
        
            
                
            
        

    
A Beautiful Disaster

 

By Marguerite Labbe

Geek Life: Book Three

 

When best friends Brenden and Dakota launch the biggest comics and pop-culture convention of their careers, they finally realize what everyone around them already knows: they’ve been in love for years.

Now what are they going to do about it?

Meticulously organized Brenden Wade and easygoing Dakota Nye turned their love of geek culture into a business, running conventions all over the Chesapeake Bay area. Now the weight of their pasts is threatening not only their friendship but their dream. Brenden fears losing his foster family when his secrets come out, and though the last thing Dakota wants is to hurt his plus one, he doesn’t know if he’s capable of settling down.

One night of passion challenges both men’s preconceptions and forces them to evaluate what they want from the future. They’re both scared, and though they’ve always been able to figure out anything together, hearts are on the line. Will taking a chance on romance lead to a beautiful disaster, or just a disaster?




For my roleplaying buddies, the group from Role with Us, Nicole, Chris, Adam, Brian, Rebecca, Quinn, and Cheryl. And the D Team, Ben, Amy, Meaghan, Ashley, and Matt. For my favorite event planner and the sister of my soul Andi. And always, my husband (Keir), son (Christian), and nephew (Noah) and the many years of games we’ve had around the kitchen table. Love you all.




Author’s Note

 

 

WHILE I was finalizing the draft of A Beautiful Disaster last year, Geppi’s Entertainment Museum announced that it was closing. I debated whether or not I wanted to keep it in and decided I had to. Geppi’s has been such a part of my husband’s life as a comic book artist. The one time I went I was captivated. Baseball and comics right next to one another, what wasn’t there to love.




Chapter One

 

 

BRENDEN WADE made his way through the mess in his once pristine living room. Boxes stacked haphazardly threatened to topple onto the floor. Clothes spilled out of hampers that had served for moving boxes. A replica of the lamp from A Christmas Story listed on the couch, and piles of Dakota’s record collection littered every available surface. How many video game systems could he own?

This was Brenden’s life. Chaos and mayhem. All generated by one man. A man who managed to be both the bane of Brenden’s existence and his much-needed other half. Brenden didn’t want to contemplate life without him, even if he exasperated him.

He restacked the boxes, then scooped the clothes off the floor, refolding them neatly before carrying a stack to Dakota’s bedroom. A quick, light knock yielded a grunt. Brenden shook his head. Dakota was not an early riser if he had a choice. Brenden could hardly expect him to change at this stage of his life. Another way they were polar opposites. Brenden had been up for several hours already, tackling his to-do list until it was time to take a break from his desk.

He’d stick Dakota’s clothes in his dresser and get back to work. He had phone calls with agents lined up and another call later with the hotel to nail down details for the convention in September. Annapolis didn’t have the meeting space that Baltimore and DC did, but those cities already had big cons. Richmond was cool, but Brenden wanted to stick with the Chesapeake Bay area. They were Chessie Con after all. Annapolis was the best choice.

However, making the jump to a bigger convention of his own didn’t mean he could give up his other promoting work. Managing conventions paid the bills, even if some of the topics were dead boring. Like the one he had later on this week. And if he received one more email from the disorganized nitwit who headed this con, he would put a terror in him that would have him shaking until the doors closed on the event. No more last-minute changes.

Brenden nudged the bedroom door open and averted his eyes. Dakota lay facedown on the bed buck-assed naked with the covers kicked off to the side. The man refused to wear pajamas. Hell, even boxers would be a balm to Brenden’s sanity. Dakota had a moral vendetta against modesty. He had to be freezing.

His gaze slid back over to the bed as he opened Dakota’s top drawer. Dakota had the build of an athlete. He’d played enough sports in high school, even went to college on a baseball scholarship for a couple of years before screwing up his knee in a play gone bad. The memory of Dakota’s disappointment still made Brenden ache for him. He’d loved the game. He’d had dreams of making it to the majors. That had all come crashing down after a long series of surgeries. He hadn’t been able to get his speed and flexibility back.

But he hadn’t let it hold him down for long. Dakota was adaptable, and he’d refocused his energies, diving headlong into new passions. Brenden admired the hell out of him. He wasn’t sure he’d be so resilient if faced with having to give up his dreams.

Brenden set down the stack of clothes and pulled a blanket off the end of the bed. It was March, not July. Dakota would make himself sick sleeping like that. Brenden gently set the blanket over him, stealing another glance as he did. Stocky and muscular from shoulders to calves, Dakota knew how he looked, how he drew eyes. Shaking his head, Brenden turned back to his task. One day into this new living arrangement and he had already ogled Dakota inappropriately. What was wrong with him?

He shut the drawer with unnecessary force, and Dakota rolled onto his side to face him with a groan and kicked the damned blanket off. “Brenden? Lay off, man. You don’t need to do that for me. It’s too early to clean.”

Brenden examined a point on the wall and noted the room could do with a repaint. He should’ve thought of that before Dakota moved in. “I figured I’d help you before I got back to work. When did you get in last night?”

“I’m not sure. Three maybe. What time is it?” Dakota flopped onto his back and fumbled for his phone with a groan. “Tell me that clock is an evil, dirty liar.”

“Sorry, buddy,” Brenden said with an amused shake of his head. “If you have to go running around, I’ll brew you a cup of coffee.”

“I love you.” Dakota sat up and ran a hand through his hair, already mussed from cowlicks.

“How many times have I heard that?” Brenden shot Dakota a sardonic glance. “Especially when you want something.”

As he made his way back through the disorder in the living room, Dakota’s voice followed him. “Doesn’t change my eternal devotion to you.” At the sound of Dakota’s bare footfalls behind him, Brenden pointed an imperious finger back in his direction. “Do not come into my kitchen naked. There are clean boxers on top of the clothes hamper by the couch.”

“Jeez you’re a prude,” Dakota replied with familiar exasperation. “You’ve seen my junk before. It doesn’t bite.”

Brenden rubbed his forehead. He would not dignify that with a response. Dakota always had some smart-assed comeback. He added grounds to a filter, flipped the coffee maker on, and peered in the refrigerator to check if he remembered to pick up Dakota’s favorite creamer.

