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			Vice + Virtue

			When a routine hookup turns out to be his last, Aden goes on the run with his dealer Gage, a man he barely knows.

			After a year of hiding in plain sight, Aden finds himself mostly alone in the dead of winter while Gage works nights as a bartender. The hasty introduction to Gage’s new “business partner”—a silver-tongued local named Travis—doesn’t help the growing tension between Aden and his ex-dealer.

			Desperate for details and beguiled by Travis’s easy going nature, Aden tentatively places his trust in Travis, only to develop feelings equally forbidden and undeniable. Strung between two dangerous men willing to kill for him, Aden eventually learns more than the simple truth of what Gage and Travis are planning—and that he’s just as capable of making bloody decisions to protect them.

			Content Notes
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			Vice + Virtue

			He’s late.

			Sirens and the distant rumble of trains fade into white noise as Aden peers through plastic motel curtains, sipping a pint of cheap, acidic vodka. He watches the neighboring sign for SAVVY’S flash from pink to red, the reflection slurried in the dark, puddled pavement of the motel’s parking lot. 

			He’d already scrubbed himself raw under barely lukewarm water in the tiny bathroom. That part is for himself—a modicum of control, the ritual of exchanging one skin for another. His work clothes lay folded next to the sink, swapped out for a lacy, red bralette and a knee-length black skirt that hugs his waist like a corset. He’d rolled pale pink stockings up his legs, patterned with simple cat heads and bows on the hem. Now he tries not to think about the soles turning gray from the dingy carpet. 

			He’d painted a bit of liner around his eyes, styled into inky cat-eye points that match his stockings and make his pupils pop. He’d rolled on lip gloss, too, though most of it had ended up on the mouth of the vodka bottle. He never spends too much time on makeup. Even if he reapplies the gloss now, it’ll disappear soon enough, and the liner will be bleeding by the end of the night, dragging veins of dark ore down his cheeks.

			The knock he’s been waiting for comes half past midnight, the pint now sitting empty in a wastebasket. Aden’s steps to the door are wobbly, his eye twitching as he clocks the silhouette through the peephole. He unhooks the chain latch, unlocks the deadbolt, and backs up as he opens the door wide.

			His dealer, a man he only knows as Gage, shuffles in with the cold. He hardly spares Aden a glance as he heads for the rickety table in the corner, dropping a black duffel bag on the surface with a sharp exhale. Gage, always quiet when he first arrives, is dressed in his typical uniform—black leather jacket, white undershirt, dark pants, steel-toe boots. Sometimes he shows up with a streak of blood along his hairline, smelling like cinders and gasoline or latex and chemicals; like real danger, the kind Aden would stay away from if he was smart.

			But he isn’t smart, and Gage gives him a good deal. Working at a hole-in-the-wall meat shop keeps Aden on his feet all day, and after bills there’s barely enough to cover food and transit around the city. All it takes is dropping forty bucks on a shitty motel room and getting fucked for an hour or two, then Aden is rewarded with something to make the miserable horse pill of his life a little easier to swallow.

			Aden’s hackles raise the longer Gage doesn’t acknowledge him. He saunters closer, tentative, but when the man doesn’t turn around, Aden touches Gage’s shoulder, the leather beneath his fingers stiff and slick. Gage doesn’t flinch, doesn’t round on Aden with fury in his eyes, but he stills, shoulders slumping as he finally turns his head. It’s then Aden notices the flecks of blood on Gage’s earlobe, caked beneath the stack of tiny silver hoops. From there his eyes wander to the swell of Gage’s bottom lip, bruised and purple.

			Gage’s grin is faint as he reaches out, winding one hand around the back of Aden’s neck to reel him closer. “Sorry, baby,” he says on an exhale. “Been a long night.”

			Tonight he smells like pine and dirt, like he’s been in the woods far north of the city limits. Aden doesn’t want to think about why; he never wants to think about where Gage is coming from before he steps inside whatever motel room or where he goes when he leaves. 

			Aden swipes his thumb along the wet center of his tongue and reaches for Gage’s bloodied ear, buffing out red with a light caress. “Anything I can do?” he asks softly, easily slipping into his role; playing his part.

			Gage hums deep in his throat, his hand sliding along Aden’s nape. “Just need you to be extra good tonight.” His fingers curl against Aden’s warm skin, pinching his dark hair at the root. “Can you do that for me?”

