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Faux for the Holidays

 

by Lee Ohlson

 

At eighteen, Rory Whitehead fled his hometown of Evergreen Hill, leaving behind his high school sweetheart and best friend, Samuel Daniels. Now, Rory’s architectural firm is sending him and his colleague Malcolm home to assess the possibility of acquiring Evergreen Lodge, which Samuel owns.

Faced with Samuel–and his teenaged son, Jasper–Rory overreacts and pretends Malcolm is his fiancé as well as his colleague. One misunderstanding leads to another until neither man knows which way is up. Then an outside threat forces them together. Can they unravel the tangled threads or will the end of Rory’s mission mean the end of their time together?

 

 

 


Chapter One

 

 

RORY WHITEHEAD was the unluckiest bastard who’d ever existed.

Okay, yes, there was that guy who’d been struck by lightning thirty times or whatever, but Rory was pretty sure that getting repeatedly smote by God wasn’t a prerequisite for the man getting a promotion at work. This, however? Rory returning to Evergreen Hill, the town he’d run from as an eighteen-year-old, solely because he was trying to make partner at his firm? That was the lightning strike times thirty, the return of a prodigal son who did not want to be prodigal.

He couldn’t even really complain, either, because Malcolm DuPont was the only person with him on this trip, and the thought of complaining to that man was honestly worse than getting struck by lightning. They had barely said three words to one another since leaving the city, and Rory wasn’t going to break the silence now by airing his entire past to a guy he hated. He could just imagine Malcolm’s reaction to the knowledge that Rory was from a small town known only for its Christmas tree farms. Some smug remark about how he’d been raised in Paris or Rome or London, whichever had given him his obnoxious accent. Further commentary on how he’d attended only the finest private schools, so he really couldn’t fathom being raised in such a quaint location. Whatever he said would only hammer home his superiority to Rory, and he really wasn’t in the mood for it.

Rory had left Evergreen Hill nearly nineteen years ago. The odds of running into someone who equated him with that scrawny, scared teenager were low. Rory Whitehead, fully licensed architect, confident and handsome, was not Rory Whitehead, crying on the bus out of Evergreen Hill, Vermont. Bringing up his past to Malcolm was just going to give the man fodder to get the partnership over him, and since he knew they’d been sent on this assignment solely for the firm to weed out which one was a better fit, he wasn’t risking that.

The town sign for Evergreen Hill—Santa’s Second Home!—passed by on the left, and Rory looked at it, gaze flitting over Malcolm briefly as a result. Of all the people on the planet, he’d never met someone he liked as little as Malcolm DuPont. The guy was a little taller than him, six foot four or something, and preternaturally pale, hair ash blonde and eyes a deep, disarming gray. Slim and well-dressed, Malcolm always gave off a slightly vampiric air, and his whole smug silence act only made him more intolerable. Even for the drive he was dressed in designer clothes, his black turtleneck the sort of quality that Rory could only dream about, his jeans some brand name that Rory could barely pronounce.

He loathed the guy.

“What’s the street address of the lodge?” Malcolm asked, looking over at Rory, and Rory knew he’d only asked so he could catch Rory looking at him. Jackass.

“You can see it from here,” Rory said, looking out the windshield at the Green Mountains looming just ahead, rolling green with white caps. A thrill went through him, a tug right in the pit of his stomach. As much distance as he’d put between himself and Evergreen Hill since he’d been a teenager, he’d always felt the slightest bit homesick for the mountains. Seeing them sprawling in front of the car only intensified that dormant urge. He scanned the foothills and pointed to a massive building that sat on the outskirts of town, turrets poking above the trees. “There.”

“It looks like a castle,” Malcolm said, and Rory bit down the impulse to tell him that when he’d been growing up, that was what they’d called it. Instead, he just hummed in agreement and settled back in his seat, watching as the houses began to grow closer together, passing from the farmland and forests on the outskirts to the clusters of stores and the Christmas market. The town was unchanged except for the fact that there were a couple of chains scattered among the local boutiques: a Starbucks had replaced one of the homey mom-and-pop cafes that had stood there for decades, and a McDonald’s crowded in where Rory was pretty sure there had once been a florist.