“You recording your podcast today?” he asked as Dakota came into the kitchen. He had found the boxers and a tank top, which was marginally better than all that naked skin. The image had etched its way into Brenden’s brain and would remain there for the rest of the day.

“Nah, I took a couple of days off to get settled. I have enough audio sessions saved that I’m ahead of the game. I need to get a couple hours of editing in before I head out. I do, however, have a temp gig in DC this afternoon.” Dakota scratched his stomach as he peered into the refrigerator. “Hey, can I take over the workshop in the backyard for my studio again?”

“It’s all ready for you. I cleaned it out after you said you were coming back. I don’t think I’d gone in there once since you left, and the dust was an inch thick.” It had taken Brenden a couple of hours to get it to his satisfaction, but cleaning was good for not thinking. It was satisfying to make his environment nice, neat, and orderly, especially since he couldn’t get his emotions to behave.

“Thanks, man. The acoustics are the best there, and it’s easier to have all my stuff in one place. Then if I have guests, we won’t be in your way.” Dakota closed the door with his hip, juggling a couple of hard-boiled eggs and an orange in a deft circle.

Dakota usually found entertaining guests for his podcast, but Brenden appreciated the courtesy. If Dakota brought someone over to their house, Brenden would feel duty bound to play host. The old-world manners his mother had drilled into him lingered even all these years after her passing. If Dakota and his guests went straight back to the workshop, he’d be off the hook and wouldn’t be obliged to entertain or cater to them.

His phone dinged and Brenden glanced at it. “Motherfucker,” he muttered under his breath.

Dakota lifted an inquiring brow and added a muffin to his trick. “Let me guess, convention snag. For the one later this week?”

“People are arriving Thursday. Three damn days from now. And this imbecile keeps adding registrations. We already have over a thousand people coming. The window to register late should’ve ended weeks ago for a damn reason.” Brenden pressed his lips together as he punched in the man’s number. “Excuse me a moment. Sorry, I have to handle this.”

“Go for the jugular, Bren.” Dakota gave him a thumbs-up and a wicked grin. He always did encourage Brenden’s baser instincts, and right now, blood was what he wanted.

Brenden shook his head as the phone rang and went straight to voicemail. Coward. He probably took one look at Brenden’s number and hid. Brenden paced as he left a message, laying out the issues with the banquet and lack of rooms at the hotel and the dozen other details that were screwed by adding a large number of attendees at this stage. He ended the call with a sharp reminder that he wanted the convention to be memorable, but not because of ill planning.

Brenden attempted to moderate the ice in his voice by the end of his message, but he doubted the man would hear it. He understood. The guy was excited. His specialty was in his chosen field, not logistics, but why the fuck hire an expert if he didn’t plan on listening?

“I love it when you get all growly, especially when I’m not the target.” Dakota snickered as Brenden set his phone down again. “What else is on your agenda today?”

Brenden closed his eyes, getting his equilibrium back as he went over his mental checklist. “Conference calls. Lunch meeting. Then I need to go shopping to get a gift for Morris and Theo’s wedding shower. That’ll be here before we know it.”

Dakota peeled the eggs, tossing the shells into the trash, then moved on to his orange. “I can’t believe he’s really doing it, and Felipe’s going to be right behind him once he and Trask get the house all fixed up. I’m going to be the only unattached one left in our gaming group. Well, except for Jackie, though I have my suspicions about who she’s been banging.”

“You’re right about Felipe and Trask.” Brenden pointed toward a neat stack of mail on the corner of the counter. “You received a save-the-date card. Felipe plans on an August wedding.”

“Are you fucking kidding me?” Dakota snatched up the mail and examined the card. It was a cute picture of Trask and Felipe with their dogs, all the details laid out in a funky script. “Felipe had to have come up with this idea.”

“The cards or the wedding?” Brenden couldn’t picture Trask making cards. He was more likely to send out an email blast telling everyone when to show up. Felipe never let go of an opportunity to get creative.

“Both.” Dakota set aside the card with an exaggerated expression of relief. “Wow. Felipe is set on his fairy tale. I’m so glad I saw the signs and dodged that bullet. I’m going to be a bachelor for life.”

Dakota’s views on settling down were well known, but if he had any instinct for self-preservation, he wouldn’t say that around Felipe. Brenden grabbed a couple of mugs and poured coffee for them both. “Don’t worry. I’ll be with you. We’ll be single old men together.”

Dakota slung a heavy arm around Brenden’s shoulders and gave him a casual kiss on his cheek. Those unconscious, affectionate gestures had always been Brenden’s undoing. Unrequited lust he could deal with. This tug on his heart was something else. That wasn’t so easily dismissed, no matter how hard he tried.

“Nope, not you. Someone who’s not an idiot and sees the real you is going to sweep you off your feet and dazzle you with his awesomeness and I’m going to be all by myself.” Dakota snagged the coffee cup and headed toward his room, gnawing on one of the eggs. “And I’ll hate him, so be prepared, because nobody’s good enough for you. Don’t forget, you’re cooking dinner tonight. Please make it worthy of the prodigal son returning to his roost.”

Brenden shook his head and took a fortifying sip of his coffee. At this rate, he was going to start spiking his caffeine with whiskey just to face the day. Dakota was under the same roof again, a situation Brenden had both longed for and viewed with terror. “Does that mean you’ll be home before midnight?” he called after Dakota, his gaze dropping to Dakota’s muscled ass before he disappeared. He must’ve been a real asshole in a past life for karma to target him like this.

“If you’re cooking, yes.”

“Just so we understand each other, I’m not cooking every night.” Though, for Dakota’s first night here, Brenden would have to do something special. He was a born sucker for the man.

Dakota flapped a hand back in his direction as he pawed through another stack of clothes for a shirt and pants. “If you pick up stuff for tacos, I’ll cook tomorrow night before I head out.”

Tacos. Brenden never knew there were so many ways to eat a taco. Somehow Dakota kept them from being boring. At least Dakota’s tendency to flit from one social event to another would keep him away from home. And when he was here, he would hole up in his studio for hours on end. When he started working, he often forgot to stop, even to eat. Which was a tendency they shared. At least when they were together, they thought of feeding each other if not themselves.

“You do realize you’re getting older, right?” Brenden called after him, smiling because he anticipated Dakota’s likely response. Dakota deserved the dig after messing up Brenden’s neat pile of clothes. “Maybe partying every night is getting beyond your capabilities.”

