.” 

He walked over to the drawer and removed the letter that Katya had given him from Emma. “Now I know that wasn’t the case at all. The next day, she found out about the cancer. She knew what I’d gone through when Craig died. She stayed away to help spare me from the pain she’d knew I’d feel when she died. 

“But your sister was an amazing woman. She knew I was interested, so I think she set up the tasks in the will so we’d have a chance to get to know each other. Here, you should read this.” He shoved the letter into Ethan’s hands. 

Ethan read it silently. The further into it he got, the more his hands shook. He let the paper drop to the floor when he got to the end.

Hawk snatched it up and refolded it, putting it back into the envelope. Regardless of what had gone down, that piece of paper was his last real connection to Emma, and he had loved her. It wasn’t something he’d give up.

Ethan still hadn’t said anything. His complexion had paled, and his Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed hard.

“Katya said if I revealed any of this to you, that you’d have to forfeit the will. But you know what...none of that material garbage is worth the pain it was causing you.”

“But it was my material garbage,” Ethan said softly.

“It’s still your material garbage.”

“No, it’s not.” Ethan shook his head. “The sale on the house is closing this week. I’ve lost it.”

“No, you didn’t. You don’t have to move. I bought your house. I own the LLC, the development company that’s on the paperwork as the buyer. It’s yours free and clear after the closing.”

Ethan’s head shot up. “What? How...” He glanced around the little apartment overflowing with boxes. “Oh my goodness, Hawk. You sold your house.”

“No.” Hawk shook his head. “I sold Craig’s house. It was never truly mine.”

“But—”

“No, it’s okay.” Hawk nodded. “It’s better this way. After everything that went down between us, I couldn’t live with the lies anymore. But I also couldn’t let you lose everything. This was the right thing to do.”

Ethan looked around the apartment. “I can’t believe you would do that for me,” he whispered.

Hawk stepped up to Ethan and grabbed his hands. “I don’t know how much you heard of the discussion between Miller and I when you got here, but there’s pretty much nothing I wouldn’t do for you. E, I’m in love with you. I know that may not be what you want. I get that, but you need to know everything. I want you in my life as my lover, my boyfriend, my everything.”

Ethan’s mouth dropped open. “Seriously?”

Hawk laughed. “Idiot, I am so incredibly bad at this relationship stuff. Yes, seriously. I think that’s why Emma did this. I didn’t understand at first, but I really think I’m right. She knew I wanted you, and she made it so that I might have a chance with you. Please tell me...do I still have a chance, Ethan?”

“No.” Ethan shook his head. 

Hawk’s hopes dashed to the ground. Rubbish. That hurt even more than he expected it to.  

A mischievous glint shimmered in Ethan’s eye as he tugged Hawk to him. “Your chance is over. Now it’s time for the real thing. Will you be my boyfriend, Hawk Simmons? I can even sweeten the deal...I have this house, which it sounds like you own now anyway, that’s about ten times the size of your new place, and it’s about one hundred times nicer. In exchange for sexy times, I might be convinced to let you move in with me.”

Hawk cocked his head to the side as if he was considering it. “Sexy times, huh? Well, it will be a sacrifice, but I do love your moldings.”

“My moldings?” Ethan kissed the corner of Hawk’s mouth. “Is that what we’re calling it now?”

Hawk nibbled back. “How about we don’t call it anything, but maybe happily ever after?”

“I can live with that...and you,” Ethan said before tackling Hawk to the couch.


Chapter Seventeen

As Ethan and Hawk sat down in the chairs in front of her desk, Katya smiled down at their joined hands. 

It had been almost a full week since Ethan had gone to Hawk’s place to drop off the rebranding plans, and they really hadn’t been separated since. Ethan still felt weird about the fact that Hawk had bought his house, but Hawk had told him that was the way things were meant to work out between the two of them. Emma just may not have realized the full extent of how she’d become their fairy godmother when she set this plan into motion.

Katya folded her hands in front of her on her desk, her eyes glittering with happiness. “I take it this means the two of you are doing well? You’ve worked some things out.”

Hawk nodded at Ethan to answer.

Ethan winked at him. “Yes, things are very good. As you know, Emma’s plan didn’t quite go as she’d expected, but Hawk bought my house, so I’m not homeless.”

Hawk squeezed his hand. 