They passed the center of town and began down the winding road that led to the lodge, Rory’s nerves more on edge than he thought they would be. This close to Christmas was basically a guarantee that the lodge would have their seasonal staff in place, and the thought of one of those staff members being someone Rory knew from the old days was making his palms sweat. He rubbed them against his jeans, feeling Malcolm look at him out of the corner of his eye and ignoring him as best he could.

Evergreen trees rolled down, away from the road toward the valleys that made up the land around the town, winter already permeating the woods. Every so often the trees parted just enough for Rory to catch sight of some little stone farmhouse set back off the road, all decorated for the season, and while city-Rory would be apathetic to the idea of decorating for Christmas, country-Rory was simultaneously charmed and kind of sad. He’d known most of the people who lived in these houses, and he wondered if they were still living there or if, like him, they’d made a run out of town at the first opportunity.

The road opened up as they approached the lodge, and Rory turned his attention away from the sides of the road to the building. He and Malcolm were there to convince the owner to sell, to sketch a blueprint of the building and develop a possible renovation strategy going forward. Their architectural firm had recently gotten into the ski resort business and was looking to expand, and a place like Evergreen Hill was the perfect target. The Evergreen Lodge was well-established and popular, and according to research, the owner was the perfect demographic to sell: a family man with a great incentive to take an early retirement. It was just up to Rory and Malcolm to make that happen, since the owner had been entirely resistant to giving it up at all in preliminary talks.

It was a truly beautiful building, all stone and wood, and it towered over the surrounding forest like something out of a fairy tale. As a teenager, Rory had always worked the annual Christmas party in the ballroom of the hotel, but those days were long gone. Even before he’d been an architect, he’d found the lodge a thing of beauty, a wonder of construction from the Victorian era that had no doubt sparked his adoration for old buildings. Malcolm pulled into the rounded drive and stopped under the overhang, then looked over at Rory. “Go get checked in, and I’ll park and bring the luggage,” he said. “It doesn’t take both of us to navigate the parking.”

Rory rolled his eyes and got out of the car with his sketching bag, Malcolm driving off almost before he had the door closed. “Asshole,” he mumbled, turning toward the lodge. He knew Malcolm had kicked him out so he could go smoke a cigarette in the parking lot. For some reason the guy was terrified that being caught smoking would ruin his image, but if Rory was just considering the aesthetics of Malcolm, he had to admit that the sight of him in his well-tailored clothes, those elegant fingers holding a cigarette, would be genuine eye candy.

That thought was not welcome, though, so he quickly shoved it aside and headed into the lodge. The entrance hall was as grand as ever, soaring ceilings and a Christmas tree easily eighteen feet tall already inside, although it hadn’t been decorated yet. Rory stood there for a few moments looking at it, wondering if they’d gotten it from Craig’s Tree Farm just down the road, before someone addressed him from behind. “It’s beautiful, huh?”

Rory turned to find that a teenager in the lodge uniform—flannel and jeans—had approached, looking up at the tree with a sparkle in his eyes. He was struck by a pang of recognition, although he couldn’t place it, not really. The boy had auburn hair that curled slightly on top, his eyes hazel and gleaming with a striking intelligence. He was still freckled despite the summer being long gone, and when Rory looked at him the kid smiled, lopsided and a little goofy. “We really lucked out this year. I can’t remember having a tree this big since I was a kid. Although… I was a kid, so maybe they just always seemed bigger than they actually were.”

“Did you get it from Craig’s?” Rory asked, and the kid’s grin grew.

“You know Craig? Yeah, although he was giving my dad a lot of pushback on picking out this one. He was trying to convince the city to take it for the Christmas market. Dad wore him down, though.”

“Your dad owns the lodge?”

“Yep!” The kid stuck out his hand, and Rory shook it, surprised to find the teen had a firmer grip than he’d been anticipating. “Jasper Daniels.”