“That’s evil talk. Don’t make me brain you,” came the tart reply, and Brenden chuckled.

Dakota would never change, and that was one constant Brenden relied on. He took his coffee to the office by the living room and half closed the door on the chaos. It was bad enough knowing it was a mess. He didn’t need to see it too. A wide desk faced the window and the view of the front yard. Spring came grudgingly to the area. The daffodils peeked up through the remaining snow clinging under the trees from the freak storm that came through the other day. Tomorrow it was supposed to be in the high seventies. Brenden shook his head. The spring weather in Maryland was contradictory.

He set his mug down on a coaster and opened his day planner. His desk was completely free of clutter except for the array of family photographs, the pictures of him and Dakota, which reminded him of reality. Dakota was his foster brother, and as his foster family had taken pains to point out when he was sixteen, that meant he was off-limits. He took a moment to drill that fact into his head, listing all the reasons why, starting with the family that had taken them both in when their worlds had fallen apart. A family who had remained a vital part of their lives in all the years since they’d left. Sometimes he needed a reminder, and this morning was a good time to do so.

Brenden turned his attention to his computer and pulled up his appointments and checklist of items for discussion. He’d been living with Dakota in close proximity for half his life. He could deal and go on as he always had. Soon they would be back to aggravating the hell out of each other, which oddly enough had its own charm and made it easier to ignore certain tugs. Besides, Dakota was his best friend, and Brenden had sorely missed having him close.

First call on his list, the mycology convention in Chicago later this week. There really was a conference for everything under the sun. Well, dealing with fungi lovers was not the worst. Brenden could handle three days of that. Maybe by the time he finished sweet-talking the hotel into the extra guests for the banquet and checked for room availability in neighboring hotels, the twit would have called him back and they could discuss the details. He was not about to make reservations for anyone, but he could at least offer options.

The pay he demanded for organizing this conference had covered the deposit on the hotel for his big Chessie Con. Brenden preferred it to work out that way instead of digging into his savings or the money on loan. Dakota moved around the living room, humming to himself as he rustled around in his belongings. Brenden crossed his fingers that some unpacking would happen before Dakota jetted off to DC.

Brenden added going to the liquor and grocery stores to his to-do list. He needed a good bottle of wine for dinner, and Dakota did like a beer in the evening. He picked up the phone and dialed his contact at the hotel. Work first, then on to the more interesting calls. Afterward, he could turn his attention to dinner. Something Dakota would love. He was a big fan of Brenden’s homemade Italian cooking. All those recipes took time, but they were worth it, and he could juggle his schedule around for Dakota.

An incoming message reminded him of the job at hand. He’d spoil Dakota. After the call and smoothing over the most recent glitch.




Chapter Two

 

 

DAKOTA NEEDED a new plus-one. Geek Wars got the most downloads when he managed to get good guests on the podcast, especially ones with opposing viewpoints, but over half the time it was him and his ex-partner, Ed. He missed playing off Ed even though he’d only been gone a month. Their chemistry worked well together.

Dakota had stand-ins before. He loved it when Jackie had time to get involved. She was as passionate about her opinions as Dakota and didn’t back down when he got agitated. Felipe was another good foil. And when he pitted the two against each other, well, there was a reason why Jackie had designed the logo with its dueling man and woman in geek getups.

Ed had moved to Savannah and was getting hitched. What was it with everyone deciding they’d met their soul mate? It was ridiculous. Dakota never understood the need for another person to make an individual feel complete. He was happy without all the complications and need for compromise. He had enough compromise living with Brenden. But that was okay because his anal-retentive foster brother looked out for him. And he amused the fuck out of Dakota. That kind of compromising he didn’t mind. Most of the time.

None of that solved his long-term problem. He could use substitutes for a while, but he needed to think about finding a new full-time partner. After he finished moving in, though. And after their Kent Island show. Then he could do a serious search before the Annapolis Con. By the time that rolled around, Dakota wanted to have the new member in place to help him promote.

Dakota set the last box down on his worktable and surveyed the room. The podcast was awesome, but what if he did an occasional video episode as well? He could cross promote. If he did video, he’d have to decorate the space. He could move all his geek paraphernalia here. Dakota shook his head and turned to unpack his audio equipment. One task at a time. That’s what Brenden tried to drill into his head.

His plus-one. Well, while he was living here, he could drag Brenden onto a podcast or two. Brenden got heated over many topics. They could discuss the bullshit with Captain America being a part of Hydra. If Dakota played devil’s advocate…. Dakota grinned slyly. Yeah, that would be entertaining. Sometimes Brenden made it too easy. He needed to find a foil for Brenden so he could mediate the exchange that was sure to blaze.

He set up the equipment, double-checking all the connections and wires, then testing them. He didn’t like shifting his gear around. He had a smaller audio recording setup for when he did interviews on the road or live episodes at cons. The equipment he had for his studio was the best he could buy with the funds he’d saved. He’d bought a new lock for the door and an alarm. He was insured, but he didn’t want the aggravation of having to repurchase any of this. This wasn’t just a side hustle. He sometimes ended up using his own equipment for his temp jobs and the occasional DJ gig. This was a long-term investment.

By the time he finished, Dakota’s stomach growled, and his lack of sleep was catching up to him. After he’d moved the rest of his shit yesterday, he’d gone to a bar in DC and met with his hookup, then dealt with that crazy job today, and unpacked his gear. That was enough for any man. He wanted dinner, a cold beer, and a relaxing evening needling his wingman.

Dakota spied Brenden through the kitchen window as he walked through the deepening gloom in the backyard. The man wasn’t pretty. Felipe was pretty. Brenden’s eyes were set a little too close together. And his hairline was screwed and had started to recede soon after college, which was why he shaved his head. Smart choice. The style suited him, gave him a certain serious sexiness that the black hipster beard added to. It was his mouth that really got Dakota going, though. The way he smiled. The prissy line it got. And the way he got all snarky in that cool tone that implied he didn’t give a fuck when Dakota knew damn well he did.

Ah, Brenden. When Dakota’s aunt and uncle decided they needed to foster another young man to help Dakota cope, it had been the best thing that ever happened to him. Even if he’d had a meltdown over his arrival at the time. He’d gotten Brenden out of it. Without that man, Dakota didn’t even want to contemplate where he’d be in life.

