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Author Notes

Snowblind: This book includes scenarios surrounding conversion therapy and alt-right-wing Christian ideology as it pertains to the LGBTQ community. The conversion therapy is on page.

Pacific Pursuit: This story includes mention of the disease of drug addiction, including homelessness and recovery, and one parent's difficult decision to stop enabling their drug-addicted adult child. These issues are all off-page and are only mentioned as a means of character development. However, there is a scene where a secondary character receives his 12-year chip at an NA meeting.

Academic Ambition: This story includes the words queer and faggot, and there is a scene where a character is being physically and verbally assaulted by homophobes. It also includes a young man who has considered transitioning to female but ultimately decides against it. Please don't consider this to be transphobic. After much contemplation, he decided it just wasn't right for him.

Drag Undivided: This story includes the words queer and faggot which some might find offensive. One of the main characters is an alcoholic who eventually seeks help through a 12-step program. He is a heavy drinker. There are references to on-page blackouts. And bouts of risky behavior in his past. Important note: If you are squeamish about cum, this is not the book for you. There is significant cum play. Also, for those unaccustomed to drag culture, when performers are in drag (queens), they are referred to with she/her pronouns. Even when out of drag, the performers are often referred to by their drag names and she/her pronouns continue to be used. It's common but not necessary. Trixie Lamour (Cole) can also be found in the LJ M/M Romance books Snowblind, Merlot Rebellion, and Capital Adoration. She deserved her own book, so I wrote it for her.

Rhythmic Bliss: This book includes a short scene of heterosexual sex. It's not super descriptive and lengthy but it is there. It is crucial to the storyline. The word queer and faggot are used which some may find offensive. There is a scene where the main characters are verbally assaulted and chased by a group of bigoted, anti-gay men. Again, this is a crucial element of this story.
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Chapter One | James
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It was either going to be the death of him or it was going to breathe exhilaration into his bones. Either way, it was going to be epic. James dismounted the Cliff Chair and headed for the double-black diamond run that had been calling his name since before he crawled out of bed.

Snow had a way of doing that—summoning him. Since James had been old enough to walk, every winter without fail, he'd had a pair of skis strapped to his feet. His family was big into mountain sports. Skiing, snowboarding, and bombing around on snow machines in the winter. Mountain biking and hiking during the seasons when there was no snow. This weekend was on the cusp of the conflicting seasons. Early spring. Blankets of snow—and bright sunshine.

Perfection.

James lowered his goggles from his helmet onto his eyes. The world around him turned orange. The sun was bright; the snow sparkling. Without goggles, you ran the risk of becoming snowblind. He clipped his back foot onto his snowboard and glided toward the cliff edge.

There weren't a lot of people hitting this run today. Normally, his two brothers would be right there beside him, but James had decided to take this trip alone. Even though he had been living on his own for years, James' family habitually joined him for most of his competitions and free weekends. James was a professional snowboarder; away competing for much of the winter and spring. His family would usually share a chalet with him if they tagged along.

Not this weekend, though. This weekend was for himself. Some time on his own. Rest and relaxation away from the marital expectations and religious rhetoric his family was forever placing upon him. He needed time to think. Snowboard, think, and get his mind back in the game.

James tightened the straps on his gloves and edged toward the slope, shuffling forward across the snow. He tried to clear his mind; it had been in turmoil all week. After three years of slogging through a relationship, his fiancé, Julie, had finally called it quits. Words like absent and distant hurled at him across the room had brought their time together to an end.

She had walked out on him.

One year ago, it seemed like the right thing to do: ask Julie to marry him. He met her in college, and they had hit it off. But it soon became evident, in James' mind, that they made better friends than life partners. If only he had been brave enough to share that with her.

He had allowed himself to be controlled, swept along with his family's expectations. There had been pressure from home about it being time to settle down and start a family; both things James wanted to do—just not with Julie. The truth was, he had been absent from their relationship. Going through the motions, day after day, imagining what it would be like to be in love with the person you were about to marry. It had beat him down, the lying, and the apathy he felt.

Julie had finally had enough.

He had broken her heart. Something he was not proud of. He had deliberately pulled away until Julie took the hint. He had taken the coward’s way out.

Now it plagued him; whether he would ever find true love after the mess he had made of Julie’s life. Everyone in church likely knew he caused the breakup. That he had treated her unfairly. Women would not be lining up to take their chance with him. But then, maybe he didn’t deserve to form an intimate, loving connection with someone. It seemed unattainable.

Falling in love—it was a dream.

One that needed to be filed away.

James exhaled as he examined the steep drop of the Parachute Bowl. He needed to focus on the intimate connection between his board and the snow. This was a love he knew well. His love for the sport was the only love he felt comfortable with. He leaped off the crest and sped down the bowl, the swooshing and crunching of the snow beneath his board making his heart sing.

He was at home here. Among the snow-laden trees. A path laid out before him, cutting back and forth, riding the immense expanse of snow as he made his way down the mountain. The cool air streamed in through his nose. His heart hammered in his chest; his arms outstretched.

He was soaring.

James angled his board, concentrating on keeping his footing. He could handle this. He could handle anything the mountain threw at him. Shivers ran up his spine, his breath quickening.

This was pure freedom. On the runs, alone. Away from the crowds of competitions. Competing brought him a different kind of high. His events were Freestyle: Halfpipe and Big Air. Performing tricks, achieving incredible heights, and pursuing a Wow Factor to impress the judges. Racing down a mountainside, testing his skills on different terrains, and completing a run intact; pleasure radiated to his very soul. But this, times like today ... this was special.

He reached the bottom and coasted down the Woodpecker to the lift. The line was long for the Blackforest Express, but he needed to give his legs a rest on an easier run. He would hit a blue run next. Another three or four runs would be all he could fit in before the mountain opened for night skiing. He had no interest in the runs on offer at night. Sure, the lit pathways were fun, but there was no challenge in the decline and there were far too many people for his liking.

He shuffled along, obediently, working his way to the front of the line. To the top then down another run. And another. The rest of the afternoon streaked by.

Standing in line for his last run of the day, James was surprised when someone slid into him, nearly knocking him off his feet, a spray of wet snow fanning up into his face. He cleared the snow from his cheeks, looking around to see who the asshole was.

"What the hell?"

"Sorry ... wasn't paying attention."

James peered at the face beaming at him; intense baby blue eyes, crazy long lashes, brown, curly hair erupting from beneath a florescent green helmet. He knew that face well. He had been competing against Corey Taylor since he started his professional snowboarding career at age thirteen. They had never spent much time getting to know each other.

Much meaning little to none. They were competitors after all.

He was convinced Corey had slid into him on purpose. Trying to annoy him. James wasn't going to play that game. He was going to remain civil. He looked over his shoulder. The lineup behind them was grumbling about Corey cutting in. Just right. This was Corey's home mountain.  He should know better than to tick off potential fans and admirers.

He turned his attention back to Corey. There was a serious rivalry happening between them. Truly. They were fierce competitors. But it was going to be difficult to stay mad at Corey.

The playful glint in the guy's eyes was infectious.
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Chapter Two | Corey
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What were the chances? James freakin' Cartwright. Corey shook his head in disbelief as James approached the lineup for the Blackfoot Express lift. This wasn't James' home mountain. James was from Vancouver Island. A product of Mount Washington. And whereas Corey tended to visit Calgary for off-season training, James headed to Quebec. James had family there. The chances of them running into each other on their off times was remote, but a couple of times during the day, Corey had thought he spotted James. Now it was confirmed.

His crush, James, was snowboarding his home mountain in Kelowna—Big White.

Corey slammed into James, his heart rabbiting away in his chest. He was expecting a scowl to be shot at him when James saw who it was. The look he received from James was decidedly pleasant. It warmed him through—James' gentle brown eyes watching him; his full lips poised before he spoke. Corey wasn't sure what, if anything, they might have to say to each other. Their few interactions over the years had always been light-hearted—friendly. But had been limited to "Nice run", "Epic bail", "Congratulations" and the like.

This free-time, chance meeting scenario was unknown territory.

Not that it would lead to anything. It was the story of his life ... falling for the wrong guys. Either they were emotionally unavailable, straight, or not interested in settling down. James fit neatly into the second category. James' girlfriend was a common fixture at competitions. She and James' family. Plus, there were rumors they were right-wing, ultra-Christian types. Not exactly gay-friendly. Still, that didn't stop Corey from crushing on James. His toned body, shaggy blond hair, and a smile that could light up a thousand galaxies spoke to his heart.

Corey was going to press on ... and talk to James now that he had got his attention.

"What are you doing all the way out here in the interior?" Corey asked.

"I needed a break." James smiled. "And I love the snow here."

"It's a gorgeous day to be out in it."

"Sure is."

"You on your last run?"

James nodded and adjusted the goggles on his helmet.

"Mind if I join you?" Corey asked.

"Ah ..." James appeared to hesitate, then tipped his head to one side. "Sure."

Corey released an exhalation of relief, then sucked in a breath of uncertainty. His toes were tingling at the prospect of hanging with James. Even if it was only for one run. Even if he didn't have a chance with him. It would be the most time he had ever spent near the guy. By all accounts, James was amenable. Friendly, outgoing—and one hell of a great snowboarder.

He wanted to know more.

If nothing else than to torture himself.

The lineup advanced toward the lift. They slid along in silence. It wasn't until they were hoisted onto a lift chair that James spoke.

"How many runs have you done today?" he asked.

"Five or six. Legs are turning a bit rubbery." Corey glanced at James. There was that smile of his ... and in response to something Corey had said. His gut clenched, fluttering. "This will be my last run as well. I don't go in for the night skiing."

"Yeah ... me either."

Corey leaned forward in the chair, watching the people below on the green run. He pointed at something and laughed. "Do you see that kid? Can't be more than four years old."

James peered down at the snow below them. "That was me as a kid. Every weekend with the family. As soon as I could walk, my parents put a pair of skis on me. Hauled me around on the flat snow at the end of their poles. By the time I was three, I was killing the beginner run." James grinned. "Mastered the snowplow anyway."

"No wonder you're so good."

James inhaled a deep breath. "I love being out here." He turned to face Corey. "What about you? When did you start cutting up the slopes?"

"I was a bit older. My parents enrolled me in an after-school snowboarding program when I was in grade three. Took to it right away. I was spotted by a sponsor when I was fourteen. Things got pretty serious after that. My parents are perfectionists. I had to be the best."

"We've certainly battled it out more than a few times."

Corey chuckled. "You've presented me with a challenge, that's for sure."

"Yeah ... hey, congratulations on the Half Pipe win in the Freestyle Nationals by the way."

"Thanks." Corey nodded. "Congrats on the Big Air win." He leaned back in the ski lift chair, his shoulder packed in against James', their thighs touching despite the fact they were in a four-person chair. Corey had made a point of sitting close. The sensation was electric. To keep his body from responding, he concentrated on the weather. It was changing. The sun had disappeared, replaced by a white sky. It was about to start snowing.

"Looks like snow," James said as he shifted in his seat. The chair swayed in response. Corey gripped the safety bar. Their proximity was making James uncomfortable.

"And fog if it doesn't." Corey laughed. "They don't call it Big White for nothing."

"True." James looked around, seemingly at the scenery. "You headed to the Winter Games next week?"

"Wouldn't miss it ... you?"

"I might give it a miss this year."

"You not interested in the Olympics team picking you up?"

James exhaled. "I'd love that, but I don't know that I'm good enough."

"Pfft." Corey shoved James in the shoulder. "Of course, you are."

James smiled. "Thanks." He looked down at his gloves, adjusting them as they approached the top of the lift. They both shifted forward on the chair in preparation for dismounting.

When they finally reached the top, Corey abandoned any hopes he had of snagging James' romantic attention. The guy was straighter than a brand-new cross-country ski pole.

That didn't mean he couldn't have fun with him.

"You want to head to Telus Park?" Corey asked as he pulled away down the ramp to the lift. "Have a bit of fun?"

"Sounds like a good end to the day."

James followed Corey as he boarded down Easter Chutes to Sundance, landing them at the top of the terrain snowboard and ski park filled with jibs, jumps, halfpipes, and snow cross courses. James took off down the slope toward the halfpipe area. Corey joined him. It was nice not to be competing against James. They were just going to have some fun. After about an hour in the park, they found themselves hesitating at the bottom near the lift. The overhead lights had flicked on.

"Have you had enough?" Corey asked.

"I'm exhausted ... and I'm hungry."

"I hear you." Corey headed toward Easy Street, James at his side. When James veered toward him, shoved him, and took off down the wide, easy slope, a huge grin spread across Corey's face. The game was on. He went after James, streaking up behind him. James caught him off guard, slowing and grabbing Corey's coat. They ended up tumbling into a snowbank together.

Tumbling, laughing—with snowboards releasing their hold. It was irresponsible. He wasn't sure what had gotten into James to initiate the game. They finished rolling.

James landed on top of him.

The weight, the pressure of James' body ...

Corey's heart thundered in his chest.

For a moment, he imagined James was considering kissing him. He hovered above Corey, looking down at him. Corey's mind ran amok with the possibility. Then James scrambled off him. Corey's steamy daydream deflated at the ridiculousness of where his mind had gone.

It was just like him, seeing attraction where there wasn't any. Regardless, it was a great end to the day, but Corey didn't want it to end there.

There was one more thing he wanted to do with James today.
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Chapter Three | James
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James cruised into the village beside Corey. The snow was coming down hard in massive white flakes that were blanketing the square. They'd had some good runs—full of awesome snowboarding antics. It had brought some much-needed levity to James' trip.

After cruising and jumping in Telus Park, they had made a game of trying to catch one another—knock each other over. A collision had landed them both in a snowbank. They were lucky they hadn't broken anything. That would have been career-crushing. It had been utterly irresponsible, but he had felt the need to jostle with Corey a bit before their day came to an end.

He smiled. He hadn't had that much fun in a long time. His life was all about training. A chance to hit the slopes and just enjoy his board was a rarity. He looked at Corey. James was glad he had run into Corey—or Corey had run into him. The guy was a riot—fun and energetic.

"So ... dinner," Corey said.

"Yeah, I'm going to head in and start cooking."

"You stayin' on the mountain?"

"Yeah."

"Any chance I can entice you into eating out with me?"

James shook his head. "Nah. To be honest, I need a nap before I even contemplate dinner."

Corey visibly sighed. It almost made James change his mind. Corey was obviously disappointed by his answer. But James was sticking to it. He was tired.

"How about later?" Corey asked. He pointed in the direction of Snowplow Pete's. "We could meet up tonight. Have a couple of drinks. Listen to some live music."

James scowled. He had noticed earlier that the perimeter of Snowplow Pete's was decorated with rainbow flags. The kind the gays used to mark their territory. He had overheard people talking in the lift lineups about a Winter Pride celebration happening. What they had to be proud of, he wasn't sure. He had never known a gay person. The whole gay lifestyle wasn't on his radar.

"Sure. If we go somewhere else," James answered.

Corey crossed his arms. "What's wrong with Pete's?"

"They have all that gay stuff going on tonight."

"And ..."

"And I don't want to hang out with them."

Now it was Corey's turn to scowl. The action caused his brilliant blue eyes to partially disappear behind his lids. "Have you got something against gay people?"

"No ... no ... not really." James sighed. He hadn't meant to upset Corey. "I don't know. I've never hung around with gay people before."

Corey laughed. "Oh, I am positive you have."

"No, really. I haven't."