			Aden closes his eyes, holds his trembling lips together. All that comes out is a shaky, high-pitched, “Mmhm.”

			Gage releases him, his eyes landing on the empty vodka bottle in the wastebasket. Then he clicks his tongue, shakes his head, and says, “Started the party without me, huh?”

			Aden bites back a retort. The channels on the motel’s TV are all garbage; what else is he supposed to do while he waits? But he keeps his mouth shut, his eyes hot on the duffel bag as Gage rifles through it, his breath stalling as he waits.

			“I get it,” Gage murmurs, placing a vial and an eyedropper on the table before he rounds on Aden, boxing him against the edge of the bed without touching him. “You must get bored, waiting around for me all the time.”

			Aden swallows as Gage drags a thick thumb across his cheek.

			“You need a taste, don’t you?” Gage says, almost whispering. He steps back, his eyes scraping down Aden’s throat to his chest. “You know what to do.” Then, he turns away, busying himself with the contents of his bag once again.

			Without hesitation, Aden lowers himself to the carpet, lamenting the now-ruined state of his stockings as he tries to keep his bare skin from touching the floor. The carpet fibers are hardly tufts anymore, matted flat with a dull sheen, but he’s done this too many times to be truly disgusted. All he can think about is the tiny glass jar clutched in Gage’s hand, filled with a viscous, purple liquid that passes for black in the dim lighting. 

			Nervous sweat soaks Aden’s panties as Gage fills an eyedropper halfway, which he holds between clenched teeth as he recaps the vial. Once Gage reclaims the vial in his fingers, he glances down at Aden with a pleased look on his face.

			“Stick out your tongue, baby.”

			He says it like he’s coaxing Aden to take his first steps, and Aden’s cheeks burn at the sound of it. He swallows, over-salivating, and opens his mouth, his quivering tongue falling over his bottom lip as Gage steps in front of him. Sometimes he’s left waiting until his mouth dries up, so Aden breathes through his nose, trying not to swallow on instinct as spit builds beneath his tongue.

			Gage doesn’t make him sweat it out this time, holding the eyedropper over Aden’s tongue as he depresses the plunger. A thick drop squeezes out, pooling where it lands in the dip of Aden’s tongue and begins a teasing trickle down the back of his throat. Aden’s gag reflex doesn’t trigger, all too used to the slow drip.

			Gage feeds him the rest of the syrup that way, drop by painstaking drop, until the plunger is fully seated and Aden’s mouth is tingling. His ears click when he swallows.

			“What do we say?”

			Aden licks his dry lips slowly, relishing the syrup’s acquired taste—a bitter, sweet-salt afterbite. “Thank you.”

			Gage pats Aden’s cheek before approaching the small sink at the back of the motel room. After the brief rush of tap water, he returns with the rinsed eyedropper, zipping it into the duffel bag’s side pocket along with the lightly used vial of syrup.

			Then, he shrugs off his leather jacket, hanging it on the back of a slouched motel chair. He grabs the single ashtray from the center of the table, moves it to the nightstand, and settles at the head of the bed with his back propped against the stained wall. He slips a cigarette between his lips and lights it with a butane pocket lighter, his hard eyes scanning over Aden’s body.

			“Show me that cute little outfit you got on.”

			Aden lifts to his feet and glances around the room, eventually settling against the low dresser that doubles as a television stand. The syrup is already kicking in, making every movement feel like it’s performed in front of a live audience, minus all the nerves and stage fright. Aden bends at the waist, running his hands up his thighs, stroking slippery fabric before he flicks the tiny bows.

			Gage points his lit cigarette at Aden’s stockings. “Are those cats?”

			Aden nods, smiling a little. “Do you like ‘em?”

			“Mm.” Gage sucks his cigarette, breath hissing through his teeth. “They look real good on you.”

			“They got a little dirty,” Aden mumbles, glancing down at the dusty pink shadows where his knees had pressed into the carpet.

			The corner of Gage’s mouth slides into a smirk. He swirls his cigarette into a vague figure-8, the cherry dancing like a firefly. “Show me the rest.”

			Aden pushes off the dresser, legs locked as he hooks his thumbs into the skirt’s waistband. He rotates, hips swaying as he slides the skirt down, inch by inch on each side. 

			He hears Gage suck in a deep breath, then the hiss of blown smoke. 