He opened the kitchen door to the scent of garlic, basil, and oregano and groaned in delight. “That smells like heaven. What’cha cooking?”

Dakota stopped by the stove and lifted the lid on the pot of spaghetti sauce loaded with ground beef and Italian sausage. He loved the way Brenden made it from scratch in a giant pot with plenty of leftovers to freeze. He always insisted Brenden save him a couple of servings to take home with him. Brenden stood at the counter spreading butter and minced garlic on slices of crusty bread. A pile of shaved Parmesan and Romano sat in a bowl. He was going for the full shebang.

“I figured what the hell,” Brenden said with a quick glance over his shoulder. He pulled the cork out of the red wine bottle and topped off his glass. “Welcome home.”

Dakota opened the refrigerator and snagged a Corona, popping the top off before clinking the bottle to Brenden’s glass. “To new starts.”

Brenden smiled, though his gaze was strained. “I’m glad you’re here.”

“So how’d it go today?” Dakota asked, jumping up to sit on the counter. Brenden gave him a disapproving glance but didn’t say anything. The man had learned to pick his battles. There were two ways to get at Brenden when something troubled him. Offer a friendly ear and exercise patience or bug him until he snapped. Dakota preferred a light application of both tactics.

Brenden shrugged, sliding the bread onto a sheet before putting it into the oven. “Everything is lined up for the mycology convention. I fly out Wednesday. No more issues there.”

“I don’t give a damn about mushrooms unless they’re psychedelic. You know what I’m talking about.” Brenden’s hedging proved he was gnawing on a mental bone.

“You need to lay off the drugs.” Brenden faced him, crossing his arms over his chest as he leaned against the counter.

“And you’re changing the subject.” Dakota pointed the bottle at him. “It’s just weed, on occasion. I don’t go crazy like I did as a teenager.” He’d been an out-of-control little SOB then, and Brenden had been a too-controlled dweeb, both of them still reeling from their own tragedies. Add in teenage hormones and them both coming to the then shattering realization they were gay, well… it had been a rough transition. “Maybe you need to hit a bong with me,” Dakota retorted.

“Deviant enabler.”

“Spoilsport narc.”

They grinned at each other, and Brenden shrugged again, his smile fading. “We signed Steven Amell today.”

“Wow, that’s huge!” Dakota cocked his head, mystified by Brenden’s expression. “Why aren’t you excited? You love the DC shows. Arrow is one of your favorites.”

“I am excited. I want you to post the announcement tonight.” Brenden turned toward the boiling pot of water and added fresh spaghetti. “I’m nervous,” he admitted in a low voice.

If Dakota hadn’t been waiting for such a response, he would’ve missed it. Brenden hated to show any weakness, and Dakota considered it a privilege that Brenden trusted him enough to do it with him. He contemplated several responses and discarded them. Brenden would deal better with the bare truth. “Of course you are. You’ve done big conventions before and you’ve pulled them off, but this is your first big convention for something that matters to you. On top of it, you’re investing a good chunk of your own money.”

“Not just my money. You loaned me a hefty amount, too, as did Evelyn and Trev despite my protests.” Brenden closed his eyes as he stirred the pasta, and Dakota could practically hear the stress screaming in his head. It had taken months of nagging to get Brenden to take the money their foster parents offered.

“It wasn’t a loan, dumbass, it was an investment.” Because he believed in Brenden and he knew the man could pull it off. The problem was, he wasn’t sure he wanted it to be as successful as some of the big cons were. Brenden could handle juggling all the drama and work of a big con; he’d done it countless times. But if he wasn’t having fun with his own creation, then what was the fucking point?

“An investment that might not pan out.” Brenden grabbed the colander and stuck it in the sink. Trust the man to think of all the worst-case scenarios first.

“Sometimes shit happens.” Dakota took a sip of his beer as he eyed Brenden’s grimace of exasperation. “Why the hell are you doing this, Bren? You don’t need the money. You don’t need the rep. It’ll be taking you away from every part of the con you do enjoy.”

Brenden grabbed the potholders and shook his head, muttering under his breath, “I’m a masochist.”

Dakota eyed the soft curve of Brenden’s ass. The man wore business casual dress while working at home. He had issues. “Well, then there are easier ways to torture yourself.” He gave Brenden a wicked, sunny grin when he turned a questioning eye at him. “You could let me tie you up and make you beg for mercy. I promise you all the masochism you can handle.”

Brenden’s ears flashed red, a reaction that always delighted Dakota, but his hands remained steady as he poured boiling water and pasta into the colander. “I think living with you qualifies.”

Dakota dearly loved him, but the man needed to get laid by someone with a kinky bent. It would strip away that prissy air, that’s for sure. He’d had more than one fantasy-fueled night imagining what he’d do with Brenden, given the opportunity. Not that Brenden would ever bend his personal rules to allow it to happen, but there was no harm in a little midnight imagining.

“You’re probably right.” Dakota hopped down and tossed his empty bottle into the labeled recycle bin. “And I’ll be an angel and not go digging for an argument since this is our first night together and you were so nice to make me this.”

“I’d appreciate it,” Brenden said dryly and pulled out the garlic bread as Dakota dished himself a huge helping. “It’s the little things. Seriously, though, today was a good day, and I do need to enjoy the victories and not worry about maybes. There are situations I can plan for, but if I get too wound up, the first hiccup is going to send me into hysterics.”

Dakota grabbed himself another beer and sat at the kitchen table. Brenden had made it up with new linen and place mats with a badass Daredevil design. “Let’s air it out. What’s the worst thing that can happen? Realistically speaking. The bullshit in Louisville a couple years ago wouldn’t happen to you because you’d thoroughly vet a space before you signed anything, and you sure as hell wouldn’t show up the first day without inspecting it again. So let’s check off showing up to a venue only to find it an absolute wreck.”

Brenden grimaced as he twirled spaghetti around his fork. “That was a fiasco in every way. I guess I can’t say I worry no one will show, because people in this area love to go to a con. And I can’t even say I fear all the stars will back out last minute because I have a rep for paying on time. There’s a lot riding on this, not just you and me and what the family put in. I want it to be a success. Not just for us, but for all our friends and the people we’ve worked with over the years who are buying into this crazy dream. If it’s not a success for the vendors, too, then it’s a bust.”