Corey took a step toward James and lay a hand on his shoulder. "Buddy, you have been hanging out with one for the past hour."

James jerked away. "You're gay?"

"Not officially." Corey shrugged. "Only my close friends and family know."

"Then why are you telling me?"

"I thought we were having a good time together. Becoming friends."

"We were."

James looked toward the building he was staying in. The conversation was making him uneasy. He wanted to head back to his suite, have a nap, and make dinner. Not have to struggle with the realization that the guy he had been having so much fun with was gay.

He peered back at Corey. The look on Corey's face was one of distress, his pink lips close to pouting, his thick eyelashes fluttering up and down on his cheeks. He looked like a puppy that had been accused of doing something wrong. James sighed. Maybe it wouldn't be so bad. He would be with Corey, a guy he had enjoyed hanging with.

What's the worst that could happen?

"You're set on going to Pete's?" he asked.

"It's why I came up this weekend ... Winter Pride."

"Will you know anyone there?"

Corey shrugged. "Probably. Tommy D’Angelo is playing. I've seen him quite a few times during pride events in Kelowna. He has a following. I'll likely know someone."

"Will we be hanging out with them?"

"Not if you don't want to."

"All right." James nodded. "I'll go but I am not playing your wingman or anything." He unfastened his boot from the board, lifted it, and placed it under his arm.

"Deal." Corey pointed toward the gondola. "Okay. I'm off to my car to get changed."

"You not staying here tonight?"

"Nah. I'll stick around for a bit then drive home. No point in wasting money on a place when I have an apartment back in town. I'm just down in Black Mountain. It's not far."

James tightened his grip on his board. He was disappointed to hear Corey wasn't sticking around. In the few minutes they had been standing there talking, James had imagined snowboarding with Corey again tomorrow. Maybe Corey would drive back if he asked.

"Okay, well ... I'll see around what ...," James said. "Eight?"

Corey started sliding toward the gondola. "Eight. I'll meet you inside." He grinned and slid away. Corey knew damn well it would take a lot for him to walk into that pub tonight on his own. Before James could object to the idea, Corey was halfway across the concourse.

James stood and watched Corey as he became obscured by the falling snow, his fluorescent helmet bobbing along as he made his way to the gondola that would take him to the parking lot.

He sighed. The air seemed empty without Corey filling it. It was an odd sensation. James turned for the condo complex he was staying in and trudged through the snow toward it. Within moments he was inside in the warmth. He stripped off his snowboarding gear and flicked on the gas fireplace. The warm glow from the flames filled the room.

James plopped down on the sofa, then stretched out on it. He hauled a blanket onto his body, making sure to cover his feet and shoulders. He was chilled. He closed his eyes and sleep descended on him. The last thing he remembered seeing in his mind was Corey's face.

He awoke with a start and scrambled for his phone. He wasn't sure how long he had been asleep. He breathed a sigh of relief when he saw it was only six-thirty. He still had an hour and a half until he was meeting with Corey. It gave him time to make dinner and clean himself up.

Before coming up the mountain, James had stopped at the grocery store to stock up on supplies. Spending all day on the mountain required a lot of calories. He might have overdone it but the last thing he wanted was to be hungry. It was always an option to go out for dinner, but James loved cooking. He particularly liked sitting at home in front of a warm fire eating dinner. He dug cans of tomato sauce out of a bag, removed some ground beef, onions, green peppers, and mushrooms from the fridge, and retrieved the pasta from the far end of the counter.

He started with the mushrooms, sautéing them in a bit of olive oil, then added some chopped onion. There were a few other things he needed. James peered into the grocery bag and pulled out some garlic, a jar of instant coffee, and some Italian spice. The condo would have sugar in the cabinets. The garlic and green peppers went in next, then the ground beef. After that was browned, he added a cup of water, a teaspoon of instant coffee, and a pinch of sugar.

James grabbed himself a beer from the fridge as that simmered, then set some water to boiling in a pot. He opened the cans of tomato sauce and added them to the ground beef mixture along with the spices. That set to a low bubble, he sat back on the sofa and stared into the flames.

His mind turned to Corey again. There was something about Corey that made James want to spend more time with him. Corey's laughter and exuberance for life were contagious. He was having trouble reconciling that with the fact the guy was gay. He couldn't see it. James had seen gay guys on television, marching in their parades. Corey wasn't anything like them.

The sound of the water boiling broke him from his thoughts. He rose to his feet, headed to the kitchen, and dumped a huge handful of spaghetti noodles into the water. He retrieved a container of parmesan cheese from a second grocery bag. He shook it up to make sure it wasn't clumped together. It wasn't long until the noodles were done.

After locating the biggest plate he could find, he piled a mountain of food onto it, gathered up his utensils, and headed back to the fire. There was no coffee table, so he had to make do with his lap. It was risky, but he was stripped down to his thermal underwear. He wasn't worried about spilling sauce on his clothes. He twirled the noodles and took a mouthful.

Amazing.

As James chewed, Corey popped into his mind again. He wondered if he should have invited Corey to have dinner with him. It was good, and it would have been the polite thing to do, but he had badly needed that nap. Entertaining someone wouldn't have allowed him that.

James turned on the television. The clock above it showed that the time was seven-thirty. He needed to get ready soon if he was going to arrive on time. He finished his plate, took it to the kitchen, and set it in the sink. He would worry about dishes later. After packaging up the remainder of the sauce, he headed to the bathroom for a shower.

The hot water felt great, soothing his aching muscles. He might have pushed himself too hard today. He grinned. When he and Corey had plowed into that snowbank, they had ended up in a tangle of arms, legs, and snowboards. It had taken some doing to extract themselves from the pile they had created. James' stomach fluttered at the memory. On the chair lift, they had been close to one another—touching. It had made him uncomfortable—the closeness. But in the snowbank, he had landed fully on top of Corey. It had taken him a moment to react. He remembered looking down into Corey's eyes, pondering them, before he righted himself.

James shook his head. Corey's eyes reminded him of pools of tranquil, blue water. Glittering up top, but so much depth behind them. He stepped out of the shower and dried himself off. It was going to be jeans and a thick, cream cable-knit sweater. It was one of the few extra pieces of clothing he had packed.

He looked at himself in the mirror. He was nothing special in his eyes. His brothers had more going for them in the looks department. He ran his hand through his blond hair as he examined his face. He wasn't going to bother shaving. The dark stubble gave him a rugged look he liked. He touched the ring in his nose and grinned at himself in the mirror. His parents had freaked out when they first spotted it. It was the only act of rebellion he had ever pulled.

He looked at his phone. It was eight o'clock. Time to head out. He pulled on his ski jacket and his battered and worn snow boots. Again ... not much choice in clothing, but it wasn’t like he was trying to impress anyone. He was meeting with a buddy for a drink. That's it.

The walk to Snowplow Pete's only took him a few minutes. The snow was picking up in intensity along with the wind. The rainbow flags were whipping about in the gusts of air. Colors flying. Letting everyone know what was happening. His heart leaped in his chest, and he almost changed his mind. He wasn't sure what to expect if he went inside. His upbringing clawed at his insides. This was enemy territory—wasn't it?

James approached the outer doors but didn't go in. He stood in the cold, looking through the small windows. The place was packed. He looked at his phone. It was quarter past eight. Corey would be waiting for him, wondering if he was going to show up.

He pulled his hands out of his pockets and placed one on the door. He still hadn't asked Corey if he wanted to meet up again the next day to go snowboarding—and they hadn't exchanged numbers. That was going to be his excuse. He pulled the door open. The lively roar of the crowd intensified. He steadied his breathing and pressed forward, angling his way through a multitude of bodies, his eyes searching for the one face that would calm his nerves. James spotted Corey, sitting alone at a bar table at the same moment as Corey caught sight of him.

Corey's smile was electric, like a beacon. James felt himself relaxing as he moved toward him. Standing in front of him, Corey pounded his shoulder in welcome.

"I didn't think you were coming," Corey shouted above the din.

"I almost didn't." James removed his jacket, covered one of the stools with it, then took a seat. He hadn't thought he was going to admit that to Corey, but it felt like he should.

"There's nothing to be worried about." Corey moved away from his seat. "Can I get you a beer?" He grinned. "Unless you're afraid of sitting here on your own."

James ducked his gaze away from Corey's watchful eyes. "I can manage."

"Excellent ... pint of IPA?"

"That's good, yeah."

As Corey stood at the bar, James kept an eye on him. Corey looked different in street clothes. His shoulders and thighs were muscular but lean, his hips narrow. Corey was wearing a long-sleeved, red t-shirt. It fit tight to his body, showing off his biceps.

James looked out at the crowd as Corey approached their table.

Corey was smirking. 

"Like what you see?" Corey sat across the table from James. "Caught you watching me."

James' face flushed red. He hadn't realized he had been staring. He had been fascinated by the differences in Corey when he was wearing something other than snowboarding gear.

"You look different."

"Like good different ... or bad different?"

James furrowed his brow. The question flustered him. There was no right answer. He took a sip of his beer. Corey was studying him, waiting for an answer, but appeared to give up, and shrugged his shoulders. Corey took a long swallow from his pint glass and perused the room. 

"I'm not seeing too many people I know," Corey said. "A few ... but not many."

"Other gays?"

Corey turned in his seat, leaned on the table facing James, and narrowed his eyes at him. "You say gays like it's a bad word."

"I didn't mean it to sound that way." James spun his glass on the coaster. "I am so far out of my depth here." He chanced a glance into Corey's eyes. "I didn't mean to hurt your feelings."

Corey exhaled. "My feelings are fine. They're a lot tougher than most. It's you I worry about. Exactly how sheltered was your upbringing?"

"I'll tell you another time."

Corey winked at him. "So, there's going to be another time."

James rolled his eyes and smiled. Corey was flirting with him. All in good fun, of course, but it was a side of Corey he hadn’t expected to see. In no way did Corey fit into his preconceived notions about what the gay community looked like. He glanced around the room. Some of the people, it was obvious they bent that way. Others ... it was anyone's guess.

"What should I say instead of gays?"

"The 2SLGBT2Q+ community would be nice."

James huffed out a laugh. "That's a bit of a mouthful."

"That's what he said."

It took a second for the innuendo to sink in. James' cheeks prickled with embarrassment. He buried his face in his drink as someone walked onto the stage area. It was a tall woman dressed in a tight, shimmery black bodysuit. The pant portion appeared to be ass-less. This was exactly what James had been concerned about. Getting an eyeful of something he wasn't prepared for.

She raised the microphone to her lips.

"Good evening, bitches. For those that don't know me, and fuck you if you don't, I'm Trixie Lamour and we have a great show for you tonight."

The swearing caught him off guard. That and the risqué outfit had James reconsidering his decision to join Corey. His mom would be horrified if she found out he had been here for this.

His curiosity won out.

James stared at Trixie. She was gorgeous but something wasn't right. The low register of her voice ... it wasn't computing. He studied her as she walked back and forth across the stage, a steady stream of obscenities, sexual innuendos, and cutting observations of the audience filling the room. James squirmed in his chair; his beer gripped tight in his palm as he watched her.

"What's wrong?" Corey leaned toward him. "You look confused."

James dipped his eyebrows as he looked at Corey. "Is that a guy?"

Sure, he had heard of drag queens. Who hadn't? But James had never seen one in person. They were one of the abominations his mother and her group of women went on about. How they shouldn't be allowed near children. Her group had protested outside libraries during Drag Story Time numerous times, calling drag queens pedophiles, and insisting they were grooming the children. It had been pointless. The children's activity was incredibly popular.

Corey smiled. "Yeah, it's a guy."

James perused Trixie’s body.

"I can see where you're looking," Corey said. "It's still there. Just tucked away."

James shivered but couldn't take his eyes off Trixie. Aside from the language, he seemed harmless enough. After an introduction from Trixie, a musician stepped onto the stage area.

"Wait until you hear this guy," Corey shouted across the table. Tommy D’Angelo warmed up his fingers on the keyboard and the crowd hushed as he adjusted his microphone.

"Welcome to Winter Pride!" Tommy’s voice was clear and loud, echoing throughout the room. He played a few chords for effect. James sat up straighter. If Corey was excited by the prospect of this guy playing music, he was going to pay attention. Tommy’s outfit completed by black, leather pants was a little distracting. Skin tight didn't touch on the extremity of the fit.

Tommy kicked the first chords off. The pub exploded in exuberant sound. The energy of the room ramped up as Tommy began to sing. James didn't know the song, but he was enjoying it.

He looked over at Corey who was grinning and clapping along to the music. James' gut clenched and his chest tightened. Corey's exuberance bordered on sublime; so much joy radiated from his face. Corey's lips sang along with the music.

James couldn't take his eyes off them.

Corey glanced over at him. His face softened and he blinked as he studied James. He looked perplexed. James turned back to watching the musician.

Their eyes had connected for far too long.

A second person wandered up to Tommy’s keyboard and picked up a microphone. The performer was dressed in some kind of drag. James wasn't sure who or what he was looking at.

"Guy or girl?" he asked Corey.

"Evan Enough. Non-binary."

James exhaled. He felt like he had been dropped onto a foreign planet. But at least he knew the answer to this one.

"They-them, right?"

Corey grinned and nodded. "So, not completely sheltered."

"I try to keep up."

Evan’s voice rose into the first verse while Tommy played piano. The room quietened, listening. The songs they sang, James knew. Corey was humming along, mouthing every word. James relaxed in his seat. The atmosphere in the pub felt comfortable now.

"Do you want another beer?" he asked Corey.

Corey shook his head. "No, I'm driving." He jutted his chin in the direction of the bar. "I haven't seen a server in a while. Do you want me to get you another?"

James rose to his feet. "No, I can do it. Thanks."

"Good luck."

"Ha-ha ... thanks a lot."

James could feel eyes on him as he made his way over to the bar. Or, at least, he thought he could. It was unlikely anyone was looking at him. He peered over his shoulder at Corey.

Corey was tracking him. When he caught James' gaze, he smiled. A tingle ran through James' body. He exhaled to dispel it, but it was nice to know Corey was looking out for him.

He reached the bar and ordered another IPA. A few guys crowded up against him as he stood there, trying to get their orders in. One spoke to him. "You here on your own?"

James took a sip of his beer. "No, I'm here with someone."

"Lucky guy."

"Um ... yeah, I guess." He could feel his cheeks redden. He cleared his throat. That shouldn't have flustered him, the guy's comment, but it did. It was a strange sensation to be hit on by a guy.

At least by someone other than Corey.

James rushed back to their table, needing to be back with Corey. His safe place for the night.

"You all right?" Corey asked.

"Yeah, sure ... some guy hit on me is all."

"And you survived."

James laughed. "And I survived."

After a few more songs, Corey reached into his back pocket and withdrew his cell phone. He frowned as he looked at it. He reached across the table and tapped James' arm.

"Sorry. I have to get going. It's getting late. And this snow isn't letting up."

"Let me finish this. I'll leave with you." James tipped his glass up and drained it. It was his third beer of the evening. One in the suite. Two here. He was feeling slightly tipsy. Warm at least. He pulled on his coat and followed Corey out through the doors into the blinding snow.

"Wow ...," Corey exclaimed. "It's worse than I thought out here."

James tugged his coat higher up to cover his neck and pulled up the hood. "I'll go to the parking lot with you. Help you dig out."

"You don't have to do that."

"It's the least I can do." James shoved Corey playfully. "Tonight was an eye-opener."

"In a good way?"

James sighed. "Sure, I guess so."