Katya nodded. “That’s actually why I called you in here today. Your sister was one of the most amazing people I’ve ever met. When she first came to me with this scheme, I thought she was insane. First of all, there’s no predicting how people will react especially in highly stressful situations. I thought she was out of her mind to expect you both to react a certain way. But she loved you both and obviously knew you both very well. Although she had set up scenarios for several possible outcomes, this is the one she’d hoped for.”

He should have trusted all along that she’d had a plan for him with all this. She had loved him.

Katya pushed a low-profile rectangular box across her desk toward them. “There’s a lot in here you’ll want to read through and save. But the most important documents are on the top. I’ll let you look through it for a few moments before we sign all the final paperwork. I’ll be out in reception. Just call for me when you’re ready.”

She crossed the room and the door clicked shut behind her.

Hawk glanced down at the box and then at Ethan. “Did you expect this?”

Ethan blew out a gust of breath. “No. I had no clue. I thought we were here just to close out the final paperwork. What do you think is in there?”

“I have no idea. The only way to find out is to open it. Go ahead.”

Ethan let go of Hawk’s hand. Suddenly, his palms were sweaty. He wiped them on the front of his jeans before reaching for the box. 

He flipped the lid open and resting at the very top of the pile was another purple envelope with both their names. Ethan picked it up, slid his finger under the flap, and removed the card.  The outside was a stylized tattoo heart...gorgeous and totally in Emma’s graphic style. He ran his finger around the outside edge of it.

Hawk leaned over to look. “That’s wicked. Do you think she designed it?”

“Oh, yeah, this is definitely hers.” Ethan flipped open the card.

Ethan and Hawk,

If this is the card you’re reading, that must mean I did something right and the two of you are together. That makes me so happy because the two of you are perfect for one another. I just hate that I met Hawk first. If he’d met Ethan first, I might have been able to dance at your wedding.

Ethan had been reading aloud, but as his voice choked up, he handed the card to Hawk so he could continue. 

Ethan, I know you probably have hated me for a while throughout this whole process, but I needed you to fall in love with Hawk all on your own, not just because it was my last wish that you both live happily ever after. That required a bit of subterfuge that I hope you can forgive both Hawk and I for. He only did it because I asked. So if you have to blame someone, that’s all on me. 

I love you both so much. The hope that you would find one another kept me happy through those last couple of tough months. I’ll be watching over you from heaven...your own personal fairy godmother. 

See, Ethan, I told you. It pays to believe in the wish...

P.S. If you didn’t complete all the tasks, the additional envelopes are in this box. You now have assignments for your honeymoon. 

Hawk stumbled over the words as he read that. “Sorry,” he mumbled. “That just surprised me.” He looked up at Ethan, heat filling his eyes. “But not in a bad way. I just hadn’t gone there in my mind yet. But, yeah...” Hawk’s face flushed red as he refocused on the card.

Ethan’s heartbeat ratcheted up in reaction. Oh...wow.

Your fairy godmother,

Emma

For a moment, the room was completely silent as they absorbed her words. Then Hawk pawed through the box. “There are at least another dozen envelopes in here.”

“I don’t understand. She obviously didn’t expect us to complete all the tasks. So, why would she write the will so that I lost everything if they weren’t done?”

“Um, E, I think you need to look at this.” Hawk held up what looked to be a legal document that he’d unfolded. 

Ethan grabbed it quickly flipping through the official papers. They were deeds...to his house, Hawk’s house, and an official transfer of ownership for E-Squared...to him. “I don’t understand. How is this possible?”

Hawk shook his head. “Maybe it’s time to bring Katya back in.” Hawk went to the door while Ethan read through the papers more thoroughly. His house deed had been dated to him six weeks before Emma died, but the date on Hawk’s deed was from last week, when he’d closed. None of this made any sense.

Katya strode in and nodded toward the documents. “I see you found some of the important stuff. You need to know that you, neither one of you, were ever in any real danger of losing your properties. We set it up so that I had a dummy corporation buyer at to keep that from happening. You both should also know that a private detective has been following you just to make sure nothing bad happened in the meantime. Unfortunately, he didn’t realize there was an issue at your house that day because your garage was shut, Ethan.” 

The day he’d almost died, and then he would have lost out in the most amazing thing ever...Hawk’s love.