Brenden had a hell of a way of showing it sometimes, but he gave a damn a lot more than he let on.

“Remember that first show we put on in that dumb-ass rinky-dink hotel that only attracted a few diehards? It was a bad mix of cranky old men and smart-assed kids.”

“For the record, we were two of those smart-assed kids.” Brenden swirled the wine in his glass and took a sip.

Dakota waved that aside. “We had no artists, and the only vendors were comic book guys. Two who despised each other.”

Brenden gave him a reluctant smile. “How could I forget the almost brawl that ensued? You got a black eye over it.”

“Almost brawl?” Dakota snorted. “That was a full-on D&D-worthy melee. Anyway, we made enough to cover the rest of the money we owed the hotel, not a single damn dime to put toward another show. You remember that pompous bullshit you told me?”

“It wasn’t pompous.” Brenden stabbed his fork in Dakota’s direction. “And I see what you’re getting at in your usual heavy-handed way.”

“Nuh-uh, you’re not getting off that easy.” Dakota got up to snag another slice of the garlic bread. Brenden didn’t cook often, there wasn’t much of a point when you were a bachelor, but when he did, he went all out. “What did you say?”

Brenden rolled his eyes. “That it wasn’t a failure, it was a setback. And all setbacks have a lesson to teach if we’re willing to learn from it.” He paused and pursed his lips. “Okay, that was a little pompous, but it’s still true.”

“The thing is, you sat down and made a list of what worked and didn’t. You went and talked to the vendors. At other shows, you’ve made sure to get feedback from the attendees. I’ve watched you take that philosophy and learn and adapt. So the first show might not be wildly successful or maybe it will. But what I do know is that whatever the outcome you’ll pick up that fine ass of yours, apply what you’ve learned, and move on.”

“I don’t know how the hell you go through life so supremely unconcerned about anything,” Brenden muttered.

“’Cause I’m that good.” Dakota gave Brenden a quicksilver grin at his sour expression. “And I live in the moment, target what I want, and go for it. If I don’t get it, it wasn’t meant to be, so I move on to the next thing.”

“One of these days….” Brenden broke off with a shake of his head.

“You always say that and never finish it.” Dakota nudged him under the table. “Carry through with your threat.”

“It’s not a threat, it’s a prediction.” Brenden eyed the rest of the wine in his glass and downed it. “One of these days you’re going to want something you can’t have and it’s going to drive you nuts.”

“Whatever,” Dakota scoffed. Though sometimes his desire to kiss the sense out of Brenden came close to making him mental. Still, he shrugged it off. Brenden made his views on that subject clear, and Dakota respected that boundary most of the time. Didn’t mean he couldn’t tease him with the idea on occasion. “What do you say we stretch out on the couch with the rest of the beer and wine and binge-watch Game of Thrones?”

“Can’t.” Brenden met his gaze with a rueful turn of his mouth.

“What do you mean you can’t?” Dakota straightened as he glared at Brenden. “You’d better not tell me you’re working because I’ll kick your ass.” This was his time, dammit. There would be plenty of other evenings for Brenden to work himself into a knot with his to-do lists.

“I have a date.” Brenden frowned with irritation at Dakota’s expression of bafflement. “I do date, you know. I may not be as popular as you, but it has happened.”

“I never implied no one would want you. I said you needed to get laid.” It didn’t mean he wanted to watch Brenden doll himself up to go get his freak on with another dude. At least not tonight.

“Well.” Brenden wiped his mouth with his napkin and got up, taking his plate with him. “Wish me luck.”

Dakota propped his chin on his fist with a sulky gaze that Brenden ignored. He wanted to entice Brenden into staying. He had a good chance to do it; he might even offer to clean the kitchen. Then he studied the tired lines around Brenden’s eyes. Once Brenden left for Chicago, he’d have no fun. He deserved a night out. Hell, he’d clean the kitchen anyway because it would make Brenden happy.

“Good luck.” Dakota lifted his beer bottle in benediction. “Here’s to lustful dates and unbroken condoms. Love you, Bren.”




Chapter Three

 

 

SUNDAY FAMILY dinners had always been a madhouse. From the first one right after Brenden came to live with them. Now it was tradition. It was his foster mother’s way of attempting to meld the families. It had stuck despite the fact Brenden stayed with them less than two years. Which proved time and distance didn’t matter with real families.

Once he walked through the doors he’d be welcomed, loved, and harassed in equal measure. Which was far different from the cold interactions with his birth father. Brenden preferred the boisterous exchanges here. At first the drama revolved around Dakota and Brenden, who couldn’t get through a meal without an argument. Evelyn and Trev’s sons added to the noise level. They were almost a decade younger than their cousin Dakota and totally secure about their place in the family, and they let it show.

Then there came a point when they all had to outdo one another. There were times when Brenden felt bad for his foster mother, outnumbered by squabbling testosterone that showed their love for one another by mouthing off as much as possible.

This would be Dakota’s first night at a Sunday dinner in ages. He usually managed to get away with one excuse or another, even if Baltimore wasn’t that much of a hike. Brenden wished he could come up with one acceptable to Evelyn Nye. She knew exactly when his plane landed and expected him to make an appearance. And no one did affronted fury like his foster mother. In that way, she reminded him of his own mom. When she got pissed, her Italian roots blazed through.

Brenden was intelligent enough to show up for dinner and let Evelyn fuss over her boys. At least he wouldn’t have to cook or clean. He could relax and enjoy the company without having to direct it. After five days of frenetic activity, Brenden could use some relaxation. He would dearly love quiet, too, but he couldn’t have it all, and this was a noise and bustle he was comfortable with.

Brenden parked behind everyone’s cars in the loaded driveway. Dakota was already here, and Brenden’s heart squeezed. The days away in Chicago hadn’t done a damn thing to lessen Dakota’s hold on him. The date hadn’t worked, and it was unfair to string the other guy along when Brenden’s thoughts hadn’t been on him, so he’d broken it off. He needed to move to Florida or, better yet, California.

Knowing Dakota the way he did, the bastard would follow him.

Brenden laid his forehead on the steering wheel. It had only been a week of this. A week of Dakota’s teasing flirting. A week of Dakota’s casual nudity. A week of his subconscious affection. Hell, not even a week, barely three days before Brenden ran for Chicago. Dakota was a fever that had seized him and would not let go. No con was worth this self-torture.