"Want to do it again tomorrow night? The drag show is tomorrow."

"I don't know." James tipped his head. He wanted to spend more time with Corey. "I'll make you a deal. Come snowboarding with me tomorrow and I'll join you at the pub again."

Corey grinned. "Sounds like a fantastic deal."

"I'm still not going to be your wingman."

"Agreed."

They trudged through the snow toward the Happy Valley parking lot. Unfortunately, the gondola was no longer running. They would have to stumble down the hill on foot. They weren't dressed for it, a trek through heavy snow. James' jeans were soaked through by the time they arrived at Corey's car—or what they could see of it. It was buried a third of the way up the doors.

"I have a brush and a shovel in the trunk," Corey said as he began brushing snow off the trunk area with his sleeve. "Might even have an extra pair of gloves."

"Appreciated." James cleared the side windows and stomped around the outline of the car. It didn't appear to be a four-wheel drive vehicle. Corey handed him a pair of gloves.

"Found some."

"Thanks." James slipped on the gloves and grabbed the brush. He started on the top of the car, clearing away the snow. Corey had a second brush and was clearing the windshield. Once they had the top of the car uncovered, they turned their attention to the wheels. Corey dug in with the shovel, trying to free up some space behind them. James concentrated on the sides of the car where they had brushed the snow onto the ground. He dropped onto his knees and shoveled the snow away from the underside with his hands. It was tough going.

After almost thirty minutes, it looked like Corey might be able to back out of his spot. James stood to one side as Corey started the vehicle, then went around to the hood, ready to push. He was shivering. His jeans were like hard sheets of ice, his thighs, and fingers numb with the cold.

A warm fire was playing on repeat in his mind.

Corey began rocking the vehicle until it gripped, but then slid back. On the next try, Corey's tires spun, spitting snow everywhere. James pushed as hard as he could, but he was running out of steam. Corey shut off the engine and pulled out his phone. James watched him through the windshield as he made call after call then appeared to give up.

James went around to the side of the vehicle as Corey hauled himself out of it.

"Guess I'm sleeping in my car." Corey held up his phone. "The mountain is booked up."

James' stomach rose in his throat, his heart hammering in his ears. The idea floating around in his head made him nervous for some reason. He pushed the feeling down.

"Don't be ridiculous. I have a comfortable sofa in my suite you can sleep on."

"Really?" Corey pulled a sports bag and his snowboarding gear out of the backseat, slammed his car door shut, and nudged James. "Thanks, buddy. I really appreciate that. I feel like an icicle. I could use a little warmth. Are you sure?"

"Positive. We'll flick the fireplace on as soon as we get back."

"Perfect."

The walk back took longer than the trip down to the parking lot. By the time they arrived at James' building, they were both shivering hard. James struggled with the lock, his hands were so numb, but they eventually managed to pile in through the door of the suite.

"Mind if I grab a hot shower?" Corey asked.

"Sure. You got clothes in that bag?"

"Yup."

"Throw your wet ones out and I'll toss them in the dryer."

"A man after my own heart."

James scowled at the floor.

"I'm joking," Corey said then closed the bathroom door behind him.
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Chapter Four | Corey

[image: ]




The hot water felt amazing, but the fact he was naked with a simple door between him and James warmed Corey through to his core. Tossing his clothes out to James had presented him with an interesting challenge. Even though he had retained his underwear, he had opted to cover up with a towel as he opened the door a crack to pass out his wet clothes.

He concentrated on washing up. Any ideas about where the night might lead were pure delusion. He toweled off and slipped on the t-shirt and sweatpants he had thankfully left in his car last week. He ruffled up his hair, the wet curls settling on his forehead. He examined himself in the mirror. Guys found him desirable in a cheeky kind of way.

He had never had any trouble attracting attention.

Corey left the bathroom and wandered into the living room. James was hunkered down next to the roaring gas fireplace, his coat and boots discarded, still in his wet clothes.

"It's all yours ... the shower," Corey said.

"Awesome, thanks." James smiled at Corey. "Leave me any hot water?"

"Plenty." Corey caught James' arm as James walked past him. The look James gave him nearly stopped his heart. Anticipation. There was anticipation glimmering in James' eyes.

"What?" James whispered.

"Just want to know if you brought any hot chocolate. Thought I'd make us some while you're in the shower."

James visibly exhaled. "Yeah, in the grocery bag on the counter."

Corey released James' arm. "Okay. See you in a few minutes."

James gathered up his sweatshirt and sweatpants from the bedroom and disappeared into the bathroom. Corey stood near the bathroom door for a moment in case James passed out his wet clothes. He didn't. Probably afraid to open the door in any state of undress.

And whose fault was that?

Corey covered his face with his hands. He needed to pull his mind back to reality. This was going nowhere. He needed to keep reminding himself of that. That momentary glimmer in James' eyes had simply been him reacting in surprise to being grabbed.

Corey snorted out a laugh. He truly was ridiculous when it came to men. That reaffirmed, he entered the kitchen, found the hot chocolate and the kettle, and started some water boiling.

He must have been daydreaming because the kettle had clicked off and James was pushing his wet clothes into the dryer when he became aware of his surroundings again.

He removed two cups from the cupboard, dumped some hot chocolate mix into them, and added hot water. He tugged open a drawer, found a spoon, and stirred their drinks.

James leaned over the island counter and grabbed his. "Thanks for making these. The shower was great, but I feel like I'll never be warm again."

"I hear you." Corey took a seat on the sofa and closed his eyes, enjoying the heat from the fire. James plopped down beside him. Total enjoyment of the heat ... and the company he was sharing it with. 

"That was a good day." James took a sip of his hot chocolate. "I had some decent runs."

"You head down the bowl?"

"Twice."

Corey nodded his head. "Yeah, me too. I thought I saw you up there."

James turned in his seat. "So ... you're not out, is that right?"

The topic change was unexpected. Corey sat up, eyeing James. It was a conversation he was willing to have. He just hadn't thought James would be interested in his story.

"Like I said, family and close friends only."

"Is that because you're embarrassed about your lifestyle?"

"Jeez, James. What kind of brainwashing has your family done on you?"

James frowned and stared down into his cup. "I'm sorry. I keep messing up." He looked at Corey. "Explain it to me ... please. I want to understand."

Corey settled back in his seat, wiggling his toes in front of the flames. "First, you need to understand, I was born this way. I didn't make a choice. I didn't choose to be gay."

His gaze landed on James' expression. There was disbelief there.

"Why would I choose it?" he added. "We're persecuted, ridiculed, bullied—even killed for being queer." He warmed his hands by wrapping them around his cup.

"I was taught it was a lifestyle choice. Opting for perversion."

Corey snorted out a laugh. "What's perverted about two consenting adults finding pleasure and love with and for one another? Pretty sure your god preaches love and acceptance."

"Sometimes that gets swept under the carpet." James took a long swallow from his cup.

"Seems to be the case."

"Are you afraid of being treated differently on the snowboarding circuit?"

Corey sighed. "I know I would be."

"Have you had many boyfriends?"

Interesting question. Changing course ever so slightly. Corey set his empty cup down on the carpet in front of the sofa. "A few. It's hard to date in the closet."

James nodded. "I've been lucky ... being that I’m straight."

"Yeah ... where is your girlfriend by the way? Is this a weekend away from her?"

James gazed into the flames. "We broke up ... she broke up with me."

"I'm sorry."

"No, it was for the best. I tried ... I tried to do everything I was supposed to."

"What do you mean?"

"We were engaged to be married."

"And that's what you were supposed to do?"

"According to my parents and the church."

"So, why didn't you go through with it and get married?"

James locked his attention on Corey. "It didn't feel right. Never did."

"Right? How do you mean by right?"

James shrugged. "I don't know. Ignore me." He rose to his feet. "Will this be enough for you to sleep with?" He held up an intensely furry blanket. "Or should I get you another?"

"That one will be fine. I'm going to leave the fire on."

"I'll grab you a pillow."

Corey couldn’t take his eyes off James as he left the room. He could watch that man walk away a thousand times over and never grow weary of the sight. James returned with a pillow hugged against his chest, clutched tightly. He looked adorable.

"Thanks." Corey tossed the pillow onto the sofa. When he settled his face against it after they said their "Goodnights", Corey inhaled what little scent there was of James on the fabric.

He drifted off to sleep with it permeating his senses.
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Insane dreams haunted James all night long. Recounts of his day. The run with Corey—laughing, joking around—landing on him. He rubbed his eyes. His mind was playing tricks on him. They’d had a good day together. That’s all it was. A little roughhousing had ensued. So what?

The few times he had climbed out of bed to get something to drink, Corey had been sound asleep on the sofa, breathing softly. During one of his trips to the kitchen, James had stood behind the sofa and watched Corey sleep. He wasn't sure what had possessed him to do so.

It was beyond creepy.

But there was something relaxing about Corey's presence.

The sleepless night wore on. While still tossing and turning, sunlight filtered into his room through the blinds. James would have hidden his face beneath his pillow and continued his attempt to sleep if the smell of coffee and bacon had not come drifting under his closed door.

He climbed out of bed, reluctantly. Four things were driving him to start his day. His need for coffee, his hunger, the call of the snow—and the thought of talking to Corey again. He pulled on some sweats, headed for the bathroom, and looked at himself in the mirror.

He looked like hell.

"Breakfast is ready," Corey called from the kitchen. He sounded chipper and well-rested. James groaned. If the guy hadn't plagued his sleep, he might've shared in Corey's morning exuberance. Typically, in his books, every day that one went snowboarding was a good day.

He wandered out of the bathroom, shielded his eyes, and peered through the living room window. Blue skies and bright sunshine. A perfect early spring day.

"Eat up so we can get out there." Corey dished up bacon, eggs, hashbrowns, and toast onto two plates. He moved aside as James pushed past him, focused on the coffee pot.

"You not sleep well?" Corey asked.

"The night was a disaster. I thought for sure I would pass out. Maybe I shouldn't have had that nap. Threw my sleep off." Lies—all of it. James sucked in a mouthful of black coffee.

"Are you going to be all right to board?" Corey asked.

James waved Corey off. "I'm fine." He lifted his plate and some utensils and headed for the table. "Thanks for making all this."

"Thanks for stocking your fridge." Corey joined him and shoveled a mouthful of egg into his mouth. He wiped the corners of his mouth with a sheet of paper towel. "I slept great."

"I might switch you for the sofa tonight."

"I’m staying another night?"

"There’s no way your car is going anywhere for a while. Plus, you won’t have to take off so early from watching the drag show tonight."

"I appreciate that."

"You're not working tomorrow, are you?"

Corey tipped his head and shrugged. "Nah, I took Monday off."

"Where do you work?" James lifted a piece of bacon and bit off a large chunk.

"A sporting goods store. Snowboards, skis, bicycles ... you know, sports stuff. What about you?" Corey licked his fingers after sopping up some egg yolk with some toast.

"I'm a veterinary tech when I'm around. They're pretty good about giving me loads of time off when I'm competing and training. If I have a spare minute, I volunteer at an animal rescue."

Corey stopped eating; his fork poised in mid-air. "Wow. That's awesome. I love animals." He blinked at James, then went back to eating. The intensity of Corey's stare and the wonderment exuded by his eyes had James lowering his gaze and concentrating on his plate. 

James ran a strip of bacon through the yellow of the egg then popped it into his mouth. Corey had done a perfect job with everything. "This is really good."

"Thanks. I like cooking."

"Yeah?" James' eyebrows rose. "Me too."

"See. A match made in heaven."

James set his fork down on his plate with a clatter. "I wish you wouldn't do that." Especially after the night he'd had with thoughts of Corey making it impossible to sleep. The teasing and innuendos were an unwelcome complication if they were going to be friends. 

"I'm sorry." Corey spun his coffee cup on the table. "You're fun to tease, that's all."

"Try to keep it to yourself."

"Done."

James rose from the table and placed his dishes in the sink. The dishes from last night were on the drying rack. Corey must have washed them. He turned the hot water on. He didn't want to risk having Corey do the dishes again. Especially after he had done the cooking.

Corey stepped up beside him and slipped his plate and utensils into the sink.

"You are fun to tease." Corey snickered in his ear. "Your face goes so red, and your eyes do this weird ..."

James laughed and shoved Corey. "Shut it."

"Just keeping it light." Corey placed his hand at the base of James' neck and squeezed. "I don't mean anything by it." James clutched the dishcloth and pinched his eyes closed. Corey's touch sent shivers through his body. He held his breath until Corey moved away.

James closed his eyes. "I'll be done here in a second."

"I'll gear up."

"Be right behind you." James glanced over his shoulder. Corey wandered into the living room and proceeded to remove his sweatpants. He was wearing tight, thermal leggings beneath. James heaved ragged breaths in and out as he watched Corey change. He couldn't turn away.

The sunlight danced across the contours of Corey's muscular thighs.

Corey raised his head and caught James staring.

James swallowed, holding Corey's gaze, then turned back to his dishes. His mind flipped through a laundry list of reasons why Corey was fascinating him. He landed on one. He hadn't had a lot of friends growing up. His parents had preferred him to hang out with family because other people's kids were trouble. That was it. He wasn't used to being in close company with another guy his age. New territory. That's all.

He finished up the dishes and went into the bedroom to put on his snowboarding gear. He joined Corey at the front door. "Okay, let's get this snow day started."

The fresh snow was deep and glorious. The company more so. They headed straight for the bowl, wanting it to be pristine when they conquered it. Corey was of a similar mindset to him in what snowboarding meant to him. They both had a passion for it. Lived and breathed it. It was refreshing to hang out with someone that understood him.

Run after run, they kept up with each other. Their skills matched. They cascaded down a multitude of runs until they were both laughing about the fact they were overheating.

"Should we break for lunch?" Corey came to a neat stop at the bottom of the run. "My treat. It’ll be my thanks for giving me a place to crash."

"I thought that's what breakfast was about."

"Hey, I didn't have to sleep in my car in wet clothes. I owe you more than breakfast."

"Just something simple. Soup and sandwich are fine."

"I know just the place."

James coasted along beside Corey, headed for the center of the village. There was a short line of people waiting on the concourse at an apparatus of some sort.

"What's that?" James pointed toward it. There were logos associated with the Winter Pride event covering a tall backdrop.

"Rainbow booth."

James laughed. "I'm sorry ... rainbow what?"

"It's a photo booth." Corey grabbed James' sleeve and tugged him toward it. "Come on. We can have our picture taken."

James hesitated but people seemed to be having fun with it. He unfastened his board and joined Corey in the line. There was no harm in it—a picture. It wasn't until he saw people checking their phones after having their picture taken that a wave of anxiety washed over him.

These pictures went straight online.

"You all right?" Corey asked as he wrapped his arm around James' shoulders. James' initial reaction was to shrug Corey's embrace off—but he decided against it.

"I'm not sure I want to do this," he admitted.

"No one is going to see them," Corey said. "Only people that look for them on the Rainbow Booth Facebook page." He patted James' back. "If you don't want to, that's fine."

They reached the front of the line. James needed to decide. He turned to look at Corey. James sighed and chastised himself for being weak. Damn. The anticipation skittering across Corey's face made it impossible to refuse him. In the end, having a photo with Corey outweighed the possibility of the wrong people seeing it. He stepped in front of the camera with Corey.

After a few stupid poses, they scooted out of the way. Corey called the photos up on his phone. In two of them, Corey was staring at him, his eyelids soft, his lips slack. James' hands began to itch in his gloves as he studied them. That look ...