“This is where things might get a little tricky for you, Hawk. Emma thought you might feel it was time to let go of your house, especially if you did exactly what you did—sold it. If you still think that’s what you want to do, she set up a trust to buy it for real and donate it to a local shelter as a safe house for abused partners. It’s completely up to you. You have all the time in the world to make the decision. There’s no time limit on this.”

Hawk shook his head. “I’m good with that. I’ve said goodbye to the house and instead of using the money from the trust to pay me for the house, you can just donate it back to the shelter for the maintenance of it.”

Ethan nodded. “And I know there’s probably a process involved with it, but I want Hawk’s name added to the deed on our house.”

She gave him a soft smile and nod. “I have to say I looked forward to meeting both of you after preparing all this with Emma, but the two of you far surpassed my high expectations. It’s no wonder she wanted the absolute best for you both. I’ll take care of everything. Do you have any other questions?”

Hawk and Ethan exchanged a glance. 

Ethan stood. “I think we’re good, but I do have one request.” 

“What’s that?” she asked.

“Can I have a hug?”

“Absolutely.” She stood and came around the desk, first hugging Ethan and then turning toward Hawk. When she drew back she sniffled. “I expect an invitation to the wedding.”

Every time something like that was said, Ethan almost expected Hawk to take off, but he just grinned at her. “That’s guaranteed. You also have a standing invitation for every holiday and drag queen night. You aren’t getting rid of us that easily.”

“I like the sound of that.”

***

Fifteen minutes later, they entered their home. And despite all that had just happened at Katya’s office, this was still very much their home...together. The reality of that fact blew Ethan away every time. Six months ago, he never would have dreamed that his life could have had this kind of outcome.

He tugged Hawk flush against his chest as the door closed behind them. “I love you. You know that, right?” he asked, his voice low and intense. 

“I’d hoped and guessed, but it’s nice to hear.” Hawk’s eyes flashed with pure happiness and contentment that filled Ethan’s heart to see. 

If he could keep that expression on Hawk’s face for the rest of their lives, he’d die a happy, old man. 

Hawk brushed the pad of his thumb across Ethan’s cheekbone. “Are you okay after everything today?”

Ethan nodded. “Yeah, I actually am. I can’t believe all the hoops Emma went through to set all this up.” He held up the box they still needed to go through and set it on the desk. 

Later. Right now he had other ideas for his boyfriend. 

“She loved you,” Hawk said as he kissed along Ethan’s neck, leaving a trail of goosebumps in the wake of his tongue and teeth.

“And you,” Ethan said. “I get that now.” He took a deep breath. “Did she ever tell you about the guy we both dated in high school?”

Hawk pulled back, his eyes darkening with a frown. “No, nothing beyond what she wrote in that first letter. Why?”

“I’ve been working through some things with Dix about everything that happened back then.” Seeing the worried look on Hawk’s face, he smoothed the crease in between Hawk’s brows. “Don’t worry. It’s going well, but there’s one thing that happened with him that messed me up, and I’m hoping you can fix it.”

Hawk shook his head. “There’s not a blasted thing about you that needs to be fixed.”

Ethan laughed and slowly tugged the tail of Hawk’s shirt to expose his skin. “I love that you think that. But I have a feeling that’s more about the fact that you haven’t lived with me long enough—yet—rather than my perfection.” He leaned forward and latched onto Hawk’s nipple with his teeth. “And that is perfectly okay, because we’ll discover each other’s quirks and idiosyncrasies along the way and adjust.”

Hawk hissed in a breath of air. “I think I like this plan.” His voice deepened.

“Good.” Ethan cupped Hawk’s erection through his jeans. “I think you’ll like this plan even better. I need you to mess me.”

Hawk froze. “I thought you didn’t bottom...ever.”

Despite his lover’s sudden inaction, Ethan continued to pull at his clothing, unbuttoning Hawk’s jeans. Hawk may be shocked, but his cock hadn’t gotten the notice. It had become noticeably harder in the last fifteen seconds. “I haven’t. Not since high school and that guy.”

Hawk cupped Ethan’s face. “He hurt you, didn’t he?”

Ethan nodded. He trusted Hawk completely, but that didn’t stop his nerves from flaring.

Rage filled Hawk’s expression for a moment, before he refocused on Ethan.

Ethan dropped to his knees, pushing Hawks jeans and underwear down his thighs. 

Hawk’s mouth dropped open and he stood perfectly still although his hard cock flexed when Ethan’s tongue rang over the tip of it. Then Ethan dove down, taking it completely down his throat in one lunge. 