“Rory Whitehead,” Rory said, before recognition lurched through him like being hit by a Mack truck.

A calloused hand in his own, tugging him excitedly through the avenues between the trees on the back forty behind the Daniels’s farmhouse, in the family for centuries. A mouth against his, warm and familiar, in the back of the truck Samuel had bought with his first paycheck when he was sixteen. Auburn curls, hazel eyes, freckled skin. Jasper was a clone of his father, the only man Rory had ever actually loved, and the realization that he was standing face-to-face with the offspring of Samuel fucking Daniels made his stomach seize up, his anxiety proving well-founded.

Jasper was giving him a weird look too. “Sorry, you said your name is Rory Whitehead?” He glanced over his shoulder toward the door that Rory knew led back to the kitchen of the lodge, frowning. “Wait here.” With that, he took off at a breakneck pace, shoving through the kitchen door. He was back there for less than ten seconds before he came bursting out again, seeming to check that Rory was still there before giving him a thumbs-up.

The thumbs-up made Rory even more frightened than before. If Samuel came out of those kitchen doors, there was a 98 percent chance Rory was going to faint right then and there. The double door pushed open, and there he was, almost twenty years older and handsome in a way that made Rory’s heart hurt. Worst of all, Rory saw those hazel eyes light up and knew that as badly as he’d missed Samuel since leaving Evergreen Hill, Samuel had missed him too.

“Rory?” he said, disbelief dripping from his voice as he wiped his hands on a towel, approaching him slowly. He was wearing a green flannel with a khaki-colored apron over top, flour dusted across the front, and although they were nearly forty, his hair was untouched by gray, his age indicated mostly by the endearing crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes and the auburn stubble across his jaw. “I thought Jasper was lying.”

“Why would I lie about something like that?” Jasper asked, grabbing the towel from his father and pushing his dad toward Rory.

Samuel approached warily, as though he was worried Rory was a mirage that would disappear if he got too close. Rory stared at him, eyes inadvertently flitting toward Samuel’s left hand and spotting the wedding ring there. Heart beating out of his chest, he nevertheless managed a smile. “You own the lodge? You always did love this place.”

“I didn’t see you on the guest list,” Samuel said.

“Oh, I’m booked under the Keye-Larson Architecture firm,” Rory said, putting his hands in his cardigan pockets to disguise how sweaty he’d gotten and to avoid having to shake Samuel’s hand. The thought of touching him after so many years apart made his stomach hurt.

“You’re an architect!” Jasper said, having come up behind his dad. “That’s crazy. Dad always hoped—”

“Jas,” Samuel said, grinning at his son, and the moment he did the family resemblance became even clearer. “Go pull up the room for Rory and get him the key, okay?”

“Got it,” Jasper said, darting over to the desk, and Rory was hit by a memory of Samuel, running full speed because Rory had mentioned that the smell of cinnamon rolls wafting from the town bakery was driving him crazy. Samuel smiled at him, clearly taking the hint and not offering Rory his hand to shake.

“You’re thinking about how much I used to run like that, aren’t you?”

“No, of course not,” Rory said, laughing. “Although to be honest, I think he might be faster than you. I guess my job isn’t a surprise?”

“Rory, every bit of you being here is a surprise,” Samuel said, brow furrowing. “It’s eight days before Christmas, and I haven’t seen you in twenty years. You’re really here on a work thing?”

“Yeah,” Rory said. “My firm wants to see what kind of business goes on during the holiday season, so…. Here I am.”

“You really didn’t know I’d bought the place?”

“I really didn’t know,” Rory said. “I swear.” He left off the part where he wouldn’t have come if he’d known the place was owned by Samuel. Seeing him was impossibly painful, as if someone was scraping their nails over freshly burned skin, and all he wanted to do was go upstairs and wallow in it, although with Malcolm here he couldn’t exactly do that.