			Aden smiles drunkenly at the wall, the syrup doing its job to relax him, to get his mind right for the occasion. He braces one hand on the dresser, the skirt forming a dark ring around his ankles after it falls.

			Gage’s eyes are locked on when Aden peers over his shoulder. He runs a hand down one cheek of his ass, fingertip tracing the lace hem of the panties. He digs his fingers into his flesh, leaving white tracks with his nails.

			Gage sits up, grinding out his cigarette in the ashtray. “Come over here.”

			Aden misses a step on his way to the bed but catches himself on the edge of the mattress before he loses his balance. Gage doesn’t mock or laugh at him, always patient in a way Aden neither questions nor understands. If he passed Gage on the street, he’d want to turn the other way or head down the opposite side; the man looks built for harsh cruelty and little else.

			He stands over Gage, fidgeting as he’s inspected up close, eyes lazily rising to see Gage twirl his fingers.

			“Turn around.”

			Aden lays a hand on the nightstand, fingers splayed as he presents his back, tensing when rough fingers trace the lacy edge of his panties. Gage hums as he encloses one cheek of Aden’s ass in his palm, squeezing, appraising. His touch has never been hesitant, never shy about exploring Aden’s curves and sharp angles alike. 

			He shivers when Gage’s fingers delve between his legs, ghosting over the swell of his cunt, his wetness clinging to his pubes and the mesh gusset like dewy silk. A noise between a growl and a hum rattles up Gage’s throat before he pulls his hand back. “C’mere, sweetheart.”

			Aden straightens up, daring to peer at Gage’s face as he slides across his broad lap. A withered scar cuts through his left brow, skipping over his eye and continuing across the rough angle of his jaw. With cropped silver hair and peppery stubble, he looks rugged; a brick wall weathering the surge of a hurricane. His eyes look glassy in the low light, pupils blown like he’s fucked up, too. Aden has no idea if he uses, just that he’s always in good supply.

			But nothing about Gage’s movements implies a compromised state as he places his hands on Aden’s hips, dragging calloused fingertips up his torso. He thumbs the grooves of Aden’s ribcage like he’s counting, making sure every bone is present, before tenderly cupping Aden’s tits through the bralette.

			“These all for me, baby?”

			Aden nods, biting his lip. “Y-yeah.”

			Gage molds his flesh with both thumbs like a sculptor. He closes his lips around Aden’s nipple through the lace, fingers pinching the opposite areola. Beneath the delicate fabric, the sensation ripples across skin that Gage isn’t even touching. His mouth trails across the divot of slight cleavage, lightly pinching Aden’s wet nipple as his tongue flits across the other still clenched between his fingers.

			Aden arches into the touch, grinding his crotch against Gage’s lap. He barely allows anyone to touch him there, but Gage makes him feel good, makes him feel so fucking alive, even without the syrup chugging through his bloodstream.

			Gage angles his face up, a catlike smirk on his face. “You like it when I suck on your cute little tits?”

			Aden’s body flares with heat. It’s a redundant question, considering how many times they’ve done this, how much he’s let Gage do to him. “Mhm.”

			Gage drags one side of the bralette up, Aden’s breast dropping free of the lace before Gage’s mouth descends on the exposed nipple. He sucks hard, pops off, then sucks again. He violently flicks his tongue as he shoves the rest of the bralette out of the way. His direct contact with Aden’s skin is merciless, pale pink flushing into angry red. The syrup sings in his veins, blood vessels yearning to break the surface of his skin. It feels like the walls are shrinking around him, more like a swaddle than a prison cell.

			Without warning, Gage’s hand snakes between Aden’s collarbones, fingers tight around his throat. Aden gasps, forcing himself to swallow as his eyes split wide.

			“Sit up,” Gage says sharply, and Aden realizes he’s slouching, his body naturally leaning into Gage’s attention. “Put those hands behind your back.”

			Aden obeys, swaying as he lifts his hips over Gage’s lap and folds his arms behind his waist. He has no doubt Gage could easily snap his neck, but it only feeds his arousal as Gage’s hand slides between his legs. His blush reinvigorates as Gage firmly pats the swell of his cunt, then nudges his panties aside.

			Gage runs a pointed knuckle along Aden’s wet slit, humming as he rotates his hand and presses two fingers to his clit.

			“You need it bad, don’t you?”