On the topic of cons, they had the one on Kent Island coming up fast. He’d have to pull Dakota aside to talk about that tonight. Focus on the business and their friendship. That’s all he could do.

Noise and warmth flowed out as Brenden opened the front door with his laptop bag slung over his shoulder. Male voices hooted and hollered at the TV, and Brenden picked Dakota’s out of the mix. Brenden wasn’t sure what was playing, probably hockey, but if it wasn’t wrestling, or sometimes baseball, he wasn’t interested. He set his laptop down, shrugged out of his coat, and followed his nose to the kitchen.

Evelyn puttered at the dining room table, adding the final touches to each place setting. Brenden stole a peek in the oven and perked up. Her pot roast. Okay, that revived him. He’d go to greater lengths than this for his favorite meal.

“Evelyn, do you want me to open a bottle of wine?” Brenden straightened as Julie came into the kitchen and stopped short. “Oh hey, Brenden.”

She was a pretty girl, and he supposed she was nice, but Brenden was not about to forget how she’d crushed their youngest brother, Aden, last summer and strung him along for a couple of months before letting him back into her life. Brenden had been the one to comfort Aden when he showed up at his door, as Dakota had no patience with love-life problems. And as soon as he thought Aden was settled and ready to move on, she’d swooped back in. Brenden was keeping his eye on her.

“Julie,” Brenden said with a stiff nod.

Evelyn spun around, a welcoming smile lighting up her eyes. “Brenden, I was beginning to worry you were going to fob me off with an excuse.” She came over to lay an affectionate hand on his cheek before giving him a hug. She’d recently dyed all the gray out of her hair again and meticulously applied makeup to hide the signs that she was the mother of four men out in the world, but she was beautiful without the cosmetics. Her heart shone through her whole being. “How was Chicago?”

“The conference went off with no hitches that couldn’t be handled.” Which was an absolute win for Brenden. The conferencegoers were happy; the client was happy once he stopped interfering and jumped into his own event, which meant Brenden was happy and could turn his attention to the next gig. “Go ahead and open the wine, Julie.” After that delayed flight, he could use a glass.

“How did Dakota’s move in go?” Evelyn asked as she smiled at Julie. “Get the pretty glasses down, sweetie. I think I’ll have a little of the Merlot myself.”

“He’s an assault on all my sensibilities.” Brenden shrugged, aware of Julie bustling around him. He longed to confide in Evelyn. Maybe she’d understand. “He’s as settled as Dakota will ever be. I left him in charge of finishing his unpacking, but I’m not expecting miracles.”

Evelyn eyed him with one hand on her hip as she analyzed his dry tone. “Arguing already? It’s been a week, and you’ve been gone half that time.”

Brenden gave her a crooked smile. “Mama E, Dakota and I were bickering within the first hour of meeting each other. Neither of us desires to change that dynamic. Hell, he’d rise from his deathbed to be sure he got the last word in.”

“Why can’t you and Dakota get along?” She raised her hands, her expressive voice filled with exasperation. “You’re brothers.”

Brenden’s smile fell away. That was where the problem lay. Brenden didn’t consider Dakota his brother. He never had. A friend, yes. An irritant, all the fucking time. Mostly, though, Dakota was the man he’d been attracted to since they’d first met and head-over-heels in love with ever since Dakota first whispered his coming out to Brenden. They’d bonded over their plans to reveal the secret to their foster parents together. It was a tangled, impossible situation.

Add in the promise Brenden made to his foster parents and he was stuck. He’d never be able to tell Evelyn about his feelings for Dakota. She’d be horrified. But damn, living with Dakota as his brother for the rest of his life would make him miserable. He wanted to love him, even if Dakota had no desire for a lifelong commitment.

“We’d get along fine if he wasn’t such a prissy know-it-all.”

Brenden tried to duck the moment he heard Dakota’s voice, but he was too late. Dakota caught him in a chokehold and kissed the top of his head. “Admit I’m right.”

Brenden elbowed him in the ribs as Evelyn squawked about wrestling in the dining room. He shoved Dakota away and rolled his eyes. “In your dreams you’re right.” He met Evelyn’s exasperated gaze as she swatted at them. “That is why we don’t get along. He’s still fifteen.”

“And you’re fifty,” Dakota countered, leaning over to tweak the nearest place setting so it was off-center. “How was your trip?”

Brenden tried to resist. He knew the reaction Dakota wanted, but he couldn’t stop himself from fixing the alignment, damn his perfectionist tendencies. Dakota gave him a laughing glance. “Everything went according to schedule.”

“So in Brenden speak, perfect?”

Brenden shook his head. “Nothing’s perfect. But all glitches fell within acceptable parameters.” He grinned as Dakota rolled his eyes this time. As much as Dakota knew how to get to him, he also knew the best ways to get right back at him. “As you can see, Mama E, we get along fine. He’s the R2D2 to my C3PO.”

“Let me point out who’s the loved droid there, Aunt Evelyn. And it isn’t the golden butler.”

“BB8!” Aden’s voice called out as he came into the kitchen. “So it would be me. Zach’s K2SO. ’Cause he’s a jerk.”

“Which means I’m awesome,” their other brother shouted from the living room. “Bite me.”

“The whole lot of you.” Evelyn smiled as Julie came into the dining room carrying the wine. “How did I end up with a home full of boys? Thank you, sweetie. You’re a balm to my sanity.”

Brenden took his wine and used the opportunity to escape Evelyn’s questioning of his relationship with Dakota. She overimagined the tension between them. The only tension was one-sided sexual frustration and unrequited love. “So is my house still in one piece?” he asked as Dakota trailed after him.

“Yep, I put all the pillow shams on inside out and reorganized the cutlery drawer.”

Brenden said a silent prayer that Dakota was just messing with him. Probably was, bless him. He was too lazy to put in the work for a good prank, not when he got the results he wanted with words. Though there had been a few times when he’d gone all out for a laugh and had gotten Brenden good.

Calling him lazy wasn’t fair. When it came to a job, his podcast, working the cons, he was untiring. When something was important to him, he wasn’t in the least bit lazy.