“What’s going on here?” As if on cue, Malcolm walked up behind him, pulling both suitcases and smelling like peppermint gum, a sure sign he’d been smoking. It was infuriating, humiliating, and Rory couldn’t stop thinking about that ring on Samuel’s finger and the teenager behind the desk. “Is there trouble with the room?”

Samuel’s gaze flitted to Malcolm, and Rory saw it, saw the flicker of confusion in his eyes and then the flicker of something that looked a hell of a lot like jealousy. That look, more than anything else, was the only reason Rory had for what he did next. “Who’s this?” Samuel asked, plastering on a polite smile, and before Malcolm could say anything Rory’s hand shot back, gripping Malcolm’s forearm as hard as he could.

“This is Malcolm DuPont, my coworker and fiancé.” He squeezed Malcolm’s arm and forced a smile. “Malcolm, this is Samuel Daniels. We grew up together.”

He looked up at Malcolm, who had no expression on his face whatsoever, and blinked in surprise as Malcolm stuck his hand out to Samuel. “Pleased to meet you.”

Samuel shook his hand in return but dropped his hand back to his side almost immediately after, glancing over at the front desk, where Jasper was at the computer. “I’m sorry, if I’d known you were together, I’d have given you a room with a single bed,” he said. “I gave you one with two queens.”

“That’s fine,” Malcolm said. “We don’t need much space when we’re sleeping.” There was a tone in his voice that Rory wasn’t used to, an almost mischievous slant, and he shot him a look that Malcolm did not return.

“What’s your accent?” Samuel asked. “We get a lot of international travelers, but yours is quite unique.”

“Scotland,” Malcolm said, pale eyes darting to Jasper as the kid finally returned, holding a pamphlet and a pair of room keys. “Is this your son?”

Samuel nodded, gripping Jasper by the back of the neck and smiling. “Yep. Spitting image, huh?”

“Absolutely,” Malcolm said. “Is he trained to work the front desk?”

Samuel’s smile faded. “Yes.”

“Then why did it take him so long?” Malcolm asked, holding out his hand for the keys. “Maybe he should be retrained.”

“Noted,” Samuel said, giving Rory a stunned look before stepping back. “It was nice to see you, Rory. I’m glad you’re here for Christmas.” Without waiting for a response, he turned on his heel and walked back to the kitchen, letting the doors slam behind him.

Jasper watched his father go before turning his attention back to Rory, giving him a small and embarrassed smile. “It was nice to finally meet you,” he said quietly. “If you need anything while you’re staying here, call the front desk. One of us will answer.”

“Got it,” Rory said, regretting everything he’d done in the past five minutes. He looked at Malcolm, who was pointedly not looking at him, and grabbed his suitcase. “Let’s go.”

The walk to the stairs was a quiet one, much like their entire car ride up here, and it wasn’t until they were in their room that Malcolm said anything at all. “So,” he said, settling on the bed nearest the door and looking at Rory. “Would you like to explain just what is going on?”

 

 

 


Chapter Two

 

 

JASPER WATCHED Rory walk up the double stairs that led to the second story of the lodge, glancing over his shoulder briefly at the kitchen door where his father had disappeared. He knew his dad better than anything on the planet, and the wall of ice that had dropped between him and Rory as soon as the fiancé had come on the scene was impossible to ignore. As badly as he wanted to follow his dad back to the kitchen, though, he had to watch the front desk. He wasn’t going to give the asshole with the accent a reason to complain about him more.

He returned to the front desk, sighing and watching the entrance hall. Honestly, they were in their pre-Christmas lull, most families only coming for the few days before the holiday and after. Aside from the architects, there was only one other reservation on the books for the night, and they had called to say that their flight from Paris wasn’t landing until later that evening. The chance of some other guests coming in was slim, but not none.

It didn’t track. Rory Whitehead, punk kid who’d had the guts to leave Evergreen Hill and follow his dreams, had haunted his father’s life since before Jasper had been born. They had pictures of him in their photo albums, faded Polaroid selfies of the pair of them. Rory, dark-skinned and handsome, brown eyes crinkling at the corners as he grinned at the camera, and his dad…. Eyes never on the lens, always focused on Rory like he was ten times more interesting than whatever they were trying to document.