Hawk grunted in reaction, and he threaded his fingers through Ethan’s hair. “Baby, you don’t have to do this.”

He didn’t have to. He wanted to. He needed to show Hawk how committed he was to the two of them, how happy he was with what they had found together. Ethan licked and swallowed a couple more times, swirling his tongue around the tip. Pre-cum leaked. Ethan sucked that off before pulling off with a juicy pop. “I want to,” he told Hawk. “Just let me know if you’re getting too close, because I want you coming in my rear.” He sucked Hawk deep again.

Hawk’s moan was long and tortured sounding as he thrust into Ethan’s mouth with the instinctual need to move. “Aw, dang, E. Your mouth feels so good, but I’m not going to last.” His fingers clutched into Ethan’s hair, pulling him off.

Ethan didn’t want to let go. Hawk tasted delicious. Mixed with those little noises of arousal that Hawk made when it felt good, sucking on him was like lighting a match to Ethan’s lust. With a final swirl and suck around the head, his mouth popped off. He licked his lips and looked up at Hawk’s lust-filled eyes. “Mmm, you taste good.”

Hawk dragged him up and kissed him with a hard and dirty, open-mouthed kiss as he began to pull Ethan’s clothes off, too. “Do we have supplies down here, or should we go to the bedroom?”

“Bedroom.” Ethan jacked Hawk’s cock as Hawk freed Ethan from his jeans. Ethan grabbed both of their cocks together, dragging the moisture from the head of Hawk’s toe to slick them both up, and then he stroked them together. It felt so amazingly good. Hawk’s heated, hard length pulsed against Ethan’s cock. He could feel Hawk’s pounding heartrate. So good.

Their pelvis’s thrust in time to Ethan’s hand movements, the sounds of their moans and groans orchestrated by the slap of skin. “Dang, you feel so good, E. Idiot, why don’t we have supplies down here?”

“We’ll have to fix”–moan and pant—“that...after.”

Hawk yanked his shaft out of Ethan’s reach. “Upstairs. Now.” His tone was intense, his voice deep and guttural. 

Ethan didn’t have to think twice. He yanked up his jeans and took off at a jog for the stairs with Hawk right behind him. Clothes were dropped randomly as they entered the bedroom. By the time they made it to the bed, they were both naked and eager.

Ethan fell back onto the bed. Hawk fell on top of him. All that glorious skin to skin had Ethan panting. Wave after wave of lust and desire roared through his veins directly to his cock. He wanted more, so much more, right now. 

“Prep me,” he instructed Hawk. 

Hawk dove for the side table and fumbled inside the drawer until he came up with a tube of lube and a string of condoms. 

Ethan raised an eyebrow at the long line of packets. “Do you have plans—and stamina—I don’t know about, because I’m not sure my rear can take that much pounding. At least not for the first time in a decade.”

“Smart aleck.” Hawk shook his head. “I think you should put that mouth to better use.” 

“Happy to. Where do you want me?”

“On my cock...”

“I thought that was already a given.”

Hawk slapped him on the rear and then rolled over so he was flat on his back on the bed. “Sixty-nine with me while I open you up.” 

For the first time since he’d come up with this idea, Ethan faltered. Was he really ready to do this? That phantom remembered pain shuddered down his spine.

Of course, Hawk noticed immediately. “Hey,” Hawk said, “we can stop this at any time. I will be fine for the rest of our lives with what we’re doing already. You don’t have to do this to prove something to me.” Hawk pulled Ethan’s head down to kiss him. Love and compassion flowed through the kiss. 

Ethan’s arousal kicked in again.

Ethan pulled back. “I know.” He panted into Hawk’s neck. “But I need to do this to prove something to me. Just take it slow and I should be fine, right?”

Hawk looked into his eyes. “E, I promise I will not hurt you, no matter what. Trust me.”

And that was the thing. Ethan did trust Hawk, totally and completely. So with a deep breath, he turned around on the bed so he could reach Hawk’s mess with his mouth, his own hovering in the air above Hawk’s face. 

“This feels weird,” he muttered. 

“What? You’ve never done sixty-nine?” Hawk’s breath gusted over Ethan’s cock with the lightest of torturous touches. 

Hot dang. What had Hawk asked him? As Hawk sucked him in he remembered. Sixty-nine...this wonderful...hmm...position. “Um, no.” he licked down Hawk’s length. “I’ve never had the opportunity.”