			Aden clenches as Gage traces the lips of his cunt, teasing him open, testing his give. “Please,” he whispers.

			Gage slaps his pussy, the sharp sting making Aden gasp. “Not what I asked.”

			“I... I need it,” Aden tries.

			“Need what?” Gage lazily circles Aden’s cock. “Be specific.”

			“N-need your cock in me,” Aden begs, clamping his eyes shut. “Need you to—ah!” His voice notches up as Gage pinches his clit.

			“Yeah?” Gage murmurs. “Want me to wreck that tight little pussy?”

			Aden jerks his hips, instinctively trying to steal more friction. “Please, please.”

			Gage yanks Aden closer by his neck, his breath minted with smoke. “Then earn it.”

			Aden gasps as the vise around his throat disappears, along with the hand between his thighs. With his mind thrown off, his body responds accordingly, knees sliding across the balmy comforter as he backs down the bed. Balanced on his forearms and stomach, Aden settles between Gage’s legs. He reaches for Gage’s fly, peeling his pants aside until he sees the outline of his thick cock. It always slips Aden’s mind how big it is—fat and veiny with three steel bars spanning the underside of the shaft, the ghostly chill of metal already whipping his tongue as he pulls it out.

			“Go on.” Gage grips his dick by the base and gives it a lewd wag. “Give him a kiss for me.”

			Aden would find it demeaning without the syrup pounding his shame into pulp. He obediently presses his lips to the weeping tip of Gage’s cock, light and chaste and timid. His lips linger on the next kiss, not quite sucking before he rolls his mouth to the divot of skin beneath the crown.

			Gage jerks himself halfway, the tip bobbing against Aden’s loose lips. “You miss this cock, baby?”

			Aden opens his mouth as he nods, his tongue caressing the first steel bar like a sore in his cheek. He’s never been able to take it all, but he tries, working as much as he can past his stretched lips, his path to progress left slick with saliva.

			His eyes flick up at a sudden burst of heat. Gage lights another cigarette, smoke piping from his lips to his nostrils as his eyes harden. He reaches out, shoving Aden’s head back down as if to punish him for his loss of focus. Aden widens his mouth until he thinks the corners of his lips might split, breathing through his nose before Gage’s cock forces its way to the back of his throat.

			“This is what you’re really hooked on.” Gage’s grip tightens in Aden’s hair. “Need my cock more than air, don’t you?”

			Aden’s throat flutters around Gage’s girth, the first tears of the night threatening to spill down his cheeks. Gage doesn’t relinquish his grip as he commands Aden’s movements, fucking his mouth slow and shallow. Aden tries to loosen his muscles, to allow himself to be used, pressing his tongue where he can as he fights his gag reflex. But Gage keeps thrusting while holding him in place, and when Aden’s throat finally convulses, his entire body heaves and shudders.

			Gage’s head thumps against the wall as Aden chokes on his cock. “Fuck, baby, that’s it.” He wrenches Aden’s head back, allowing him to cough and sputter, his hands clenching as he fights the urge to swipe drool from his chin. Gage allows him little time to recover before guiding him down again, filling Aden’s mouth with his thick, heavy cock.

			More tears spill down Aden’s cheeks as Gage continues fucking deep into his mouth, holding him down each time he loses the battle with his gag reflex. His own sounds are deafening in his ears, saliva creeping down his neck and probably dripping on the bedspread.

			All of it just feels so fucking good.

			His face aches, weary and fucked out by the time Gage releases him, but Aden can’t make himself pull Gage’s dick out of his mouth, turning his eyes up so Gage can see what he’s making himself do.

			“Look at you,” Gage says, his voice swollen with dark pride. “Think you’ve earned my cock inside you.”

			Aden whimpers when Gage tugs him off, his attention redirected like an overeager puppy. He drags his tongue up the underside of Gage’s dick, dipping over each steel bar as it slips out of his mouth.

			“Fuck,” Gage grunts. “Ride me.”

			Aden scrambles to comply, shoving his panties off as he shifts across Gage’s thighs again, his bralette still pushed up over his tits. Gage takes a drag off his cigarette and blows at Aden’s bared skin, tendrils of smoke curling around his nipples as he lines himself up with Gage’s cock, his cunt more than wet enough to ease the tip inside.

			“Take your time,” Gage says as Aden lowers himself. “I know you can do it.”