Brenden met Aden in the kitchen and fist-bumped him. The youngest Nye was heading off to med school in the fall. That kid had gotten it all. The drive, the brains, and absolutely the pretty in the family. Dakota had a boxer’s rough visage that would scare babies. Zach looked like a giant, affable bear. Brenden knew he’d win no prizes. But Aden looked like a damn angel, and he was so gentle that Brenden worried about him.

“Mama kept fussing that you weren’t going to make it, but you’re not the stranger around here.” Aden flicked a towel at Dakota. “I can’t believe you managed to drag this one back into the fold. And here I was all set to harass you when I moved to Baltimore in the fall.”

Brenden leaned against the counter and took a sip of his wine. It was impossible to stay irritable when he was surrounded by his family. They might be a madhouse, but it was his madhouse. Dakota grabbed the towel as Aden went for another flick—damn, he had some reflexes on him—and snapped it right back at Aden. “Whatever, once school gets a hold of you, we won’t see you until you’ve finished your residency, and you’ll be even more of a toothpick than you already are.”

“I thought I heard your voice.” Trev, Brenden’s foster dad, came into the kitchen and rummaged in the refrigerator for a beer. He wore a battered Washington Capitals jersey that he swore to keep pulling out each season, no matter the condition, until they won the cup. When it had finally happened, he continued wearing it for good luck. It had taken Brenden a long time to warm up to the man, but Trev had worn him down with a steady patience. Brenden had to give him credit for putting up with his teenage angst. “What made you decide to let that one back into your space?”

Dakota grimaced as his uncle pointed at him, and Brenden shrugged. “A momentary lapse of good judgment,” he teased. “I’m sure I’ll come to my senses soon.”

“Should be longer than a moment. You need more lapses in your life.” Dakota hopped up to sit on the counter, risking his hide if Evelyn saw him. “Kent Island is almost upon us. We might want to change that next time. It’s a smaller show, but it’s still close to Annapolis. Do you think we’d want to keep it next year? Or move it earlier a month so it’s at opposite times?”

Brenden tugged on his earlobe. Dakota was taking it as a given that the Annapolis show would succeed. It was still a fair question. “Opposite,” he said after a moment. “We’ve been doing that one for five years. We’ve got tie-ins with the local community, and the focus is more on the comics and local artists, so we get a different crowd.”

“You’re the boss. I started spawning more ads on social media while you were out. The buzz is growing.”

Those were words Brenden loved to hear.

“You guys going to be putting up signs all over the island again?” Aden asked. “I can help.”

“Nah.” Brenden shook his head. “We needed that initially to get the word out, but after this many years, word of mouth and online advertising works better.”

Dakota pressed his hands together in a pious gesture. “Thank God. Trying to figure out where we were allowed to put up signs and trying to remember where they all were so we could collect them afterward was a nightmare.”

“Dakota Alexander Nye! Get your tookus down now.” Evelyn came into the kitchen, her arms crossed and a fire in her eyes.

Dakota slipped from the counter and held out his arms for a hug. “I missed you, Aunt Evelyn. Did I tell you that today?”

His foster mom softened like a stick of butter on a hot stove, and Brenden shared a wry glance with Aden. “What is it with you, man?” Zach asked in exasperation as he followed his dad into the kitchen for a beer. “How do you get away with that when the rest of us can’t?”

“Brenden and I are the good children, so don’t lump us in with you,” Aden retorted.

“And I’m the charming one,” Dakota added with a smirk. “So you’re shit outta luck.”

Evelyn swatted him and then shooed them all out of the kitchen. “Go, the lot of you. I have to put the salad together. Dinner will be ready in fifteen minutes, so clean up or else.”

Brenden sidestepped the mad dash for the downstairs bathroom and headed for the stairs. The Nye boys could duke it out over the powder room while he could take his time in his old bathroom upstairs. Evelyn had redecorated since they moved out, and the room he’d once shared with Dakota had become a guest room with no traces of the warring teenagers who had once occupied the space.

Brenden washed his hands and then dampened a cloth to press over his eyes as fatigue settled over him again. “Long flight?” He tensed at the sound of Dakota’s voice, and the bathroom suddenly shrunk around them. Dakota’s hands settled on his shoulders, kneading out the knots that formed there. “Damn, Bren, you need a keeper before you develop an ulcer.”

“Long few days,” Brenden admitted. Dakota’s strong fingers felt so good that Brenden relaxed, accepting his ministrations. “Delayed flight, and Kent Island is only two weeks away.”

“It’ll be fine. We’ll get there early like we always do and get the ball rolling.” Dakota’s hands moved up to the nape of his neck, pressing against the knot at the root of his tension headache.

“Dakota, you have some magic hands,” Brenden murmured. He straightened and pulled away before he could completely crumble.

“I have magic lips too,” Dakota said with a grin, and before Brenden could react, he brushed those damned lips against the back of his neck. A tingle of heat went straight to his dick, and Brenden was too damn tired to fight it off. “What you need is a night of lazy hedonism. After dinner, it’s going to be you, me, and the couch. Some ice cream too.”

Though he knew Dakota didn’t mean it that way, Brenden couldn’t stop the image of the two of them wrapped up on the couch from entering his brain. He wanted that intimacy, to be able to hold him as they relaxed after a long day.

He glanced up and met Dakota’s gaze in the mirror. Big mistake. Heat sparked, and suddenly he couldn’t find his breath as Dakota’s eyes narrowed. Brenden tried to look away with no success as the spark flared into embers. Dakota teased and flirted, but he rarely studied Brenden with that claiming gaze. The few times he had, every molecule in Brenden had wanted to surrender.

“Your turn to use the sink.” Brenden tore his gaze away and turned to the door.

Dakota reached around him and shut it. “You want out, you’ve got to look at me.”

“What are we? Juveniles?” Brenden retorted acidly, throwing Dakota a glance over his shoulder.

“Thankfully no. I couldn’t act on my impulses as a kid, not like I can now.” Dakota leaned against the door so he could watch Brenden’s face. “Did you ever wonder what harm one little kiss could do? Aren’t you the least bit curious?”

What harm…. Dakota still didn’t remember the searing kiss they’d shared as teenagers. That one night of drinking and making out resulted in a promise that caged him for life. Brenden wasn’t curious at all because he knew what it would be like and he craved to experience it again, this time with Dakota fully fucking aware of what he was doing to him. Brenden couldn’t cross that line.