"Let's get out of here," he said. "Find something to eat."

After they bought sandwiches, they found a place to sit inside the lodge. They ate in silence. James chanced a few glances at Corey. It was possible Corey wanted to be more than friends. Judging by the look Corey was giving him in those photos.

James folded his cling wrap into a tidy square, his hands sweating. The realization gave James a knot in his stomach. He liked hanging out with the guy. He would hate to have to call it quits because Corey developed feelings for him.

"We still on for tonight at Pete's?" Corey asked.

"That's the plan."

"Dinner?"

"I brought stuff to make chicken curry."

Corey blinked at him. "Am I invited?"

James leveled a gaze at Corey, trying to read him. It didn't make sense to have Corey eat elsewhere. He was staying with him for another night. He wasn't sure why he hesitated. The thought of taking a break from Corey for dinner made him uncomfortable.

He sighed. "Only if you help me cook."

A stunning grin broke out across Corey's face. It lit up the room. James had to look away. Any longer watching Corey would have all those dreams he had been having last night resurface.

He slid off his stool. "Let's head back to the slopes."

Corey balled up his cling wrap. "Lead the way."

"Bowl again?"

"Sure ... one more time."

They exited the lodge and headed for the lift. They coasted along side by side. James slid into line at the lift. "Halfpipe after that?"

"If my legs hold up."

James' mind wandered back to the morning, watching Corey change. Watching Corey's thigh muscles clench and flex as he deftly pulled on his snow pants.

His breathing quickened. A prickling heat spread over his back. Lack of sleep. Had to be. After a good night's sleep, his thoughts would return to normal.

He piled into a lift chair with Corey.

Corey breathed in a deep breath beside him. "Do you want kids?"

James blinked. Out of left field, or what? He turned in his seat to face Corey. "Someday." He unzipped his coat. The sun was heating things up. "With the right person."

"Yeah." Corey nodded. "Me too."

James screwed up his face. "But ... "

"What?" Corey crossed his arms. "You think because I'm gay, I can't have kids?"

"No, I'm sure there are ways to do that. I just didn't think you would want any."

"Why?"

"For reasons I am going to keep my mouth shut about." James shoved Corey's shoulder gently. "It would get me in trouble. And I'm positive I'm totally wrong about it." 

"You're learning."

James settled back in his seat. "I think you would make a great dad."

Corey patted James' thigh. "Thanks. You too."

James grunted and prepared to dismount the lift. Kids. When he got home, his mom would likely set him up with another nice girl from church. Regardless of the rumors, he would make another attempt at it. Maybe before the year was out, he would be engaged again. Then married. Then there would be children. And life would become normal. Plodding along ... normal.

Corey whooped as he dismounted and slid down the ramp. James chased after him. He pounded Corey on the back when he caught up. Any weirdness between them earlier was forgotten. Their love of their sport overshadowed everything. The brilliant expanse of snow beckoned to them. They caught each other's eye, grinning, and took off down the slope.
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Corey hadn't been able to stop himself, staring at James as they had their pictures taken. James' smile was heart-wrenching. The discomfort James displayed when they looked at the pictures spoke volumes. James wasn't interested. He needed to cut it out, falling over himself to attract James' interest. Feeding off every bit of attention James gave him.

A romance wasn't happening.

Corey adjusted his board; prepared to make another run at one of the jumps. James was waiting for him at the bottom. This was their last run. The air he caught was epic. His form was perfect as he completed a backflip and landed it with precision.

James was laughing and clapping as Corey sped toward the fence.

"Nice air." James pounded him on the back and hauled Corey into an embrace; one arm around Corey's shoulders. It was almost too much to bear. The contact. What he would give to have James' arms wrapped around his body, protecting him from the world.

Their time together, talking and snowboarding had solidified things for him. He was crushing hard on James. And there were hints of other emotions bubbling beneath the surface.

Corey's eyes nearly teared up. He was setting himself up for some serious heartache.

"Curry," James said.

Corey managed a smile. "Let's do it."

The trip back to the condo was slower than Corey would have liked. He wanted to be back there, just the two of them. Cooking and talking—laughing together. The sun was hanging low in the sky when they finally made their way to the condos.

After changing into their sweats, James lifted some chicken out of the fridge. They worked easily together. Each took on a task without much communication other than the easy flow of conversation and ridiculous banter filling every corner of the kitchen.

They tucked up on the sofa and dug into the curry they had made.

"We could have made it hotter," Corey said.

"Next time."

Corey tipped his head to one side. Next time? Was this going to turn into a regular thing? Going away on snowboarding weekends together? He stopped eating. His heart was pounding in his chest. He couldn't do that. He wouldn't continue to torture himself like that.

He remained silent.

James looked at him. "I didn't mean to assume anything. I just thought we could do this again sometime."

"No ... yeah. Sure."

James frowned. "You don't want to."

"I never said that."

James set his plate on the floor. "I thought we were having fun."

"It's more complicated than that." Corey scrapped his fork back and forth through the curry left on his plate. He looked up and met James' gaze. "I've been enjoying this too much."

A rush of crimson rose in James' cheeks. "You like me."

Corey abandoned his plate on the floor. "Can I be honest with you?"

"I'm not sure." James pulled the throw blanket into his lap. "But go ahead."

Corey exhaled. "I've had a crush on you for years. I plowed into you deliberately in the lift line. I had this crazy idea that hanging out with you ... that it might go somewhere."

"I'm not gay, Corey."

"I know. I know." Corey smiled. "A boy can dream, though, right?"

"I don't know what to say."

"Say you still want to be friends. That we have that at least." If James ditched him now, he might never recover. It would be easier on his heart if James did slough him off, but deep down, Corey couldn't bear the thought of never hanging out with him again like this. But weekends away together. Those were out of the question.

James furrowed his brow. "I need to lie down before we get ready to go to Pete's" He rose to his feet. "Alone. We'll leave it at that. I don't want to discuss this anymore."
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Chapter Seven | James
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He might not want to discuss it with Corey, but his mind certainly wanted to plague him with the implications of what Corey had said. And what might have been said if he had stuck around to hear more. Sleep did not come to him at all. Corey's admission of attraction to him; a crush. That Corey had been crushing on him for years. The very idea floored him.

He rolled over, clutched his spare pillow to his chest, and exhaled the breath he had been holding. Where did they go from here? Surely, this would make things awkward between them.

James opened his eyes and looked at the wall. The thought of ditching Corey caused him an unfathomable amount of distress. He hadn't had this much fun with anyone in a long time. His mind rolled through images of how their friendship might endure.

He flipped onto his back and covered his face with both hands. He rubbed his eyes. He wanted this. He wanted to continue his friendship with Corey. Corey's attraction to him would have to be buried. Over time, Corey would forget about his feelings. Right?

He righted himself, planted his feet on the floor, and roughed up his hair. Maybe they could go early to Pete's. Start the night off with a few drinks before the drag queens took the stage. Having a warm buzz on sounded like the answer to his discomfort.

Corey was asleep on the sofa when he entered the living room. He hated to disturb him. His steady reassuring breaths filled the space. His cheeks were rosy from the cold.

James sighed as he leaned over the back of the sofa.

Damn. The temptation to brush his knuckles across that crimson skin was strong.

He shut the image out of his mind. The urge to start a night of drinking diverted the direction of his thoughts. He reached down and touched Corey's shoulder. When Corey didn't rouse, he gave his shoulder a slight shake. Corey's eyes fluttered open, and he smiled up at James. His features were soft and sleepy. The word angelic popped into James' mind.

James grunted, wiping yet another random train of thought clean out of his head. "Do you mind if we head out early? I need a proper drink. I only have beer here."

Corey clutched the back of the sofa and sat up. "Fine by me." He leaned over his duffel bag. "Hey, could I borrow a sweater from you? I've kinda run out of clothes."

"Sure, yeah." James went into his bedroom and lifted the cream cable-knit sweater he'd been wearing the night before off his bed. It would look good on Corey.

Corey's eyes lit up when he saw it. "Nice. Thanks."

After changing into their outerwear, they walked silently across the square to Pete's. The wind had returned but not the snow. It was a beautiful clear night. James took a moment to look up into the sky at the stars before stepping through the door into a new experience.

Corey led the way into the pub, headed straight for an empty table near the stage area. This put them in the direct line of fire if Trixie Lamour took the stage again.

James slung his coat over the back of the chair, resigned. Corey was visibly excited to have found a table so close to the action.

"What's your poison tonight," Corey asked, rubbing his hands together.

"What are you having?"

"Gin and tonic." Corey winked at him. "Gotta watch my figure."

A rush of warmth rippled from James' abs into his chest. It nearly choked off his breath. It seemed the teasing was going to continue. He emitted a strangled, "I'll have the same."

"I'll grab the first round."

"Right ... sure."

This time James couldn't take his eyes off Corey as he strolled to the bar. James' chest heaved; ragged breaths dragged back and forth across his parted lips. He was warm all over.

He licked his lips.

Corey looked back at him from the bar. The look of longing on Corey's face persisted until the bartender caught Corey's attention. James looked down at the tabletop. Any thoughts of Corey burying his feelings for him seemed ludicrous. There was no way he was going to cut Corey loose, though. Every moment he spent in Corey's company was amazing. He was at peace. He was exhilarated. His world made sense. This was a friendship he wanted to keep.

"Here you go." Corey set the gin and tonic in front of him. "I made the executive decision to start the night off with doubles." A smirk of anticipation joined by a wink followed.

James nodded. "I'm in full agreement." He lifted his glass. "To my first drag show."

Corey laughed as he brought his glass to touch James'. "To many firsts."

James snorted out a laugh. "Don't get any crazy ideas." He kept his attention on Corey as he took a sip of his drink. It was cool against his lips. Corey didn't look away.

Corey broke eye contact with him and took a gulp of his drink, then drained it. The ice rattled inside his glass as he set it on the table. "Another?"

James chuckled. "So that's how it's going to be. I'm in." He finished the earthy taste of the gin and gathered up Corey's glass. "My round."

Standing at the bar, James was much more comfortable than he had been the night before. The place wasn't crowded yet and no one came on to him. He ordered a couple more doubles and headed back to the table. Corey was chatting with someone. The guy was muscular, dark-haired, and classically handsome. He had his hand on Corey's shoulder and was caressing it.

A knot settled in James' stomach.

James squeezed past the guy, set the drink in front of Corey, and took his seat. Without thinking, he raised his eyebrows at the guy. Kind of a "What the hell do you think you're doing?" expression. He was here with Corey tonight. His friend could pick up guys some other time.

The guy took the message, said, "Nice meeting you," to Corey, and wandered off.

"Nice cock block," Corey said, barely containing a smile.

"You promised me I wouldn't be your wingman. I take that role seriously."

"Didn't know that meant you'd be my protector."

James shrugged. "That's what friends do. Look out for each other."

"Yeah, I guess." Corey scowled at the tabletop and took a swig of his drink. He set his glass down and released a heavy sigh.  He looked up at James. "How does the next year look for you?"

A welcome shift of gears. Away from the personal stuff.

James twirled his glass on the table. "I figure I only have a couple of years left in me. Gonna push hard preparing for next season."

Corey nodded. "Same." He lifted his glass and held it to his lips until there was only ice left. There was every chance Corey was going to drink him under the table tonight.

By the time the drag show started, they were five doubles in each. Corey decided it was time to switch to shots. James didn't argue. The drinks, the exuberance of the crowd, and being in Corey's company spread warmth through him.

Corey was ecstatic each time a new performer took the stage. The joy on Corey's face was captivating. And Corey's clapping, whistling, and cheering put a vice grip on James' chest.

Trixie Lamour made the rounds during his performance, giving men lap dances and standing behind others, running his fingers through their hair.

"He's good," James yelled at Corey, attempting to be heard above the loud music.

Corey leaned toward him and touched James' hand. "She."

"What?"

"You call a drag queen she."

"Oh, sure ... okay."

Corey withdrew his hand and went back to cheering on Trixie's performance. James drew his hand into a fist. For a moment, the heat of Corey's hand had been on his. Now, the ghost of the sensation lingered. And he craved it. Craved more of it.

He headed to the bar for more shots.
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Chapter Eight | Corey
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The night was confusing him. James was confusing him. James was adamant he was straight, but he had caught James staring at him a few times. At the condo ... at the bar. And not just staring. James was staring with a level of hunger. Hunger and anticipation.

Of course, he might have been imagining things.

Corey threw back the shot James brought to the table. A Jägerbomb. The combination of Jägermeister and Red Bull made his head swim and his imagination surge. He moved his chair to be closer to James'. James didn't appear to mind. He just peered over at him and went back to watching the show. Corey held his breath and knocked his knee up against James' under the table.

This was insanity. His mind knew it. His heart knew it. His drunken ass didn't.

The firm press of James' knee back against Corey's nearly knocked the breath out of him. Maybe it was involuntary. Maybe James didn't know he was doing it.

God ... so many maybes.

James shifted in his seat, increasing the pressure against Corey's knee. There was no mistaking the intention behind that move. Corey pretended to be interested in the latest drag queen's performance. But his exuberance for the art had been overshadowed.

The moment was broken when Ieata Cox set her sights on James. She spun his chair to face her and straddled his lap. She danced and ground on him, then abandoned him, headed for her next victim. James, red-faced, shuffled his chair back to face the table.

"You all right?" Corey could barely contain the giggle threatening to erupt from his throat at James' expense. He reached down and put his hand on James' thigh.

James flinched.

Too much.

James leaped up from his seat. "One more?" He pointed at the empty shot glasses.

"Sure." After James left the table and headed for the bar, Corey lowered his head onto his crossed arms on the table. Shit—shit—shit. He'd pushed James too hard.

"Fuck," he whispered against his arms. What the hell was he playing at? James was straight. Straight and drunk. He knew better than to toy with that potential firestorm.

"Here." James nudged his shoulder and placed the shot in front of him. Corey peered up from his arms at it. This would the last one. He was tired, horny, and wasted. Best to call it a night and head for bed—alone. There would be plenty of time to beat himself up for accosting James in the morning during what would likely be an epic hangover.

"Throw it back and we'll go," James echoed.

The shot barely made it past his lips. He was finished. His legs would likely deceive him when he tried to stand. He clutched the edge of the table and attempted the maneuver.

All good. His legs held.

Corey slipped on his coat and followed James out through the door. It was probably cold outside, but he could barely feel it. He stumbled along behind James across the square. He wondered if their friendship was going to survive the foolish assumption he had made.

He had wanted it so bad ... but he had misread the signals.

The suite was dark as they trudged through the door. Corey found the wall, leaning against it to remove his boots. He could sense James was close. He didn't dare touch him again. Corey made sure to give James plenty of room as he made his way around him into the living room.

He flicked on the fireplace.

The warm firelight filled the room. He slid onto the floor, resting his back against the front of the sofa. He just needed a few minutes for his head to stop spinning, then he'd lie down.

He was startled when James sunk onto the floor beside him.

"Drank too much," James said.

"Understatement."

"Sorry I scared that guy off."

"What guy?"

"The guy that was hitting on you."

"Oh, him. Yeah ... not really my type."

"You got something against tall, dark, and handsome?" A soft snort accompanied the question, joined by James leaning his shoulder against Corey's.

"I prefer blonds," Corey whispered. And this particular blond, James, would never be his. He tipped his head until it was touching James'. It felt nice. 

"Right," James replied.

Corey could see James' chest rise and fall dramatically next to him.

"I prefer brown and curly," James whispered ever so softly.