			His voice holds a strange appreciation that Aden has never been able to figure out. Gage doesn’t just say dirty shit to get a rise out of him; there’s a weight to his words, sincere compliments and legitimate praise. He tries not to dwell on it while they’re together, always leaving it behind as soon as he steps out of the motel room.

			The tip of Gage’s cock slips in easily enough, but Aden paces himself to take the length he desperately needs inside him. He closes his arms around Gage’s neck as he rides him, nearly sobbing from the pressure as he gradually fills himself with the other man’s cock. His thighs tremble with each rise and fall and he’s not sure he can keep up the pace, even with Gage’s fingers digging into his hip bones, guiding him like he weighs nothing.

			“You tired already?” Gage says with a chuckle. “Need me to wake you up?”

			Aden curls his spine inward. He’s inarguably exhausted but he wouldn’t admit it out loud. He doesn’t want Gage to think he’s not trying, doesn’t even want Gage to know who he is outside of this room. 

			“N-no,” he says meekly. “S’just—” 

			Gage cups his neck, bringing him closer. “It’s okay, baby,” he murmurs. “You’re always so good for me.”

			The praise stings Aden’s eyes, renewing his stamina. Like a flipped switch, he tilts his hips, adding more bounce to his momentum. Gage’s fingers tighten on the back of his neck as he moans, his other hand sliding around to the base of Aden’s spine, his voice molten next to Aden’s ear. “Can’t get enough of sucking my cock, can you? Had to tear you away from it.”

			Aden whines when Gage presses a finger against his empty hole. “Fuck,” Aden moans, his cunt deliciously clamped between Gage’s cock and the threat of a finger pushing in. He can feel each piercing rubbing against his insides; an electric sensation, a dangerous bliss.

			“Good boy,” Gage murmurs. “Take what you need.”

			Gage has never been concerned about what Aden needs in the entire year they’ve been meeting up, but the red flag is lowered as soon as it raises. Aden can’t think about anything outside of the glorious pressure between his cunt and his ass when Gage’s finger slips inside. He doubles his efforts—bouncing harder on Gage’s cock, breaths and moans tumbling out in short bursts.

			Pressure gives way to pleasure, roiling deep in his cock as he catches the right angle and grinds, fucking himself to chase his climax. It happens way too easy with the syrup, his cunt throbbing as he comes hard and strong. He fucks himself through it, panting against Gage’s shoulder.

			Clinging to Aden’s sides, Gage forces him to slow. “Get on your knees, baby.”

			Aden licks his dry lips as he rolls over, scooting to the edge of the bed while Gage stands. His ass hangs in the air, collarbones flush to the bedspread as Gage moves behind him. Something rustles, followed by the click of plastic, and Aden jerks as something cold drips between his spread cheeks.

			“Shh,” Gage soothes. He presses a finger against Aden’s hole, unnervingly gentle as he massages lube against tight, unrelenting skin. “Open up for me, sweetheart. Wanna come in your tight little ass.”

			The syrup helps with this, too—relaxing is second nature, and Gage easily slips a finger in without Aden feeling anything but a light nudge. He sighs, breathing deep, absently rubbing his cheek against the oily bedspread.

			He zones out, doesn’t keep track of how many fingers Gage works inside of him until he’s pulled back by his hips and the blunt head of Gage’s cock sinks into his hole. Then, like a powered-up substation, Aden feels the barrage of sensation on his nerves, his lungs emptying as Gage fills him without relent. He counts the hard nubs of metal as they slip past tight muscle, finally crying out when Gage’s hips crash against his ass. The force makes his eyes water again as he claws at the bedspread like a wild animal. Gage digs his fingers into Aden’s hips, angling him the way he wants before his thrusts pick up.

			“Fuck, that’s it, so fucking tight,” Gage groans, pulling out halfway before he shoves in again. Aden’s toes curl as Gage bears down, resting a heavy hand on Aden’s shoulder to trap him against the mattress. Aden no longer hears his own noises, imagining they’re so high-pitched they’re inaudible.

			“C’mon, be loud for me,” Gage grunts behind him.

			On command, Aden pushes out hoarse moans as Gage’s hand moves from his back to close around his wrist. His other hand wraps around Aden’s stomach, fingers splayed as he hones his angle and rocks down.