“Hmm,” Hawk hummed as he sucked in the head of Ethan’s length and sucked on it a few times. “Let me introduce you to one of my favorite positions.”

As Ethan enjoyed the taste of Hawk, he was going to town on Ethan’s toe. It was amazingly arousing. No wonder people liked to do this. The key would be not to get so carried away by what Hawk was doing to him that he forgot to take care of Hawk’s needs. 

But then Hawk began to rub circles around Ethan’s hole. 

He couldn’t help it. He tensed up. 

Hawk rubbed his rear cheek with the other hand and pulled off his toe. “Relax, baby. Focus on what I’m doing to your toe, not anything else.”

Ethan hummed his acquiescence. He closed his eyes, concentrating on the warm, moist, tight heat rotating across the sensitive skin of his shaft. It felt so good. He swirled his tongue around the rim of Hawk’s crown and rolled his balls with one hand while stroking his length with the other. 

He’d gotten so caught up in what he was doing that it was a surprise when Hawk’s finger breached his rear. Even more surprisingly, the expected pain wasn’t there. The intrusion felt a bit odd, tight and foreign, because he never engaged in rear play, not even with himself, but overall it wasn’t a bad odd. In fact, it felt almost...good.

Then Hawk brushed the tip of his finger over Ethan’s prostate, and he practically levitated off the bed. His cock flexed and surged, his heartbeat kicked up another couple hundred notches, and he couldn’t get enough air into his lungs as he panted.

“Ah, yeah, you liked that didn’t you?” Hawk asked.

Ethan couldn’t do anything but moan and pant as Hawk brushed over that spot again before adding in a second finger. Although this was a bit more intense, it still felt amazing. Hawk continued to stretch and rub, making sure to take special care to brush over his prostate about every third stroke. 

Ethan was going out of his mind with lust. He didn’t know whether to thrust forward into Hawk’s mouth still doing dirty wonderful things to his toe or to press back into Hawk’s fingers as they slowly drove him mad. 

Hawk worked on opening him so slowly. By the time he added a third finger, Ethan was a puddle of sweaty, needy lust. In the back of his mind, he kept expecting the burning pain he remembered so starkly from that time in high school, but it never came. Instead, he just got more and more turned on and desperate. His balls were so tight and ready to blow, it almost hurt.

He pulled off Hawk’s cock. “Please, idiot me now. Please.” He didn’t even care if he sounded like a begging, needy little jerk. He’d totally cop to that if it would get Hawk in his rear faster.

With another twist of his fingers in Ethan’s rear, which left Ethan hissing in pleasure, Hawk slowly took his mouth off Ethan’s cock and his fingers out of his hole. 

Hawk stroked the inside of Ethan’s thigh. “Flip around.” 

While Ethan did as instructed, Hawk rolled on a condom and lubed up his toe. He looked up at Ethan with dark, desire-filled eyes and licked his lips. 

Blood surged, thick and sluggish through Ethan’s veins. The love and desire he felt for this man overwhelmed him right now. He just wanted to slide under Hawk’s skin and meld with him in every way possible.

“You’re in charge here, E,” Hawk said, his voice so guttural Ethan could barely hear it. “Sit on me, and take me in as slowly as you need. This is your show.”

Anticipation buzzed through his veins, and he had to take a deep breath to steady himself. He threw a leg over Hawk and reached down to grasp his cock. 

Hawk bit his lip and clutched at the bed linens. The strain to hold back was written all over every tight line of his body.

Lining up Hawk’s cock, Ethan locked gazes with Hawk and blew out a breath as he slowly lowered himself onto the hard shaft below. Hawk had done a good job prepping him, but it was still difficult going.

“Bear down, baby,” Hawk urged. 

Ethan did, and the tip of Hawk’s toe popped past that first ring of muscle. Ethan froze and willed his body to relax. Then he slowly eased down a little farther.

“That’s it,” Hawk urged, his voice cracking under the strain. “Just move as it feels right. And dang, do you feel right. You feel amazing, E.”

Hearing the emotion vibrate behind those words helped relax Ethan the rest of the way. He cautiously sank deeper onto Hawk’s cock and then arched back up, enjoying the friction and the fullness and the sounds of torment Hawk made below him. On the next press down, Hawk sank fully into Ethan. 

The sudden depth stole his ability to breathe. “Oh, idiot,” he moaned.