Corey's pulse thundered through his body. That was a signal. A definite signal. He hadn't been mistaken. James was interested. He reached for James' thigh, chancing a second rejection. This time, James' warm hand covered his, and James' fingers slipped through the spaces of Corey's, joining their hands in an embrace of sorts.

"James," Corey whispered.

"Yes ... yes, I do." James turned his face. His breath fluttered past Corey's ear. The fingers of James' free hand brushed across Corey's exposed cheek. So incredibly gentle and tentative.

Corey just about wept.
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Chapter Nine | James
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The sight of Corey sitting on the floor, the firelight dancing on his hair—it had obliterated his resolve to stay angry at him. James slumped down onto the carpet beside Corey. He leaned against him. There it was. Physical connection with Corey felt intense; unprecedented.

He wasn't surprised to hear Corey hadn't been interested in the guy hitting on him. His body language had been off; his intense light had been dimmed. So unlike when Corey was with him.

"I prefer blonds," Corey whispered.

James knew those words were meant for him. Hearing them—a fierce battle erupted within him. There was a longing for Corey. He could feel it. He wanted to deny it, but it pulled at him.

Just say it.

His heart thundered in his chest.

"I prefer brown and curly."

Speaking those words terrified him. He hadn't recognized his admiration was attraction until Corey had touched his hand in the pub. He'd been snowblind to the possibility. He had confirmed his suspicion by pressing his knee against Corey's under the table.

It had flooded his system with desire.

Corey's hand came to rest on his thigh. So gentle. James needed reassurance from his friend. That what came next was going to be all right. That he was safe and protected. He entwined his fingers with Corey's and clung to them. It brought him the calm he sought.

"James."

"Yes ... yes, I do."

Yes, I do ... I really like you and desperately want to kiss you.

James turned and nuzzled Corey's ear with his nose. The scent of Corey's hair tickled James' senses, warm and earthy. He wanted to inhale every bit of him. Body and soul. He reached for Corey's face and angled it toward him. The dusting of bristles on Corey's jaw thrilled him.

James freed his face from Corey's hair.

His lips—he needed Corey's lips.

A shudder ran through him as their lips met. So soft and warm. Tender, gentle kisses. Each one increased in intensity. An ebb and flow as their mouths explored one another. The exchange of warm breath—the sighing—the hunger. Every kiss so incredibly bound by desire.

James shifted his body, wrapped his hand around the back of Corey's neck, and tugged him closer. He needed Corey firmly against him. Needed to envelop him—possess him. Corey rose on his knees and lowered James onto the carpet on his back. For the second time in two days, they found their bodies pressed together. This time, James had no intention of struggling away.

One hand on the back of Corey's head, the other on his broad shoulders, James deepened the kiss. He released Corey's mouth, moaning, as Corey ground against him with his hips. Corey’s cock was thick and firm, prodding and teasing. James undulated up to meet him, rock hard.

Corey gasped in James' mouth.

James grabbed Corey’s ass, tugging him tight against his body.

"Wait," Corey whispered and pulled away. "James, wait ..." He pressed a hand to James' chest. "We shouldn't be doing this. We're drunk."

"So."

James tried to sneak another kiss, but Corey kept out of his reach. The distance was maddening. He wanted the closeness back again. The kissing and grinding—and more.

He wanted so much more. He never could have imagined he'd ever have such a gut-twisting ache for a guy. That he would want to feel his skin. Stroke it—caress it—taste it.

"You might regret this in the morning, James."

"Nah ... I'm good."

James wrinkled his brow. It was possible Corey was right. He had never been with anyone before. The church did not allow sex before marriage. He had stuck to that diligently his entire adult life. He certainly knew what they would have to say about same-sex ... sex.

But surely it would be different with Corey. It would be pure and good. He could feel it. How could anyone object to that?

Corey chuckled. "You're good all right." He reached back for the blanket on the sofa and shuffled down until he was resting his head on James' chest then covered them both.

"Hold me," Corey hummed against James' chest.

James wrapped his arms around Corey's body and hugged him. Corey snuggled in against James' shoulder and closed his eyes.

The peace was sublime. James released a relaxed breath. This would have to do. And that was fine by him. He had Corey in his arms.

James opened his eyes far too early in his estimation. His head was spinning, and he had a vicious headache. The chance of throwing up was not out of the question. Corey murmured something in his sleep beside him. He was tucked against James' chest, still laying on his arm.

James adjusted the blanket to ensure Corey was covered then tipped his chin and kissed Corey on the head. The scent of him filled James' psyche. He stared up at the ceiling.

Tears. His eyes were tearing up.

The contentment he felt was startling.

Corey had been right to stop them last night. James wasn't ready. He had only just realized his fascination with Corey was attraction. He needed to reconcile that with his faith before they had any chance of creating something special. The spark was there. A spark that could lead to something wonderful. He could feel it in his heart.

"James." Corey snuggled deeper into James' embrace. "I don't feel so good. Can I just lie here forever? We could have food brought to us." Corey groaned. "Ugh ... food. That's the last thing I need. Aspirin would be an awesome choice, though."

"I might have some in my bag."

"That means you'd have to move." Corey placed his arm across James' chest. "I'll suffer."

"Corey." James touched Corey's face and brushed some hair off his forehead. "When do you think we'll see each other again?"

Corey peered up at him. "Next week at the winter games?"

"I hadn't planned on going but I am registered."

"So, it's a date."

James shook his head. "My parents are planning to come with me if I go."

"We could find some time to spend together. They don't follow you around, do they?"

James snorted. "A little bit, yeah."

"Then I'll have to kidnap you." Corey smiled up at James, then kissed his chest.

James rolled Corey onto his back and hovered over him. He settled a soft kiss on Corey's lips, pulled away, and stared into Corey's eyes. "I'd like that."

Corey ran his hand into the thick hair at the back of James' head and clung to him.

"Please do that again," he whispered.

James pressed his lips to Corey's, tasting—teasing. He hummed against them, caught up in the precious intimacy between them. It was going to be agony to be away from Corey for a whole week. He wanted to snowboard, laugh, and cook together again. Their time at the Winter Games would be fleeting at best. But they'd have to make the most of it. He might even chance his parents' disappointment and disappear overnight. He was a grown man after all.

It wouldn't be enough. He wanted more.

"I want to plan a weekend away with you," James said. "Could you get the time off?"

Corey brushed his thumb across James' bottom lip. "For you ... anything."
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Chapter Ten | Corey
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Waking up in James' arms was everything Corey had dreamed it would be. Strong and solid—warm. Encasing him like he was the most precious thing in the world. Corey sighed. The gentle kiss James had placed on his head while James thought he was asleep was beyond his imagination.

He stroked his fingers up and down James' sweater, wishing they'd had some skin contact last night. Laying on James' bare chest would have been heart-stopping. He shifted and kissed James' neck. James hummed in response. This was glorious, lying here.

James grunted and covered his face with his hand. "I have to pee."

Well, that's the end of that.

"Yeah, me too." Corey pushed himself up on one arm. He clutched James' bicep when the room did a series of loop-dee-loops. "Whoa. Not good. Note to self ... shots—bad."

"Agreed."

James sat up, rolled to his knees, and clambered to his feet. He reached out to help Corey. Once on his feet, James pulled Corey into his arms. It felt incredible, to hold each other. Their bodies molded together. Their hearts beat strong; their rhythms distinct but unified.

"God ... this feels good," Corey whispered in James' ear.

"That's what he said." James' chest rumbled as he laughed. Corey pulled away, enjoying the ease between them. This morning could have been awkward. Or heartbreaking. James might have woken up and regretted everything and bolted. Instead, James was staying right here with him.

"Now, you're learning." Corey touched James' cheek. "You are so beautiful."

James smirked. "No one has ever called me that before."

"You are ... inside and out. I can tell."

"Well, this beautiful guy is going to pee himself in a second."

Corey laughed and stepped out of the way so James could make his way to the bathroom. In the interest of his throbbing head, he went in search of water. Thankfully, the cold water tap supplied him with a large glass of ice-cold relief. He pressed the glass against his head between gulps. As soon as James exited the bathroom, he bolted past him to take his turn.

After washing his hands, he opened the cabinet over the sink. Aspirin.

Oh, thank God.

He popped the bottle open, dumped two out into his hand, and swallowed them with a bit of water from the tap. He guessed James would want some too, so he took the bottle into the kitchen with him. James was leaning over the kitchen sink, using his cupped hand to drink water.

"You all right?" Corey placed his hand on James' back and rubbed the firm expanse between James' shoulder blades. He rattled the aspirin bottle. "These might help."

"That and sleep." James grabbed the bottle and took two tablets.

"Should I go?" Corey hoped not, but if James wanted to be alone and sleep this hangover off, he could attempt to drive himself home. After sleeping on the floor last night, lying in a proper bed felt like what his body needed right now.

James looked at him with a hint of desperation in his eyes.

"Do you have to go?" he asked.

"Do you want me to stay?"

James reached for Corey's face and cupped his cheek. "You have no idea how much."

Climbing into bed with James sounded glorious. Maybe stripping down to their underwear. Maybe more. Could he trust himself to lie beside James and not make a move on him? He sensed James needed more time before they moved this connection between them into something sexual.

It was better if he left.

"My dog sitter is expecting me back this morning."

"You have a dog?" The disappointment in James' eyes was accompanied by light.

"Two. Golden Retrievers. They keep me sane."

"How do you find time to be their human?"

"It's hard. I'm away so much, but my sitter is great."

James licked his lips and stepped closer. He used the hand cupping Corey's cheek to draw him near. "You're the beautiful one." Then James kissed him—hard and deep.

Corey felt it in his toes.

It was a man demanding more from him.

His resolve crumbled. Corey clutched the back of James' head to increase the pressure on his lips. James' tongue slid into his mouth, a man possessed, and nearly undid him. He met him there, spearing his tongue between James' lips. His taste was heady—intoxicating.

When James pulled at Corey's clothes, shuffling Corey across the room toward the bedroom, he didn't have a single objection left in him. It seemed James didn't need extra time to do any soul-searching after all. Without losing connection with his lips, James had him in the bedroom, his hands searching for a way into Corey's clothes.

Corey pushed away and peeled his shirt off over his head. James did the same. James' sweater landed on the floor. They stood for a brief moment—eyes perusing. Chests heaving. Then collided—lips seeking—hands grabbling with belts and buckles.

Corey's dreams had never achieved this level of passion. The most he had wished for was having James take a risk and kiss him. Maybe hold him.

James stripped the belt from Corey's pants.

They were really doing this.

Corey turned James and pushed him down onto the unmade bed: looking up at Corey, his feet still on the floor. Corey dropped to his knees and wrestled with James' belt and fly. Successful, he yanked James' pants off his hips, underwear, and all. He was met with a fierce, hard cock.

It was in his mouth before he had a chance to think about it.

The groan James emitted was like music. Every nerve in his body responded to it. Ecstasy. James raked his fingers into Corey's hair, clutching—grasping. Corey used one hand to steady James' cock, and the other to grip his thigh. Every pass along James' shaft with his mouth sent a stream of rumbling groans through James' lips.

James' hand soon clawed at his head.

"Fuck, Corey ... I'm ..."

Corey reached for James' hand and held it. The grip returned came in pulses, bursts of strength. Until James' body stilled. Corey released James' cock and licked his lips.

He'd be riding on the high of that experience all the way home.

As Corey rose to his feet, James kicked his pants off and onto the ground. He shuffled up the bed until he was fully on it, his bare skin cradled by the pure white sheets.

All Corey could do was stand and stare.

Gorgeous.
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Chapter Eleven | James
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James had to smile. Corey was just standing there at the side of the bed, staring with his mouth open. It gave him a boost in confidence. James tucked himself under the duvet and flipped open one side. His breath caught and he gripped his pillow as Corey stripped off his jeans and underwear. Now it was his turn to stare. Corey's muscles were like sculpted marble. Smooth and hard. And his cock—he'd only ever seen other men naked in changing rooms. Not aroused.

Corey was stunning.

His heart thudded in his chest. He needed to touch him.

He reached for Corey's hand, motioning for him to join him. Corey took his hand, his tight grip a plea for reassurance. He climbed into the bed and covered them both with the duvet. They lay face to face on one pillow, sharing their warm breath.

Corey brushed his hand down James' cheek and kissed him. Each kiss was gentle and filled with a mix of desperation and affection. The man before him knew he needed a moment.

James broke contact. "What do I do?" He touched Corey's chin. "I don't know what to do." Any kind of sex was unknown territory for him, but this ... this was absolutely foreign. He wanted to bring Corey as much pleasure as Corey had done for him. 

"Here." Corey took James' hand and guided it down his body, deep beneath the covers. Down past his chest and his abs. James exhaled and bit his bottom lip. Corey's cock was warm and hard—and velvety soft—so incredibly soft. James wrapped his hand around it.

"Just do what feels good to you," Corey said.

James pulled gently, keeping his grip firm. Corey closed his eyes, his lips slack. Again—and again, he guided Corey's cock through his hand.

"James ..." Corey kissed him. "That's it ..." He gasped—licked his lips, his hips pumping forward into James' hand. Every sound Corey made was pure and heavenly. James wanted to capture that sound to keep with him forever. It was a sound that needed to be kept near his heart.

Corey's body rocked back and forth. James held steady, watching Corey—his eyes, fluttering—his mouth; tongue licking lips. James couldn't take his eyes off him.

"James ... James ..."

Pulse—release. Thrusting and retreating. Time and again. Corey's body shuddered through each surge until he melted against James, panting. It was the most intimate experience James had ever had with anyone. It couldn't have been with anyone else. It felt so right with Corey.

James smiled against Corey's lips as Corey kissed him. He was where he was supposed to be. There was no denying it.

"What are you smiling about?" Corey pulled away and smiled back at him.

"I'm happy."

"So am I" Corey brushed his fingers across James' lips. "You surprised me last night. Initiating that kiss. I thought my heart was going to beat out of my chest."

"I'm surprised I didn't have a heart attack."

Corey kissed James' nose. "I'm glad you didn't."

James sat up, reached toward the end of the bed, and grabbed a used towel. He cleaned his hand off and handed the towel to Corey. Once Corey was finished with it, he tossed it onto the floor, cuddled back under the covers, and rolled over to place his back against James' chest.

"I need sleep," Corey said.

"Agreed." James threw his arm over Corey's body and tugged him close. He nestled his face at the back of Corey's head, letting the scent of the man he'd come to trust more than any other lull him off to sleep. The world would still be there in a few hours.

James chuckled to himself. He'd awoken to Corey grinding his ass back against his hard post-nap wood. He moved his hand down onto Corey's abs, then onto his pubes, his knuckles brushing beneath Corey's rock-hard cock. He rubbed his thumb back and forth on Corey's skin.

"Oh, good ... you're awake," Corey said.

"Was that your plan?"

Corey laughed. "Maybe."

James gripped Corey's cock. It was firm and tight. He pumped it a few times then rolled his thumb over the tip. It was slick. So incredibly slick. He just about came. To have this effect on a guy—a guy he cared for; was beyond comprehension. It gave him shivers.

He thrust his cock along the base of Corey's spine, then shuffled closer. It took a great deal of concentration to continue thrusting while stroking Corey's cock with any kind of rhythm.

"Taking everything into your own hands this afternoon." Corey reached back and placed his hand on James' hip to encourage him. They undulated in unison—moaning and sighing.

James needed to taste him.