			“F-fuck me,” Aden rasps into synthetic cotton, hoping Gage can hear him. “Harder, please—”

			“You feel so good, baby, gonna come so fucking hard—” A sharp moan cuts off Gage’s words as he plunges deep, filling Aden with wet warmth. His ears feel full of water as he listens to Gage panting behind him, his own breath already hot on the blankets against his cheek.

			Gage releases Aden’s wrist as he pulls out, leaving his limbs locked in place. Strong hands roll him to his back, his mind ambling to catch up before his legs are pushed apart. The humid air slides over him like gelatin, the bed churning beneath him as he peaks from the syrup.

			Awareness pricks him when he realizes that Gage is still there, his hands running down Aden’s thighs, tracers following his pale hair as his body lowers.

			Aden’s hand instinctively shoots out when he realizes what’s happening, his voice weak. “N-no, don’t—” He’s too far gone to be truly embarrassed, but this is too intimate, too much, Gage has never—they’ve never—

			Gage shushes him before he drops his head between Aden’s legs. A tongue laps at Aden’s cock, sucks him hard, and Aden’s back arches like he’s bitten down on a livewire and can’t let go. A cool finger slides inside Aden’s abused cunt and he mewls, legs dropping open like he’s been factory reset. “Fuck—ahh—” A finger is minuscule compared to Gage’s cock but more tactile, curling firm to press against his front wall.

			“Wanna see this fat pussy squirt,” Gage mutters, sliding another finger alongside the first. He looks up, voice clearer when he asks, “Can you do that for me?”

			Aden’s face is burning, his thoughts composed of pure, white static. “I—I don’t know, sometimes, ah—”

			“You’re almost there,” Gage urges. “You’ve been so good for me, just a little more.” His head lowers again, tongue darting beneath Aden’s cock to lap at his stretched hole, directly above his thrusting fingers.

			“Nng—fuck.” Aden slips his fingers under his knees, spreading his legs, stretching his tendons until they burn. “More—please.”

			Warm breath puffs over Aden’s cunt. A second later, three fingers are rolled together inside him, still paling in comparison to the girth of Gage’s cock. The sounds of slick suction make Aden clench around the fingers inside him, just as Gage’s lips close tight around his clit. 

			“Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.” Aden pants each word as Gage hums against him. He goes rigid, back arching as the fingers inside him start to pound. He loses his grip on the sweaty skin behind his knees, heels slamming into the mattress as his second orgasm gushes out of him, dampening the bed below.

			Gage pulls his fingers out, smearing them on Aden’s lower belly before he gives him a quick pat. “Knew you could do it.”

			Aden lies still and boneless, covered in sweat and cum, both too hot and too cold as his legs flatten against the slippery bedspread. Post-peak means he’s going to pass out, and the last thing he hears is Gage shifting around the room as he slowly blacks out.

			This part isn’t uncommon—Aden doses up, they fuck, and afterward Aden wakes in an empty motel room, a few vials of syrup left behind as the only proof Gage was there at all.

			But when Aden wakes sometime later, he’s not alone. The syrup’s effects have worn off, leaving his body heavy with residual ache. When he sits up, he feels wide awake; buzzed from an unknown source of energy. 

			The television is on, the early morning news a soft drone, and Aden squints against the window of fuzzy light. Silhouetted and perched at the end of the bed is Gage, his bare back rigid. Even with limited light, Aden can see the back tattoo overlaying his spine—a viper caught in the jaws of a tiger, still snarling and fighting for its life, surrounded by scars inlaid with swirls of ink. Gage rests one hand on his knee while the other lifts a cigarette to his mouth before he takes a long pull, the exhale clouding the screen.

			Aden crawls along the bed, parting his knees around Gage’s back so he can lay his head between his shoulders. Gage makes a low noise, eyes on the screen as he takes another drag. 

			“You should sleep.”

			What Aden hears is you should go, the sting of rejection like a needle plugging for a rolled vein. He breaks away and slides off the bed, plucking his discarded clothes off the floor before he puts his work uniform back on. He glances at the table, where Gage’s bag has been replaced with a pouch containing what Aden assumes is his agreed-upon portion of syrup. 

			Once dressed, he touches the pouch, then unzips it because it feels fuller than expected. Six vials of electric purple twinkle up at him, halting his breath in his throat.