“Nope, not at all. I’m not here to scratch your itches. Go find another victim,” Brenden replied, looking Dakota straight in the eye so he’d recognize he wasn’t lying. The fact they were in Evelyn and Trev’s house did not seem to faze him in the slightest.

“Brenden! Dakota! Come on, dinner is ready,” Evelyn called up the stairs, and Brenden pulled away in mortified guilt. She would have his hide if she knew the thoughts going through his mind. If she knew how tempted he was to take Dakota up on his offer and kiss him. A kiss he damn well would never forget. Brenden would make sure of that.

Dakota grumbled something under his breath and removed his hand. Brenden let out a relieved sigh and escaped before he could change his mind.

“Let’s play the WWE game when we get home,” he called back from the sanctuary of the stairs. That was safe. They’d be together but concentrating on whooping each other’s ass on the screen and trash-talking.

“Tournament time,” Dakota replied with a war cry. Relieved at the distraction, Brenden went downstairs to face his family.




Chapter Four

 

 

BRENDEN HAD a voice made for recording, rich and smooth with an underlying dark timbre that often made Dakota imagine midnight whispers under the sheets. Of course, that might go back to their habit of talking half the night away when they were teenagers. Or maybe not. There had always been a certain amount of heat between them. Dakota could usually ignore it because he’d never had much of an inkling Brenden reciprocated that heat.

He was so fucking hard to read. Now that he’d taken to wearing sunglasses around Dakota, it made it harder. Little annoying semitransparent bits of glass that hid his eyes just enough. Dakota wanted to snatch the things off Brenden’s overlarge nose to see what he was hiding.

As impossible as Brenden could be to read, his voice usually gave away his emotions. Even when Brenden tried to disguise it. Dakota replayed that scene in the bathroom over and over. Brenden’s eyes had demanded he back off, which was a familiar sight. But his voice, his word choice, had Dakota examining the encounter, had him lingering over Brenden’s body language from the moment Dakota came up behind him and massaged his neck.

It had been a simple act meant to ease the exhaustion he’d seen on Brenden’s face. He’d only wanted to give him a few minutes of relaxing and letting go. It proceeded with Dakota wanting to pin him to that door with a scorching kiss. Then ended with a lot of confusion as Dakota tried to figure out which message was the truth. Brenden’s unspoken signals or his words?

Right now his voice betrayed his irritation, a favorite state of being for Brenden, bless him. Which was amusing but didn’t answer a damn one of Dakota’s questions.

“I’ve been reading comics for a long time. Going for shock and awe over character consistency is lazy writing.” Brenden tapped his finger on the stack of trade comics for emphasis. “And pissing on fans who have followed faithfully for decades, ignoring their genuine concerns for months, isn’t going to bring new fans to a changing industry.”

“All I’m saying is read the whole series before you make a judgment.” Tyson, the young man Dakota had tapped to go opposite Brenden, turned to Dakota. “Don’t you agree with me?”

Privately, Dakota didn’t, but Brenden didn’t need any corroboration from him. He was a one-man debate army while Tyson had all the conviction of a young, rabid fan. Still, it was his job to play each side. “Brenden, you have to admit, comics have been pulling soap opera shenanigans for ages. Whether they want to call it retcon or something else, it amounts to the same thing.”

“You’ve got a point,” Brenden admitted reluctantly, “but I still call it lazy writing. Change-ups are always going to happen, but for real, do it in ways that make sense for the character. For example, erasing Peter Parker and Mary Jane’s marriage because you don’t want to write a married superhero is bullshit. Peter’s never been a damn Tony Starkesque playboy. And on the note of Peter Parker, the whole notion of him revealing his identity in Civil War was bullshit too. Spidey has too many crazy, jacked-up villains. He’s not going to put Aunt May in the crosshairs like that.”

“Okay, that is getting away from the whole Captain America/Hydra issue.” Tyson huffed out his breath as he leaned back on two chair legs. “If you want to start bringing in all that, we will be here for days. And these are old dramas. We haven’t even touched on the new ones.”

Dakota glanced regretfully at his watch. Time sped by when he had a good debate going, and he had no doubt Tyson and Brenden could argue for another hour with no encouragement.

“And on that note, that’s all the time we have today for Geek Wars. Continuing on with our month-long special on comic book controversies, stay tuned for our next episode, where we’ll discuss who really created Batman.”

“Oh, don’t even get me started,” Brenden muttered. Dakota knew that tone; the man was rolling his eyes behind his dumb-ass glasses.

“I swear if you’re a Bill Finger fan, I am going to have to call you out on your bullshit,” Tyson said, leaning around Dakota to glare at Brenden.

Brenden’s lips thinned, and Dakota held up a hand before he could retort. “As fascinating as you two are, that is going to have to wait for another day. This is Dakota Nye, and until next time, get your geek on.”

“You need a new damn catchphrase,” Brenden griped, crossing his arms in affront. He hated to be cut off.

“Please tell me you’re bringing me back for the Batman gig,” Tyson said and pointed toward Brenden. “I will own him.”

“In your dreams, Percy Jackson wannabe.” Brenden held up his pinkie finger. “I know more about comics in this digit than you ever will. Freaking fanboys think they know it all.”

“In your dreams,” Tyson chortled.

“I can’t believe I’m playing peacemaker, but chill, Brenden, just chill. You both made valid points today.” Dakota checked his recorder and flipped it off. “And if you can keep it up, I’d love to have you both on again. Just don’t try to kill each other on the air. Might land me in trouble with the FCC if we ever become popular enough to catch their notice.”

“If you think you can take me, I challenge you to a game of Geek Out,” Brenden said in the smooth tone he used when he wanted to hook the unwary.

“What’s Geek Out?” Tyson asked as Dakota shook his head behind Brenden’s back. As if he sensed Dakota’s warning, Brenden turned a sunglass-shrouded gaze on him, and Dakota grinned.

“It’s like Trivial Pursuit but geek related. One of the categories is comic books. They’ll ask a question like ‘name five comic book characters who smoke.’” As Brenden turned his attention back to Tyson, Dakota shook his head again. The last time Brenden challenged someone, they’d played the game all damn night long. They’d both had comic book encyclopedias in their head. It had been insane.
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