He sucked and tongued Corey's shoulder and teased the skin with his teeth. 

Corey groaned and tipped his head back.

"God ... James."

James closed in on Corey's neck. His neck, his shoulder—behind his ear. Nibbling his ear lobe. "I want you to cum for me." Okay, he'd watched a few porn videos. He knew some lingo.

Corey laughed. "So demanding."

The sheets were damp and warm as the intensity increased. Rocking perfectly together as if joined. Corey was the first to release the tension. James soon after.

They dissolved into a mound of sweaty bodies. After a moment of acrobatics, Corey managed to retrieve the dirty towel from the floor. He handed it to James and settled back at James' side. James carefully wiped the evidence of their passion from Corey's skin.

"I love waking up like that," Corey said.

"First time for me ... but I loved it."

"Wait ... what?" Corey rolled over to face James.

"You've never had sex after a nap before?"

James scrubbed a hand across his face. "No." He set his hand on Corey's shoulder. "Can I be honest with you?"

"Always."

"I've never had sex before."

"Wait." Corey rose on one elbow. "Like never ... never."

"Never."

"I'm your first?" Corey's eyebrows rose. "You're a virgin?"

"Is that a problem?"

Corey leaned forward and kissed him. "Not at all. I just wish you had told me."

"It's embarrassing."

"Is that a church thing again?"

"Yeah, no sex before marriage."

"Well, you just blew that one of the water. Twice."

James grinned. "And I don't even feel guilty about it."

"I should hope not." Corey looked into James' eyes and smiled. "Are you sure you're all right? You just burned some serious bridges there."

"I'm more than all right. You're special. I've never felt like this about anyone. I'm so comfortable with you. We have so much in common. We just clicked."

"We did, didn't we." Corey tapped James' chin. "I have a lot of respect for you. You're an awesome competitor. An incredible guy. My crush on you was justified. I want you to know that."

"Noted." James kissed Corey. "I need a shower."

"Yeah, me too. Mind if I join you?"

Mind?

After what they'd already shared, James was ready for anything and everything new. He threw the duvet off, climbed out of bed, and reached for Corey's hand.

Corey stepped into the shower first after the temperature was agreed upon. James liked his shower on the hot side—Corey on the cool. They compromised. James wandered in behind Corey and wrapped his arms around Corey's body and kissed the back of his neck. The water made Corey's skin slick and smooth beneath his lips.

He could have held that pose forever. 

James turned Corey to face him and kissed him gently. Warm water flowed over their joined lips. Corey moved his hands over James' hips and onto his ass. James released Corey's mouth to let them both catch a breath. He enveloped Corey in his arms and held him, enjoying the feel of Corey's hands caressing his ass. His grip was strong—demanding.

James slid his hands down Corey's back, over his ass, and onto his thighs. An urge pulled at him—daring him—demanding to be sated. Obedient, he sunk onto his knees.

"James, you don't have to ..."

James kissed Corey's hip bone. "I want to."

He lifted Corey's soft cock with one thumb and dragged his tongue across Corey's balls. They were delicate and furry. He tipped his chin and sucked one into his mouth. He moaned as it settled on his tongue, warm and wet. He circled the tip of his tongue around the sac, then sucked, tugged, and released it. He grinned and gave the other equal treatment.

He couldn't imagine doing this with anyone else.

"Jeez, James." Corey touched James' head.

James looked up. Corey's wet lashes gave them a sexy, inky quality around pools of blue. Tendrils of curly, dark hair framed his face. Rivulets of water ran down his cheeks.

Corey was gorgeous.

"Come back to my mouth," Corey whispered. James rose to his feet and dove into the increasingly familiar ecstasy of Corey's lips. He pressed Corey against the wall of the shower stall. Their abs and chests heaved—no space between them. Breathing as one.

Corey broke free from James' mouth and laughed. He entwined his fingers with James' and spun him to change places. "Okay, tiger, I really do have to get going."

James pouted dramatically. "Yeah, check-out was like hours ago."

"Soap and shampoo each other?"

"Yum ... yes, please."

"You're incorrigible."

"I like what I like."

"And you like me."

"You haven't figured that out yet?"

Corey grinned. "Just checking."

James' admiration had turned into so much more. An intense connection. Corey had to know how much he liked him. After years in the church, it felt like life was finally opening up for him.
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Chapter Twelve | Corey
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Corey was glad James had agreed to let him drop him off at the airport. It had given them more time to spend together. More time to talk. More time to share about their lives. And now that they had taken a really important step for James, it was nice to be able to discuss the sexual stuff. What it meant to James. What it meant to him. How it had all happened so quickly.

He felt secure in the way they had left things. James had given him a quick kiss in the car before dashing for the departure doors. They had almost been late for James' flight. The soap and shampoo had led to other things. They both had voracious sexual appetites.

Corey smirked, laughing, then sighed, deflated.

James had made him promise one thing. That he wouldn't tell anyone about them. If Corey mentioned a new guy he was seeing, James' name was never to come up. It was the same arrangement Corey had demanded of other men he'd been dating in the past.

Now he knew what it felt like to have your existence denied.

He wanted to shout from the rooftops that he was seeing James Cartwright. That the man of his dreams wanted to be with him and ravish him every chance he got.

Corey gripped his steering wheel. The entire weekend had been like a dream. The snowboarding, the cooking, the hanging out at Pete's, listening to music—watching drag.

That first kiss.

Corey rolled his eyes. Damn, that had been good. James' hesitation as he worked up the nerve to take his mouth had been tantalizing. It made his stomach flutter thinking of it. He would've taken bets on James changing his mind; too scared to take what he so obviously wanted.

It had taken a lot of courage on James' part. Especially with his background. What was a good church boy doing kissing a boy anyway?

Corey grinned. Making some serious moves on me, that's what.

He pulled into the driveway of the house where he rented a basement apartment. He hefted his duffel bag and snowboard to the door and knocked. He didn't want to bother struggling to retrieve his keys. Kala would still be there. He'd given her a recap of his weekend by text. She wanted to know the details. All of them. Little sisters—some things never changed.

"Hey, big bro!" Kala pulled the snowboard out of his hand. With her free hand, she grabbed his arm and hauled him into the living room. "Come on ... tell all."

Corey tossed his bag onto the sofa. "Give me a sec." He dropped onto one knee as two boisterous golden retrievers bounded out of his bedroom. "Gotta say hello to my boys."

"Syd and Gus were dears. The whole weekend."

"Did those drops work for Syd's ears?" Corey bent back the ear of one dog and looked inside. He'd had a lot of gunk building up in them.

"They're looking better, don't you think?" Kala ruffled the fur on Syd's head.

"A lot cleaner." He looked up at his sister. "Thanks, Kala ... again."

"All worth it if my brother spills." She plopped down on the sofa. "Sit. Tell all."

"Fine." Corey sat beside her. "I met a guy."

"Yes, I know that part. What happened?"

"We snowboarded a lot. He loves it as much as I do. Maybe even more."

"And ..."

"We cooked curry together. He loves cooking too."

"And ..."

"We went to Winter Pride. Watched a musician. Saw a drag show."

"And ..."

"And then he kissed me in front of the fireplace back at his suite."

Kala shoved Corey's shoulder. "Was it good?"

Corey grinned. "So good." He ducked his gaze and stared at his hands.

"There's more." Kala gripped his arm and shook it. "Tell me."

"We may have ended up in bed together. Twice. And again, in the shower."

Kala pounded Corey's thigh. "You really like him, don't you?"

"Yeah. A lot." Corey sighed. "More than I should."

"What do you mean?"

"I've been crushing on the guy for a while. Never thought we'd end up together."

"Wait ... it's not ..." Kala smacked Corey's arm. "Not James."

The look gave it away. He couldn't contain the level of glee he was feeling. He was giddy. Truly. It wasn't a secret from his sister that he'd had a crush on James. Kala had bugged him endlessly about it over the years. His sister would have to keep it to herself, though. 

Corey nodded. "But you can't tell anyone. He doesn't want anyone to know."

"Who would I tell?" She looked like the Cheshire Cat, grinning.

"I'm serious, Kala. I promised him I wouldn't tell anyone. His family is super Christian. Plus, neither one of us wants to have our personal lives out there on the circuit."

"I get it. I've never slipped with any of your other relationships. You know you can trust me."

Corey patted her leg. "Thanks, Kala." He dug into his pocket. His phone had buzzed. He tapped the screen. It was James.

James: "Just landed."

Corey: "That was quick."

James: "Flight only took fifty minutes. Tailwind."

Corey: "You waiting for a cab?"

James: "Yeah." Typing "Miss you."

Corey: "I miss you too."

James: "I want to kiss you again."

Corey: "Soon. Call me when you get settled tonight."

James: "Sexy video call?"

Corey: "So incorrigible."

James: "<winking emoji>"

Corey caught himself smirking. Kala was staring at him when he pulled himself away from the screen.

"Wow. You really like him."

"Probably a little too much."

"I thought James was straight."

"So did he."

"And his fiancé?"

"They split. James said he did everything he was supposed to do. But it didn't work. Don't think he wanted it to. She broke it off with him when he became increasingly distant with her."

Kala frowned. "I don't know, Corey. I'm worried."

"He wants this ... I know he does. You should have seen him this morning. Holding me—kissing me." Corey grinned. "Loving on me."

Kala crossed her arms. "When do you see him next? He lives in Victoria, doesn't he?"

"Next week. Winter Games. I'm going to spirit him away from his parents' watchful, religious eyes. Take him back to my room ... and do very, very naughty things to him."

"He better not hurt you." Kala rose to her feet. "Okay, lover boy, I'm off. I'll be back next week. Tuesday, right?" She strolled over to the door and opened it.

"Yeah, Tuesday. Thanks again for looking after the boys."

"Anytime, bro."

And then she was gone. She had every right to be worried. He was worried. What if James arrived home and changed his mind? Decided he didn't want to continue with him after all.

Corey headed to his bedroom and flopped down on his bed. He rolled himself in a blanket and closed his eyes. James would call him later. He was sure of it.

Or was he?
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Chapter Thirteen | James
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The taxi wasn't nearly fast enough. James wanted to be home. Unpacked, messages to his parents returned. Relaxing. He wanted to be on a video call with Corey.

James leaned back and stared at the ceiling of the cab. He was filled to bursting. Filled with contentment. Filled with joy. His heart shouldn't feel this good. What he was doing—it was wrong. He knew that. But he didn't care. Being with Corey was all he cared about.

He sighed and grinned.

Every fiber running through his body wanted this. Every word, every touch—every scent. He wanted it all. He wanted to spend the rest of spring snowboarding with Corey. Cooking—laughing. Teasing—kissing. Wrapping Corey up in his arms.

Ravishing him.

And falling asleep together.

It had all happened so fast. One minute, snowboarding. The next, jerking Corey off and cumming on his back. He grinned. And the shower. He'd run his lips over every inch of Corey's skin. It had been glorious. Glorious and good. He knew in his soul it was good.

He clenched his fist.

His parents could never find out. He'd have to find some excuse to keep from dating any more women from the church. Even though his mother would be relentless. He tapped his finger on his leg. Maybe he could tell her he was too devastated by his breakup with Julie.

That excuse wouldn't last long. But it might stall things for a while.

The cab pulled up to his apartment building. He paid the cabbie, clambered out, and hauled his stuff to his apartment. It was dark and cold inside. His cat Patches had passed away three months ago, and he hadn't been able to bring himself to share his life with another cat yet.

He let everything drop onto the floor in the front entry. He looked at his phone. He needed to check in with his parents to let them know he was home safely. They'd be worried.

Two rings and his mom answered.

"How was your weekend, James?"

"Good. Really good. Snow was great."

"Good weather?"

"Perfect."

"You stayed out of trouble?"

"Nope." He grinned. "Went to a gay bar."

"James, please."

"Saw some drag queens."

His mom laughed at the other end of the line. "You're wicked teasing your mother like that."

James sighed. "I was perfectly respectable, Mom."

"Meet any girls?"

"Not ready." James scrubbed his face with one hand. "I'm tired, Mom."

"Yes, of course, son. Call me tomorrow."

"Will do. Love you."

"Love you too."

James tossed his phone on the dining room table. A quick bite to eat and then he'd call Corey. Food hadn't been on the menu today. They'd been too busy getting to know each other.

He yanked open the fridge. There was a sandwich that didn't look too suspicious. He'd only been away for three days. Caution to the wind. He took the sandwich and his phone with him into his bedroom. After changing into some sweats, he climbed onto the bed.

Ham and cheese sandwich eaten, he deposited the empty plate on his bedside table and called up Corey's number on his phone. He opened a video call and waited for Corey to answer.

Corey's smiling face filled the screen.

"Hello, you've reached Corey's sex line."

"If that's the case, I'm wearing too many clothes."

"I'll remove them the next time I see you."

"Deal." James leaned back against his headboard. "How are your dogs?"

"My dogs?" Corey made an attempt at looking shocked. "You want to know about my dogs? I'll have you know; I've had a grueling day. Rolling around under blankets, sweating—showering with a hot guy. The works. You not going to ask how I'm doing?"

James chuckled. "How are you doing?"

Corey touched the screen with his thumb. "Completely infatuated."

"I was thinking the same thing." James exhaled. "We're good, right?"

"Why wouldn't we be?"

"We're both home now. Back to real life. The weekend seems like a dream."

Corey blinked, long and slow at him. "The best dream I've ever had."

James sighed. "Good. Me too."

"You locked in for the Winter Games."

"I'll do that tomorrow and book my flight and hotel."

"I'll text you where I'm staying."

"Perfect." James yawned. "God ... I'm tired. It's like I barely slept or something."

"Funny that. Phone me tomorrow night?"

"Will the sex line be open?" James winked at him.

"For you, tiger, of course."

"Then, yes. I can't wait. Have a good night."

"Goodnight."

James ended the call and let the phone drop on his bedding. He laughed and slapped his hands over his face. This relationship with Corey was the craziest thing he had ever done.

And damn, it felt good.

The veterinary office was busy. James had been running ever since he stepped through the doors at seven in the morning. Because he wasn't around as much as the other technicians, he was relegated to doing mundane jobs. Nail trims. Blood draws. Anal gland expression. Maybe, if he got lucky, a few IV catheters and radiographs. His latest customer was an elderly Shih Tzu with a temper. She needed a nail trim. He'd been forced to put a soft cat muzzle on her short nose to keep her from biting him and the other vet tech he was working with, Sharon.

"She's feisty," Sharon said.

"Every single time."

James couldn't help humming while he worked. It was impossible to stop thinking about Corey. Their weekend together and the video calls they'd been having every night.

A slow smile stretched across his face. A couple of those calls had turned into more than just talking. He was knocking down the walls of his church's teachings all over the place.

"You're chipper today," Sharon said. "Anything you want to share?"

James snorted out a laugh. Clip—clip. "Maybe."

"Oh ... now you have to tell me."

James looked up at Sharon. He'd been subjected to the female vet techs sharing stories about their love lives for years. Maybe it was his turn.

"I met someone."

"Last weekend?"

"Yup. Up at Big White."

"A snowboarder?"

"Yeah. They love it. We did so many runs together. Cooking together, too."

"This someone have a name?"

James finished the last nail and removed the small dog's muzzle. He set the clippers down on the table and leaned in close to Sharon.

"It's a guy."

Sharon's eyes opened wide, and a smile spread across her face.

"Well, that is news. I didn't know you were bisexual."

James shook his head. "Don't think I am, to be honest."