			Gage watches him calmly from the foot of the bed, but Aden’s gaze is drawn past him as the newscast cuts in from commercials. A weary talking head breaks a story, an orange headline flashing amidst advertisements for stimulant pills and nutrition shakes. The volume is too low to make out the anchor’s words, but suddenly, a photo is shown on screen, a mugshot—

			Gage’s face.

			Time convulses, shrinks. Aden’s doe-wide eyes swivel between the screen and Gage’s unnervingly calm expression.

			“I gotta disappear for a while,” Gage finally says, like it explains anything.

			Aden looks back at the vials in the pouch—enough to last him four weeks, maybe five if he paces himself. Panic ribbons through his chest, fueled by the comedown, the threat of losing the only thing he looks forward to in his shitstain life. 

			His mouth moves around the word no.

			“I can give you some contacts,” Gage continues, as if Aden’s world hasn’t shriveled up to feast on its tail. 

			“No.” Aden’s voice barely rises above the tinny frequency in his ear. It’s not just about the syrup. He needs this—the motel room, a hit, a good fuck. He needs Gage. His knees hit the floor, pain an echo as he crawls across greasy carpet, one hand in front of the other, until he’s kneeling at Gage’s feet. Begging with his whole body like a starving stray.

			Gage looks down at him impassively, flicks ash loose from his cigarette straight onto the floor.

			“Don’t go,” Aden chokes out, hands riding up Gage’s knees, hair slapping his cheeks from how hard his head shakes. “Please don’t go.”

			That gets him a soft laugh; then Gage’s hand lands firmly on his head, petting his hair. “I have to, baby.”

			A faraway siren howls outside the motel room. Aden shuts his eyes; when he tries to move his mouth, it’s honey-slow and numb and nothing comes out.

			The siren fades. The news on the viewer has flipped to upcoming weather. When Aden opens his eyes, Gage is still watching him, his face eerily serene. Confusion and terror gnaw at Aden, like everything is a puzzle he can’t solve; he doesn’t even know what the pieces look like. He’s a speck of ash drifting through the air, spinning and tumbling until all he knows is nothingness.

			“Take me with you,” he pleads.

			Gage’s brows fall as his mouth turns down. Aden’s words are already snowballing into an idea in his mind—a frantic plan against an unpredictable future. His absence at work will hardly be noticed or felt, they’ll replace him within a week. His mold-infested apartment the size of a closet can get condemned for all he cares. Every block that makes up his life is disposable, except this.

			Aden scrambles up on his knees, his hands tight on Gage’s thighs. “I’ll be good,” he says, meaning it with every last atom. “I can take care of myself.”

			Liar.

			“I’ll help... whatever you want.”

			Can you?

			“Please.”

			Pathetic.

			Gage sucks his cigarette down to the filter and crushes it out, ashtray lost among the bedspread like flotsam. He cups Aden’s face with both hands—gentle, so fucking gentle—thumbs caressing his cheeks, probably still streaked with eyeliner. 

			And Aden knows there’s no way his plan can work; he’s stupid, he’s childish, just some syrup-junkie whore, a single pebble lying at the base of a mountain.

			“You wanna come with me?”

			Aden gapes, finding no mock or mirth to accompany the question. Gage’s face holds only blank weariness, his features creased and shadowed by the screen’s glare.

			“Y-yeah,” Aden whispers, sour hope lifting in his chest. “I want to.”

			Aden’s mind whites out when Gage takes his mouth in a deep kiss. He tastes like smoke and mint and the sizzling remnants of syrup; he feels the pulse of blood beneath Gage’s skin that instantly swallows him, leaving him shipwrecked, more lost than he was before. 

			It shouldn’t feel right, shouldn’t convince him any of this is a good idea. In another life he grabbed his shit and got the fuck out of there, thankful he didn’t get caught in some kind of dramatic crossfire.

			“Please,” Aden whispers endlessly against Gage’s lips. His eyes water, mouth hot on Gage’s as he kisses back, asking for the world with so little to give, willing to trade it all if he just hears the word yes.

			He chases Gage’s lips as he pulls away, swiping his thumb under Aden’s right eye, smearing the tears before they fall. The seriousness from his face is gone—his brows are relaxed, a hint of a smile. Fond and calm. Each quiet second makes Aden’s chest feel heavier, questioning his sanity like he woke up in a dream instead of hell.

			“Okay, baby,” Gage finally whispers. “Let’s go.”
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