Then there was the Polaroid, the one Jasper had found stuck to the back of a picture of Rory and his dad in the bed of Samuel’s pickup truck. Jasper had heard the story a hundred times, how his dad had worked his ass off at a Christmas tree farm saving for the truck, but as the adhesive in the album had worn down, the corner of another picture had become visible. That picture, the one that had simultaneously flipped Jasper’s world upside down and put every last piece of the puzzle into place.

Jasper glanced at the kitchen door to make sure his dad wasn’t on his way back out and reached under the desk for his backpack, hauled it out and dug through it to find his sketchbook. He flipped through it to the back, the stolen Polaroid there among his hasty pencil sketches of guests, and his heart gave a little flip. It was committed to memory by this point, but seeing it only reinforced Jasper’s gut feeling that something had gone terribly wrong today. It was the only solid evidence he had that Rory and his dad had once been in love—genuine romantic love, not anything platonic.

They had to be his age, eighteen or a little bit older, and the picture had been taken at the exact moment when they’d kissed. His dad was still half smiling, his mouth pressed against Rory’s. Rory had his hand up, fingers tangled lightly in his dad’s auburn hair, eyes closed as he leaned into the kiss. Frozen in time, tangible proof of what they’d meant to one another. Jasper had always wanted to meet Rory, but now that he had, everything felt wrong.

“Jas.”

Jasper lifted his head, shoving the Polaroid back into his sketchbook as his dad came back out from the kitchen. “What’s up?”

“I’m sorry about that,” Samuel said, glancing toward the stairs. “I lost my temper.”

Jasper frowned, turning so his back was against the front desk and pushing himself up so he was sitting on it. He’d shot up quite a bit over the last year and was nearly as tall as his dad, but it was nice to have just that little bit of extra height. “Dad, come on. I’m not blind.”

Samuel frowned back at him, although Jasper could tell that he was just being mocked. “Then why did I have to spend a fortune on contacts for you?”

Jasper rolled his eyes. “That’s good. Really. How long have you been thinking of that?”

“Came up with it on the fly,” Samuel said, snapping his fingers at Jasper, and despite himself Jasper laughed. “What are you talking about, Jas?”

Jasper sighed, fiddling with the sleeve of his flannel as he flip-flopped between revealing the existence of the Polaroid to his dad and keeping it to himself. He had never intended to tell his dad that he knew about that part of him, figured there was a reason for him to raise Jasper thinking that Rory was just his long-lost best friend and not his first love, but he had also never really expected Rory to come waltzing back into their lives with a fiancé that looked like he had emerged from the pages of GQ.

He reached over to his sketchbook and opened it, removed the Polaroid and held it out to his father. Samuel took it, forehead crinkled in confusion, and the look that passed over his face confirmed what Jasper already knew: seeing Rory today had opened up some old wounds. There was softness there, regret, longing, and then he looked at Jasper again and frowned, this time for real. “Where did you get this?”

“It was in one of our photo albums, stuck behind another picture,” Jasper admitted. “I’ve had it for a couple years now.” He looked down, picking at a scar on the wooden desk. “I know I should have given it to you, but it just… it made me feel like I understood you better, I guess. Like I always knew Rory meant a lot to you, but knowing that you loved him…. It made me feel closer to you.”

Samuel looked at the Polaroid, smiling despite himself. “We took this the day before he left,” he said, and much to Jasper’s surprise he handed the picture back to him before walking over to join him in sitting on the desk. “I never told you about this part of our relationship because I never wanted you to think that I wasn’t happy with just you,” Samuel said after a few long moments of silence.

Jasper looked at his dad, clearly confused. “What do those two things have to do with each other?” he asked.