"You think you might be gay?"

"Pretty sure." James smirked. "There were definitely indications."

"Oh ... so a sexy weekend, was it?"

James hoisted the small dog into his arms. "I've never been so happy."

"Well then, I'm glad you met your special someone. Few people deserve it as much as you do. You're one of the sweetest people I know."

"Are you trying to coerce me into doing the next fecal smear?"

Sharon spun to leave the room. "That's a distinct possibility."
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Chapter Fourteen | Corey
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It was a beautiful sunny day, but after a long flight to P.E.I., Corey was ready to find his hotel room and crash. James had managed to book into the same hotel as him. Different but adjoining rooms with his parents. They were crazy serious about keeping an eye on him.

Corey slid his key card into the lock of his hotel room, heard the click, and opened the door. The room was standard fare. Queen bed, bedside tables with lamps that were screwed to the surface. A chair and desk with the obligatory ice bucket and two paper-wrapped glasses.

He threw his luggage on the bed and headed for the bathroom. He'd been holding his bladder through the last part of the flight, squirming in the cab—and now he was near bursting. He hadn't dared to use the bathroom on the plane. He was deathly afraid of small spaces.

After getting the relief he needed, Corey flopped down on the bed and looked at his phone. No messages from James yet. He had hoped they would be on the same flight. Catch sight of each other. Corey desperately wanted to lay eyes on James in the flesh.

Corey: "I'm in my hotel room."

James: "Just landed. Be there soon. <heart emoji>"

Corey: "Can't wait. I'm in room 404."

James: "I'll drop off my luggage and tell my parents I'm going to see my coach."

Corey: "I'll be waiting."

James: "Naked, I hope."

Corey: "You really are incorrigible. Love it."

James: "I better go. My mom is getting suspicious of all my texting. Any minute now, she is going to start hovering over my shoulder to see who I'm talking to."

Corey: "She would do that?"

James: "It's bad. I'm going to have to delete this thread in case she takes my phone to see who I've been talking to."

Corey: "And you'd just let her?"

James: "I wouldn't disobey her. You wouldn't understand."

Corey: "<crying emoji> Okay. See you soon."

Corey set his phone on his chest after ending his texting session with James. It felt weird knowing James was going to delete everything they had just said to each other. To absolutely erase his existence. He couldn't wrap his head around it. He'd never been a religious type. Didn't even believe in God. James, though ... came from deep within the church.

It made him nervous. James was taking a huge risk by being with him. The hanging out snowboarding was probably fine with James' parents. But he suspected that cooking together and sleeping on James' sofa might be considered too much. What they had done after that—all the sex. The fallout from that, if his parents found out, would be insane.

Corey closed his eyes. A quick nap until James arrived sounded like the best idea. He was competing tomorrow morning and needed to be well rested. A couple of hours with James was likely out of the question. James would never be able to get away with that. He'd be lucky to get half an hour with him. But it was more than he'd had all week. He needed to be held by James again. Kissed by him—devoured by him.

His cock thickened in his pants. Memories of what they had done together the week before played on repeat in his mind. James' willingness to experience new things had been intense.

In the shower after soaping him up and rinsing him off, James had laid open-mouth kisses up and down his neck, across his collarbone, along the center of his chest—both nipples—sucking gently on them. Corey shifted on the bed. James: down his abs, across to each hipbone—then took his cock into his mouth. His method had been tentative but effective. He'd even swallowed.

Corey reached down and rubbed the front of his jeans. He was going to be so ready when James showed up. He sat up and stripped his shirt off over his head then pulled his shoes and socks off. His jeans zipper was next. He was going to do what James had asked—be naked.

Napping could wait for another time.

He slipped off the bed and headed to the bathroom. He had plans. Whether James would go for it was anyone's guess, but he was going to be ready. He'd brought the necessary supplies.

Cleaned and ready, a soft knock on the door could be heard. Corey peered through the peephole before opening the door. He pulled it open just enough for James to make his way into the room while hiding behind the door in his current state of complete undress.

James pushed the door closed, smirked at Corey, and wrapped his arms around him.

The first kiss was desperate, attacking each other like two men who had been without water for days. When they pulled away, they were both gasping.

Corey found himself emotional enough to shed a few tears.

"I missed you so much." James brushed his fingers through Corey's hair then ran his palm down Corey's cheek, stopping there to brush some tears off Corey's cheek with his thumb.

"I haven't been able to stop thinking about you."

"Me either." James perused Corey's body. "Man, you're gorgeous."

Corey absently stroked his cock. "You have too many clothes on."

"Easy fix." James threw his coat onto the back of the chair by the desk. He deftly removed the rest of his clothes, then dove onto Corey's mouth again. James clung to him, racing his hands up and down Corey's back—and onto his ass.

Corey pulled away, touched James' shoulders, and looked into his eyes.

"I want you inside me."

Corey could see the internal conflict happening in James' eyes. The tiger in him was game; the church boy—not so much.

James led Corey over to the bed and turned back the covers. It was cold in the room. "I'll do anything for you," he said. "For us. Anything for us."

Corey climbed into the bedding and James followed. Face to face and chest to chest, Corey slung his leg over James' hip and kissed him. Deep. Their hard cocks touched, and Corey undulated his hips to bring the contact closer. He'd been dreaming of this—renewing the intimate connection they had shared. There was something special happening between them.

"I want to make love to you," James whispered.

Corey sucked in a breath. This was so fast; the language James was using. But it felt right. Fast but true to where they were in this relationship. And it was a relationship. They had gone past this being a simple series of hookups. It was obvious that James felt the shift as deeply as he did. He wants to make love to me. Corey's heart was singing.

"I put some condoms and lube in the bedside table drawer over there." Corey pointed to the table he was referring to. "I didn't want to leave them on top and assume you'd be into it."

James kissed Corey then rolled over, opened the drawer, and retrieved the supplies. He examined them, flipping the condoms to see the front and back, looking at the label of the lube. These objects were foreign to James. Corey could see it on his face.

"Hand me a condom," Corey said. He took the package James handed him, ripped it open, and removed the condom. "I'll help you put it on if you like." He smiled at James.

"That would be a good idea." James lay back on his pillow as Corey rolled the condom onto his hard cock. James shut his eyes, moaning as Corey's hand stroked the condom into place.

"That felt way too good."

Corey smiled, picked up the lube, and reached for James' hand. "You can do this part." He poured a generous dollop of lube into James' hand.

"What do I do?" James asked, rubbing his fingers together, playing with the viscosity.

"Start with yourself. Coat the condom." Corey lay on his back and let his legs fall open. "After that, you'll figure it out."

James stroked his cock to cover it in lube, then positioned himself between Corey's legs. His hand moved slowly until he contacted Corey's skin. He lay his palm on the crease of Corey's ass, distributing some of the lube, then slipped his fingers past his flesh—touched Corey's hole.

Corey groaned and threw his head back against the pillow.

Fuck. This was happening.

James slipped his pointer finger into Corey's hole and twisted it around, then plunged deep. He pumped it a couple of times. Only stopping when Corey grabbed his hand.

"That's enough. Save that for your cock."

James grunted, kissed Corey's knee, and wiped his hand on the bedding.

"Do you need to roll over onto your knees?"

Corey touched James' arm. "You stay right there. I want to see your face."

The confusion that appeared on James' face was endearing.

"Trust me, it'll work fine," Corey said in response.

James crawled forward, placed one hand to the left of Corey's shoulder, and grabbed his cock with the other. Corey guided James until he was in position. A moment of hesitation clouded James' eyes. He leaned forward and kissed Corey.

"This is hard for me," James whispered. "It kind of solidifies things."

"You don't have to if you don't want to."

"I never said that." James smiled down at Corey. "I want to make you feel good." He pressed forward until his cock breached the ring of Corey's hole. He inched in until Corey gasped and shut his eyes. James stopped his advance. "Am I hurting you?"

"It's a good hurt ... believe me." Corey placed his hand on James' ass and encouraged him to sink his cock deeper. "Fill me."

James descended fully. "Oh, man ... that feels tight." He withdrew halfway and then rocked his hips forward, causing Corey to swear and dig his fingers into James' ass.

It was pure bliss having James' cock buried deep within him.

"Again, James."

James sunk into a rhythm of sorts. He was awkward and his cock often slipped out of Corey's ass, but Corey couldn't have been more captivated. The look on James' face was one of concentration and wonderment. His eyelashes fluttered and he kept licking his lips. He was panting above him; sweat falling in delicate drops on Corey's arms.

Corey touched James' face and brushed his thumb along James' bottom lip. He was getting close. Despite James' inexperience, he was hitting the right spot every few strokes.

He might be able to cum without touching himself.

James shifted his position.

Fucking hell ...

"Oh my god, James ... yes ..."

James had altered his angle, slipping back and forth smoothly over the spot that would get him there. Corey wanted James' mouth on his. He wrapped his hand around the back of James' head and pulled him to his lips. Tongues seeking each other out, Corey reached his climax.

Corey spilled free, coating his abs with each pulse. James sunk onto his haunches, grabbed Corey's thighs, and increased his pace. His attention was on the small pools of fluid on Corey's stomach—then on Corey's face. James closed his eyes, grunted, and came.

The look of blissful satisfaction on James' face had Corey's heart surging. James leaned forward and gave Corey a soft kiss. He climbed past Corey's thigh and laid down beside him. He rolled onto his side, slung his arm over Corey's waist, and tugged him close.

"I have a confession to make," James said.

"Is it something naughty?" Corey smirked.

James sighed. "No." He stroked the back of his fingers down Corey's cheek. "I think I might be falling for you."

Corey's mind nearly exploded. James Cartwright, the man he'd simply dreamed of kissing, had just expressed some serious feelings for him. He wasn't sure what to say. His own feelings were running so much faster. He was hooked—in love.

Truth time. He trusted James.

"I'm in deeper—I've totally fallen."

James blinked at him then his eyebrows rose. "You're in love with me?"

Corey pressed his lips together. He'd never spoken those words before. Every relationship he had ever been in had ended before any serious feelings developed. He had always preferred it that way. His heart had been closed off to avoid getting hurt. His dating life had been superficial—until James. James had broken through all sorts of barricades.

It happened so fast, his love for James. Likely because he had been in proximity to him for years. The hours and hours on the phone. They'd connected on a spiritual level.

"From my very soul," Corey answered.

"You're wreaking havoc on my heart." James kissed Corey. "I wouldn't have it any other way." He pressed his forehead against Corey's. "Horrible timing. I'm sorry ... but I have to go."

"So soon?" Corey gripped James' shoulder.

"My mom will be expecting me back by now." James rolled away from Corey and left the bed. He stripped off the used condom, wandered across the room, dropped it in the garbage, and went in search of his clothes. They were scattered all over the floor, mixed with Corey's.

Corey joined him and slipped on his underwear. James, dressed, went to wash his hands, and then pulled on his coat, and headed for the door.

Corey followed him.

"When will I see you again?" Corey reluctantly opened the door.

"I'll try to escape again soon. Maybe tomorrow morning after Big Air."

Corey leaned against the doorframe as James stepped into the hallway. He sunk onto the lips offered him, tasting James, committing it to memory, the feeling of his mouth, and the desirous arms wrapped around him. He clung to James, not wanting to let him go.

"James?"

James jerked back and shoved Corey away from him. Corey regained his footing and peered down the hallway. A rigid, stern-looking woman with a horrified look on her face stared at them.

Shit.

Corey ducked back into the room. James' mom ... it had to be. She had seen them kissing. Seen the desperation in the way they were gripping each other—the passion of their embrace.

James cleared his throat. "Mom. What are you doing here?"

"I got off on the wrong floor." She pointed in the direction of Corey's door. "The Lord's doing. Praise Jesus. He led me to witness this debauchery." She huffed through her nose, her eyes mere slits as her face contorted. "James, tell me this man led you astray. Coerced you. Tricked you."

"It's not what it looks like, Mom."

James' mom balled her hands into fists, squeezing them tight. "Lies."

"Please believe me." James walked toward his mother. "It was just one kiss. I was led astray. He doesn't mean anything to me."

Corey took a step back and gripped the doorframe. His eyes burned; tears pooled and rolled down his cheeks. To be simply denied was one thing. This ... was agonizing. He doesn't mean anything to me. Those words from the same man who had moments before made love to him. The same man who had told him he was falling for him.

He slapped a hand over his mouth as James sunk to his knees in front of his mother.

James bowed his head. "I've sinned. Please forgive me."

"That's for the church to decide." She crossed her arms. "You're finished competing until you've prayed for forgiveness and begged for mercy from Christ. Pastor Jim will guide you."

James rose to his feet. "Yes, Mother."

Corey couldn't watch anymore. He shut the door.

Shutting and soothing his heart wouldn't be as easy.

Two rings and she picked up. His sister Kala knew he was supposed to be on the slopes early in the morning, competing. It was two in the morning. There was no reason he should be calling her.

"What happened?" she asked.

Corey was silent. The lump in his throat was stopping him from speaking.

"What did he do to you, Corey?"

"Dumped me," he managed.

"Geez, I knew this wasn't going to end well." Kala paused. "What happened?"

"The church sucked him back in."

"What do you mean?"

"His mom caught us kissing."

"And ... what."

Corey sobbed aloud, coughing and sniffing. "He dropped to his knees in front of her. Said I meant nothing to him. That he had sinned ... and asked for her forgiveness."

"Shit, Corey. That's fucked up."

"Kala, I had just told him I was in love with him." Corey shuddered through a breath. "He had just made love to me. Told me he was falling for me."

"I don't get it. All that and he just bailed because his mom caught you?"

"He kept telling me, I wouldn't understand ... about his mom and the church."

"That was an understatement."

"I'm so lost, Kala. I thought we were going somewhere special with each other. That we had a future. That I had found my guy. The one I would spend forever with."

Kala's huff was audible through the phone. "I'm going to kill him."

"I appreciate you saying that. But leave it be."

"Just one phone call."

"No, Kala."

"All right. Take that away from me." Pause. "So, are you still planning to compete this week?"

Corey sighed. "I don't think my heart would be in it."

"You gonna come home?"

"Yeah ... tomorrow morning if I can get a flight."

"I'll be waiting for you."

"Thanks, sis."

Corey ended the call, opened a travel app, and booked a flight. That should have been the end of it, but like a cruel twist of fate, James and his parents were on the same flight as him.

Sitting right behind him.

Shoving down his claustrophobia, Corey walked to the bathroom a couple of times during the flight, just so he could see James, and determine if it was truly over between them.

Every time he passed by him; James lowered his gaze, refusing to look at him.

It was over.

It was actually over.

Corey slumped down in his seat and looked at his phone. Staring at nothing. He sensed James stand up behind me. The brief squeeze on his shoulder nearly made him cry.

James was still his.

There was hope.
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Chapter Fifteen | James
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James stared at his lap as Pastor Jim continued his prayer, asking Jesus to forgive the transgressions of one of his servants. James wiped his sweaty palms on his jeans. He'd been in the pastor's office for almost an hour. His parents sat behind him to observe and witness.

"Now, James." Pastor Jim took a seat in the chair behind his desk. "You need to confess all your sins in detail. It is the only way you will be granted forgiveness."

James furrowed his brow. "I kissed him. That's all."

The pastor leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. "Your soul is in mortal danger here, James. You need to be honest. Confess each sin. Restore your salvation."

"Okay ... okay." James gripped his knees. "He gave me a blowjob."

"And that's all?" The pastor asked. "Are you holding back?"