They both panted through the overload of sensations. 

“Please...tell me that...was a good moan,” Hawk grunted out.

“The best.” And now that his body had adjusted to the alien sensations, it all felt too good. Ethan couldn’t sit still any longer. He had to move. He cocked his hips and rode Hawk. Up and down. In and out.

Hawk watched him with a wide, rapt gaze. His lips were swollen. Color rose high on his dark cheeks shadowed by the dark stubble on his chin. Ethan could read every emotion on his face—joy and arousal, amazement and desire, lust and love. 

Every twitch from Hawk drove Ethan higher. He’d never known this could feel so good. 

And then Hawk shifted his hips getting into the motion, too. Desire drove white hot as Hawk’s cock brushed over Ethan’s prostate. His rhythm stuttered, and before he could even shout out a warning, his orgasm erupted in a cascade of white liquid, spraying over Hawk’s chest. 

His rear tightened as the orgasm jolted through him over and over again. Blood roared in his ears as a tsunami of pleasure flooded through his balls and cock.

Hawk screamed his name as he bucked and thrashed on the bed. Hawk’s cock surged and stiffened, and he began to pulsate inside Ethan. 

It was the most perfect moment ever.

Ethan gingerly pulled off Hawk, holding the base of the condom. He removed it from Hawk’s spent shaft and disposed of it. Then he collapsed onto Hawk’s chest. They were both sweaty and panting. 

Hawk threaded his fingers through Ethan’s sweaty hair. “Was that okay?”

“Okay? That was so much better than okay. We are definitely doing that again.” 

Hawk chuckled sleepily. “I can work with that.”

“You want to work with a shower before you pass out?”

Hawk lifted his head and grimaced down at his sticky chest. “Yeah, that would probably be a good idea. You made a real mess here.”

“Well, we can’t let it be said that I don’t take care of my messes. Come on. Let me clean you up.”

***

Two hours later, Ethan came downstairs. He’d left Hawk asleep in bed. While he’d taken a nap after their shower, too, he’d awoken after an hour with a burning need to see what else was in the box from Emma.

Suddenly while standing in front of the box at the kitchen counter, he could smell her signature strawberry scent. He glanced around the mostly dark kitchen, but didn’t see anything. Something was in that box that he needed to see right now. 

“Emma?” he whispered, but of course, there wasn’t any answer back. 

He rubbed at his bare chest. He’d just slid on sweatpants, but now felt unseasonably chilled which was odd since it was easily over eighty degrees outside in the summer night and the air conditioner rarely ran in the house at night. He eyed the box warily.

“You don’t have any more secrets to reveal, do you? I’m happy, Em. You did good. Can’t we just leave it at that?”

Something told him the answer was no, so he flipped open the box lid. Inside the top were all the documents and letters he’d seen at Katya’s. They hadn’t opened the other notes yet, but he didn’t think that was what she wanted him for here right now.

He dug through the box and found another journal. Her final journal. He’d noticed it had been missing when he went through all her other journals, but since she’d been downstairs those last few weeks, he assumed it had been there somewhere. But it wasn’t. It was in this box. It must be there for a reason. 

He wasn’t sure he was strong enough to go through the journal of her final days. He’d mourned alongside her then. To see that hopelessness in her art might kill him. But he opened the journal despite his misgivings.

Instead of images of despair...

...the journal held drawings of hope.

“Oh, idiot, Em.” Ethan dropped to his knees on the hard floor as tears flooded his eyes. 

“Ethan, what’s wrong?” Hawk rushed into the room in a panic.

Ethan simply wrapped his arm around Hawk’s waist and pulled him to the floor so he could see, too.

Hawk gasped as Ethan slowly flipped the pages of the journal.

Every single page of those last few weeks were filled with drawings of the two of them... Hawk and Ethan together...happy...in love...with kids. 

Emma hadn’t been focusing on the end of her life at that point. She’d been focusing on the beginning of theirs. And wow, if even half of her wishes for them came true, they had an amazing future ahead.

“I smell strawberries,” Hawk said, his voice just as broken as Ethan’s.

“That’s because she’s here, watching over us to make sure we don’t phoo all up.”

Hawk grabbed hold of his chin and turned his tear-stained face to could kiss him. “We’ll make sure to never let her down. I love you, Ethan.”

“I believed and she brought me you. I love you, Hawk.”

THE END
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