“I…. You know I was so young when you came along, right?” Samuel asked, turning slightly so he was facing Jasper. “After Rory left, I was so miserable. You really helped change that, but I was planning on following him when I got the chance. Having you prevented that from happening, and I didn’t….” He trailed off, tilting his head back so he could look at the ceiling instead of his son.

Jasper frowned, reaching out and covering one of his dad’s hands with his own. “Dad, if you’re gay, I don’t care. I mean, not in a mean way. And I don’t think you hold anything against me. You’ve always loved me more than I probably deserve sometimes. I just want you to be happy, and….” He looked at the Polaroid again, smiling. “You guys look really happy.”

“We were. We were inseparable, basically from birth. When he left, it broke me for a really long time.” He huffed out a soft laugh. “I thought I’d gotten over it, but seeing him today really threw that back in my face. He’s only gotten more handsome.” Samuel sighed, dragging his thumb over his lower lip. “That fiancé of his, though….”

“Jackass,” Jasper agreed, making a face. “I was trying to figure out if I could upgrade their suite. That’s the only reason it took that long. When you talk about Rory, it’s always about what a punk he was. Why would he be with a jackass like that?”

“It’s pretty likely that the Rory I knew isn’t the Rory that’s here,” Samuel said. “Who knows what New York has done to him? Anyway, I just wanted to make sure that you knew that you didn’t do anything wrong. That guy was just one rude guest, and I can’t run this place without you.”

“Oh, trust me, I know,” Jasper said, grinning. “You don’t know how to restart the Wi-Fi router.”

“Okay, not true,” Samuel said. “I just cut power to the whole lodge and go from there, right?” He turned to head back into the kitchen before pausing, looking back at his son briefly. “Don’t—well, don’t worry about me selling the lodge, either. We’re doing well, and I don’t want to give it up to some firm that will strip out all its independence. I’ve always kind of hoped you would take it over.”

“Maybe when I’m sixty,” Jasper said, screwing his face up in faux disgust despite knowing full well that he would gladly take over the lodge when his dad decided the time was right.

Samuel laughed as he headed back into the kitchen, waving his hand dismissively at his son over his shoulder as he went, and Jasper watched him go before sliding off the desk and looking at the Polaroid again. God, his dad looked so happy. He was going to make this right, going to ensure that Rory and his dad at least mended fences, even if they couldn’t rekindle their love. They knew nothing about Rory after he’d left Evergreen Hill except that he was clearly an architect now, and Jasper figured that was as good a spot to start as any.

He’d just pulled up an article about Rory’s work on designing a new civic center in Brooklyn when the front doors to the lodge opened and a man entered, dragging a suitcase behind him. Jasper looked at him before switching back to the hotel software, double-checking the reservations. As he thought, the only reservation for the night was for the Caldwells, and they were a party of three. Unless the father had been sent on ahead to check them in, this wasn’t the Caldwells.

“Hi there!” Jasper said brightly nonetheless. “Welcome to Evergreen Lodge.”

“Thanks,” the guy said, sounding friendly but otherwise exhausted. He approached the front desk, shaking his head like a wet dog, and a few snowflakes clinging to his hat fell off. Jasper looked at the huge windows behind the Christmas tree and saw that it had started to snow, pretty heavily from the looks of it. “I’m so sorry, I know I don’t have a reservation, but I was supposed to be staying in an Airbnb down in the village, and it’s been double-booked. The owner wasn’t sure, but she thought maybe you guys would still have a room available.”

“Oh, man, that sucks,” Jasper said, already pulling up the booking page. “Uh, how long are you looking to stay?”

“I’m a photographer,” the guy said, still looking agitated. “I’m supposed to be here taking photos to scout a new location for a movie, and—”

“You’re supposed to be here through Christmas,” Jasper said, grimacing. “Got it. Okay, I’m not gonna promise you anything, but let me see what I can do. What’s your name?”

“Ty Choi,” the man said. Jasper typed it in, asking the man the regular questions for guests and thinking of what they could do if there wasn’t a spot available. Ty looked harried, tired, but he was still handsome, almond-shaped eyes that were a deep, charming brown, and if Jasper had to guess he’d put him in his early thirties, an estimate confirmed by the date on his driver’s license. “You seem kind of young to be running a hotel.”