"Fine ..." James sighed. "I jerked him off numerous times. Gave him a blowjob." He looked up at the pastor, the last remnant of his defiance surfacing. "Swallowed."

"Penetration?"

James' chest heaved. "Yes. I penetrated him."

The gasp from his mom filled the room. Her soft weeping trickled over his shoulder.

The pastor tapped his fingers on his desk. "Thank you, James. You've taken the first step. Now that you've unburdened yourself, and spoken your sins aloud, do you feel better?"

Sadly, he did.

"Yes."

"You need to make a phone call," the pastor said. "Phone this man and tell him it's over."

James nodded. "I will."

"Now, James," his mom said. She tapped James on the shoulder and handed him his phone. James closed his eyes. He knew it was the right thing to do, but it was going to hurt regardless.

He'd been falling in love with Corey.

Who was he kidding?

So much more than falling.

He would remember the time he spent with Corey forever. James selected Corey's number and turned on the speakerphone. Corey picked up after the first ring.

"James, what the hell? I've been phoning and texting you all week."

"My mom took my phone away."

"What the fuck, James?"

"You wouldn't understand."

"Yes, you've said that before. And I don't ... I don't understand. I told you I loved you. And I do, dammit. I fucking love you. I know that means something to you."

James looked at the pastor. He was waving his hand, indicating James tell Corey what he was meant to relay. James' stomach churned. He felt like he was going to vomit.

"Corey, look ... I can't see you anymore."

"What? Are you serious? You're going to listen to them? They're insane, you know that don't you? No better than a goddamned cult."

James sobbed and tucked his forehead into his palm. "Corey ... I can't ... I just can't." He could feel his heart ripping in two. He was never going to recover. No matter how many women his mother demanded he date, he was going to refuse. That much he could do to preserve his feelings for Corey. He would remain alone. A solitary life dreaming of Corey in his arms.

The tears began to flow in earnest. They laid down wide wet streaks on his cheeks.

"I love you too," he whispered. Corey needed to know that much at least. James ignored the shriek followed by sobbing that erupted from his mother as he spoke those words.

His father said nothing. They would most likely have a debrief later. His mother grabbed the phone away from him and ended the call.

James walked the pew, laying down a hymn book every few feet. This was part of his service to the church and his penance. Distributing and collecting hymn books, sweeping and washing floors; attending every single sermon for the past month. His life had become the church.

He moved to the next row. In each sermon, Pastor Jim made sure to mention that Brother James was struggling with the sin of homosexuality and that everyone should keep him in their prayers so his soul might be saved. He was made to stand so everyone knew who Brother James was. At first, it had embarrassed him. Now he was used to the stares and whispers.

Three times a week, he went to bible study. Deprogramming every day. Praying the gay away. He would arrive in Pastor Jim's office and spend the next hour on his knees begging God to remove the defect. Every day he walked away from that office as gay as the first day he had gone in there. There was no mistaking it now. God was determined to cause him pain.

He slumped down in a pew and pulled out his phone. His mother had changed his number and deleted Corey's. He hadn't memorized it. Even if he wanted to, it would be difficult to contact Corey. He leaned back and stared at the ceiling. He had tried to retain his memory of Corey's voice, but it was disappearing. If he concentrated, he could remember the taste and feel of his lips.

He still loved Corey, desperately. He knew that would never go away. He'd admitted as much to Pastor Jim. The pastor's answer had been that God would ease his pain over time. As long as he didn't act on his homosexual yearnings; that he remained chaste until marriage, all would be well.

James didn't believe him for a second.

As for marriage, his mother had tried to set him up with the few women who were willing to take on a project; to ignore his incurable homosexuality. He had outright refused. God had chosen not to remove his temptation. He'd never make a good husband for any woman.

And he'd made a promise to Corey in his mind. Corey was the only person he would ever love. His heart belonged to an incredible man. A beautiful, sexy, caring, funny ...

James shuddered. A moan of agony escaped. He wanted to hold Corey again. Have him fall asleep on his chest. Kiss him—bring him pleasure. Laugh, snowboard ... just be with him.

He turned his mind to happier times.

He smiled, remembering how Corey had insisted on flirting with him when they met up at that pub; Winter Pride. Joyous and free; Corey all smiles. The first stirrings of attraction. How quickly things had moved after that. They were like two puzzle pieces finding their match.

James sighed and rose to his feet. The church would be filling soon.

The animal shelter was full. Dogs, cats, and a few bunnies. James was thankful his mother had let him keep his volunteer position in a place he loved. Caring for animals and placing them in their forever homes brought him some sense of peace.

James finished scrubbing the last of the dog kennel floors. It was a large concrete-slabbed room with ten chain-link fence kennels that had an opening to the outside. The dogs were all outside, enjoying the fresh air while he cleaned up the messes they had made.

He hosed off the industrial brooms and put them back in the closet. He rolled his eyes as he shoved them in there. The closet. He had certainly been shut firmly in one.

"You done?"

One of the other volunteers, Adam, smiled at him as he spoke.

"Yeah," James replied.

"Better you than me."

"It was my turn to put in the work."

Adam pursed his lips. "That's what he said."

James snorted. Adam was so obviously gay. It literally oozed out of him. To have that kind of freedom was an unattainable dream.

"He certainly did. Twice."

Adam smirked. "You trying to tell me something?"

"Nope." James walked the corridor between the line of kennels toward Adam. Last week, he had almost admitted to Adam that he'd briefly had a boyfriend. Except, that would have led to questions. Questions he didn't have the answers for. Questions he had been working to ignore.

The church was still his life. The daily prayers. The pleading ... the begging. It was exhausting. His parents could barely stand to look at him and his brothers had become distant. It was the closest thing to being shunned he had ever encountered. The last time his family had acted like this, his Uncle Tom had been forbidden to return to the church.

Rumor was, Uncle Tom had a male roommate and only one bedroom in his tiny apartment. James had considered contacting him, asking for advice.

James looked at Adam. Perhaps wisdom from someone his age might better answer a question that was burning in his mind.

"Question, Adam."

Adam threw a hand onto one hip. "Shoot."

"Have you had a lot of boyfriends?"

"Why? You looking?"

James sighed. "I'm serious."

Adam furrowed his brows. "A few. Maybe three serious relationships."

"I messed up a serious relationship recently."

"Pray—tell." Adam stepped closer.

James crossed his arms. He may as well tell Adam the truth. It was crucial information in asking what he wanted to know.

"It was with a guy."

"What?" Adam gripped James' shoulders and shook them. "Why didn't you tell me you were gay? I would have ramped up my flirting."

"Exactly why I didn't tell you."

"So, what ... you want him back?"

"No." James shook his head. "That's not an option. I'm wondering how possible it would be to live without giving in to my homosexual urges."

"Why on earth would you want to do that?"

"I have my reasons." Bringing up the church wouldn't serve any useful purpose in this conversation. Adam wouldn't understand.

"You're nuts, but it wouldn't be any different than if you were straight."

"So ... we don't want it more than straight people."

"Jeez, what the hell are you talking about?"

The church had taught that homosexuality was a perversity. That homosexuals were sex craved. That they would have sex with anyone—anything.

"The guy I was with ..." Color crept into James' cheeks. "I wanted sex all the time."

Adam shoved his shoulder. "That just means you liked him, you idiot."

Deep down, James knew Adam spoke the truth. He didn't feel like his attraction and love for Corey were perversions. It had been so damned good. As pure as what he had expected.

"Thanks, Adam. I needed to hear that."

"Anytime."

James headed to the desk to start working on some adoption applications. His heart felt better knowing he and Corey hadn't been any different than a straight couple. That their attraction and sexual desire hadn't strayed from what the church might think was the norm.

It brought him some solace.
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Chapter Sixteen | Corey
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Corey raised his head when he heard a customer approach the till. He'd been resting it on his crossed arms on the counter. Depressed didn't begin to cover how he'd been feeling for the past month. James had done a number on him. He'd even lost his passion for snowboarding.

And this job ... damn, he wished he could quit. He wanted to be left alone, tucked up with a blanket in his living room. Just him and the glow of the television.

He went through the motions of greeting the customer. Saying, "Hello, how are you today?" Who bloody cares? "Did you find everything you were looking for?" Like I give a shit. He rang up the mountain bike, took the payment, and added the obligatory, "Have a nice day."

As soon as the customer left, Corey resumed his position on the counter. His boss wasn't in today, so there was no need to race around doing busy work. Everything looked fine. Yesterday, he restocked some of the smaller items. Dusting wasn't on his radar.

Corey groaned and shut his eyes. His love for James hadn't subsided even a little bit. His anger had. He'd been furious at James for shoving his love aside. His love—James' love for him. James had professed as much on the phone; that he loved him too.

Didn't matter. James had walked out of his life.

Still, like an idiot, amid a recurring breakdown, he had tried to call James—a message informed him the number was no longer in service. Riding on that low, he had called his coach and told him he was done snowboarding. He wouldn't be going into another season.

Corey wasn't even sure he meant it. His emotions were all over the place. His memories of snowboarding with James were the memories he wanted to be left with. Making new ones would be too painful. Seeing James in competition worse. Agony.

Sheer fucking agony.

His sister, Kala, was worried about him. She had been hovering. Dropping in, bringing food, and offering to watch the dogs for a few days if he wanted to get away. She meant well.

James had broken his heart. The last thing he needed was time away from Syd and Gus. His dogs knew something was wrong and had been smothering him with love.

Corey looked at his phone. It was almost closing time. He skirted around the counter and locked the front door. A few minutes early but no one was looking. His boss didn't make a habit of watching the security tapes. Corey wasn't even sure the cameras still worked.

He flicked off the lights and headed out the back door. After locking up, he slid into his car and slammed the door. The silence was glorious.

He burst into tears. When they were together, he'd gone as far as fantasizing about marrying James someday. Marriage—kids. His imagination had run away on him. Hearing that James loved him had torn a hole in his heart. One that could never be mended.

The life that could have been theirs—destroyed.

Corey wiped the tears from his face, sobbing. He was a mess. His life was a mess. Love had come on quickly with James. Something he promised himself he would never do again.

He shook his head. Who was he kidding? He'd never find love like that again. He had no desire to try again. James had wrecked any chance of him starting a life with anyone. His trust in James had been broken. A level of trust that Corey had no intention of ever giving anyone else.

The car engine rumbled to life as Corey turned the key. He would go home. Order some food and park himself in front of the television. Completely ignore the movie that was playing, work his way through a box of tissue, and fall asleep on the sofa.

That was his life now.
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Chapter Seventeen | James
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James wasn't sure how he had ended up there. Flashing lights—loud music. Men. It was a beautiful summer night; warm with a light breeze, and he had been out for an evening walk in downtown Victoria. His feet and subconscious had taken over. The environment he found himself in had him breathing a sigh of relief. He felt at home here.

He took a seat at the bar and ordered a gin and tonic. As he sipped it, he reminisced about the night he and Corey had matched each other, drink for drink. Gin and tonics—shots.

The fireplace at his suite.

The feel of Corey's lips on his for the first time.

He spun the glass on the counter and looked around. Pride flags were draped from post to post. It had been an environment like this where he first realized he was attracted to Corey. That he wanted more from Corey. That he yearned for an intimate connection beyond friendship.

And they'd gone there.

God ... had they ever gone there.

James drained his glass. He'd never been in a true gay bar before. He knew they existed in the city. Knew where they were. There were two along the same street in the heart of the city.

He had wandered into the more salacious of the two.

"Can I buy you a drink? You seem to have run dry."

James looked over his shoulder at an Adonis of a man. Perfect face. Perfect hair—perfect body. James perused him up and down. The guy was dressed for attention. Black leather shorts hugged his crotch. A mesh crop top offered glimpses of his pecs. Then James met his eyes.

They were blue—like Corey's.

"Thank you, but no."

"You not here alone?"

"Alone—but not looking for anything."

"Then maybe next time, keep your eyes off the menu unless you want to order."

James rolled his eyes.

Whatever.

He turned back to face the bar and ordered another drink. His parents were expecting him for dinner, but he had a sudden urge to drink himself under the table instead. He was among his people. Yes, his people. He'd come to that conclusion when Pastor Jim's efforts to rid him of his homosexual temptations had failed miserably. He was gay. There was no denying it.

He looked at his phone. His coach had tracked down Corey's phone number for him. He had been too scared to phone it. Four months had passed since his mother caught them. Corey might have found someone else. He couldn't bear to hear those words from Corey.

He stared into his drink when a woman pointed at him, followed by the group she was with whispering amongst themselves. He'd been recognized. His face had been all over the sports news channels when he packed in snowboarding suddenly. Both he and Corey. He still couldn't believe Corey had stopped competing. He wished he could talk to him about it.

To hear his voice again ...

James threw back his drink. If he didn't stop his thoughts, he'd start crying again. He paid his tab, slid off the barstool, and headed for the door.

"James?"

No ... stop it.

He was hearing things. The thundering music had him hearing things. He surged toward the door just wanting to get the hell out of there. He strode off down the sidewalk, the sound of Corey's voice ringing in his ears. If he hurried, he could still make dinner at his parents' house.

"James."

Slap-slap-slap; someone running down the sidewalk behind him. James increased his pace. He knew in his heart it was Corey. He didn't want to face him.

"James, stop!"

James took one long, slow step and stopped.

Just one look.

He turned and wiped a single tear from his cheek; the first of many threatening to spill. Corey stood right there before him. He backed up as Corey walked toward him.

This was going to hurt too much.

"Don't ..." Corey reached for him. "James, please. Can we just walk—talk?"

The best James could do was nod yes.

Corey fell in beside James as he turned and started walking. James wasn't sure where he was going now. Home had been his original destination. Home. Truck. Parents.

"You quit competing." Corey was the first to speak.

"I was too busy." James looked at the pavement. "The church had me too busy."

"Penance for your sins."

James stopped walking and stared at Corey. "It's not funny, Corey. What we did was wrong."

Corey grabbed James' arm. "You actually believe that?"

James looked down at where Corey's hand gripped his wrist, praying he would release it. The feel of Corey's warm skin on his brought back too many memories.

"I don't have a choice in what I believe."

"You always have a choice."

"Corey, stop. You don't get it."

Corey snatched his hand back. "Then what were you doing in a gay bar?"

James scrubbed a hand across his face. Corey was digging for something. And he was sure he knew what. "What's your point?"

"Good little church boys don't frequent homosexual establishments, do they?"

"I was walking. It was a mistake."

"What ... you just randomly wandered in there?"

"Something like that."

Corey crossed his arms. "Bullshit."

James erupted. "What do you want me to say? That I'm gay?" He pitched his hands into the air. "Fine ... I'm gay. Satisfied?"

"Satisfied? Not the least bit since the guy I loved more than life itself dumped me. Not satisfied for one goddamned minute." Corey spun on his heel and headed back toward the bar.

Corey's anguished retort tore a new hole in James' heart. His love for Corey still burned hot—like fiery everlasting embers in his soul. He wanted to run after him.

And then what?

Anything—absolutely anything to be near him—that's what.

"Corey, wait."

He didn't care what came next. He just knew he wanted it to be with Corey.

Corey stopped and turned. He was crying.

"What, James ... what?"

"I just ... I want ..." James knew he looked and sounded lost. He was lost. Four months of church therapy were being torn down in an instant. He crumpled to his knees. "Please."

He no longer cared if it was a sin. His heart was aching and only Corey could bring him any peace. What they'd had was good—so good. So much love. How could God object?
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