“Ah, my dad owns it,” Jasper said. “I’m just the help. This is kind of the only thing he trusts me to do.” He bit his lower lip, scanning the booking software. “Okay. I think we can do it, but it’ll require a bit of flexibility on your end.”

“I am as flexible as can be,” Ty said. “What do you need me to do?”

“So right now the honeymoon suite doesn’t have anyone in it,” Jasper said. “It’s free until the twenty-second, and then we have a wedding party coming in. I’m gonna put you there, because it’s the only room that’s really untouched until that time. After that, though, there aren’t any hotel rooms available over Christmas.”

“Shit.”

“No, don’t worry,” Jasper said. “There’s no hotel rooms available, but my dad and I live in what used to be the servant’s quarters, and we’ve got plenty of empty rooms back there. Our seasonal staff are in most of them, but there’s for sure a spot for you.” He raised his eyebrows at Ty. “But it’ll cost you.”

“Oh, my company is paying for this, so—”

“I was thinking that maybe you could take updated pictures for our website in exchange for staying in the staff quarters,” Jasper said, looking at Ty. “It would be a huge, huge help, man.”

Ty grinned, looking at Jasper with some surprise. “Really? Just like that?”

“Just like that,” Jasper said. “If you were sent up here by someone in town, then me and my dad will work to make that right. But we also really need new pictures, and I’m not that good. Is it a deal?”

“I think it’s totally fair,” Ty said. “Your dad’s gonna agree?”

“Yeah, I can convince him,” Jasper said. “Let’s get you your room key, huh?”

 

 

 


Chapter Three

 

 

“… SO I SAW his wedding ring and didn’t want to seem like the loser who was coming crawling back to his hometown, so I just… said you were my fiancé,” Rory finished, pacing up and down the length of the room as Malcolm sat there and watched him, the expression on his face absolutely impossible to read. Now that they were upstairs, the panic was real, Rory’s heart racing as he realized exactly what he’d done. Not only had he completely undone any chances of reconciling with Samuel, he’d also essentially shown Malcolm his entire deck of cards.

Malcolm considered him, not saying anything, and when he finally did speak, his annoyance was clear. “This is very inconvenient for me,” he said.

That stopped Rory from pacing, his gaze fixated on Malcolm. “Sorry?”

“We’re here on a business trip, Whitehead. A trip to figure out how easy it will be to get this man to sell us his lodge. Your high school romance and all the fallout from it is not something I want to be dealing with. It’s already inconvenient enough, having to spend Christmas with you. Spending Christmas with you pretending to be your fiancé? It’s an annoyance.”

“Then why did you play along? That’s an insane thing for you to do if you’re annoyed.”

“It’s an insane thing for you to pretend that I’m your fiancé,” Malcolm shot back, and for the first time there was a bit of bite to his words, an acid that he usually reserved for interns who got his coffee order wrong… or teenage boys who took too long to check him into a hotel. “I played along because it was the only way to salvage this trip. We can’t exactly do our jobs if Samuel thinks you’re a liar who’s still in love with him. And if his wife is on the scene?”

His wife. Rory’s stomach turned at the idea, misery flooding him in waves. Judging by the age of Jasper, it had taken Samuel a year or less to get married and knock a girl up, whatever order that had come in. In that time, Rory had been basically bedridden with misery, able to leave his dorm only to go to class and do very little else. He’d thought—maybe even hoped a little—that Samuel had been pining the same way. The fact that he hadn’t, that he’d been so unaffected by Rory’s departure that he’d immediately married a girl….

He sat down hard on the edge of his bed, gripping the mattress tightly. Now he felt stupid and childish, and he still had to spend ten days with Malcolm on top of it. “So what now?”

“There’s two options,” Malcolm said, leaning back on his hands and watching Rory with that cool and calm expression on his handsome face. God, Rory hated him. “First, we go downstairs and we tell Samuel the truth. That we’re nowhere near engaged, that you lied to his face out of some misguided idea that it would… make him jealous? Is that close enough?”

“Not jealous,” Rory said, frowning. “I didn’t want him to think that I’d just been… waiting around for him all this time.”

“But you have.”

“No, you asshole, I haven’t. I’ve gone on plenty of dates.” After the first five years of pure misery, sure, but Malcolm didn’t need to know that. “What’s option two?”

“We keep lying and you withdraw from the partnership competition for the next year.”

Rory’s blood ran cold. “What?”

“And endorse me to the board.”

“What?” Rory shook his head, his mouth dry from the shock of what Malcolm had just proposed. “I’ve been fighting for partner for almost ten years now. I’m not—”

“Going anywhere anytime soon, so another year won’t kill you,” Malcolm said, ice dripping from his words. “Think about this rationally, Whitehead. If you say no to this and we go downstairs and tell Samuel, we lose this entire deal. You’ll lose the partnership anyway, and you’ll drag me down with you. Might even lose your job for not disclosing your family ties to this place.”

“They wouldn’t fire me for that.”

“You don’t sound sure, and why risk it? I’m offering you a quid pro quo.”

“It kind of seems like blackmail,” Rory said quietly. “But… I don’t want Samuel to find out I lied. Fuck, out of everyone at work, I had to come here with you, didn’t I. Just my fucking luck.” He pushed himself up off the bed, turned around to face the balcony, walked over, and looked out across the mountains toward the town. “If I agree to this, you swear you’re not going to double-cross me?”

“I’m not interested in humiliating you to the man we’re here to impress,” Malcolm said, annoyed. “The truth is, I just want to do this job and do it well. If that means being forced to hold your hand, I can endure it.”

Rory turned back to look at him. “But you’re straight.”

Malcolm smiled thinly, almost amused. “Why do you think that? Because I don’t think I told you anything regarding my sexuality, considering how clearly obnoxious I find yours. Let me worry about how I feel about posing as your fiancé, aside from the obvious moral failings of it.” He eyed Rory. “Now, I’ve driven for a long time today. I’m exhausted, and I’d like to lay down before dinner. Do you mind either getting out or staying quiet?”

God, he was rude. Rory blinked at him, flabbergasted, and then shook his head, grabbing his room key. “No. I’ll go wander, take some sketches. Just checking, though…. They teach you the word ‘please’ in Scotland, right?”

“No, I’ve never heard that word before,” Malcolm said dryly. “You’ll need to teach me about it after I’ve slept. Now go. And when you get back, I want your answer.” Rory didn’t react, and Malcolm sighed, the corner of his lip twitching into a near-sneer. “About the partnership.”

Rory frowned, running his tongue over his teeth as he tried to think of a parting shot and failed. Instead, he just headed out the door, his head down as he tried to figure out why Malcolm was so quick to get under his skin but also so quick to agree to what he had pulled him into. “Fucking weirdo,” he said as he headed downstairs, finding Jasper still at the front desk. “Hey, Jasper.”

Jasper looked at him, his eyes suddenly large and surprised. “Oh, uh, hi.”

“Oh no,” Rory said. “Don’t say hi like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like you wish I’d stayed up in my room.” Rory walked over to the desk, looking at the teenager and feeling that same déjà vu he’d had when he’d first seen him. “Has anyone ever told you that you look exactly like your dad?”

“Yeah, I hear it all the time,” Jasper said, smiling. “I promise I don’t wish you’d stayed up in your room. I wanted, uh… I wanted to talk to you, actually.” He looked over his shoulder at the kitchen, clearly wondering if his father was going to reappear, and Rory was absolutely prepared for the kid to ask about their relationship when Jasper looked back at him. “When you left, you went to NYU, right?”

“Oh, yeah,” Rory said. “I got a scholarship or I don’t think I’d have been able to go. You’re at the age where you’re starting to get offers, huh?”
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