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      Julian

      An invite to a lavish destination wedding? Sign me up. Except the half of the couple is BFFs with my ex. My ex, who’s going to be there with his new arm candy. UGH.

      Maybe he’ll realize what he gave up once he sees me with a hot new boyfriend of my own.

      He just doesn’t need to know I hired that hot new boyfriend.

      

      Marco

      Getting paid to spend two weeks in Maui and on a cruise? Twist my arm. Shame the dude who hired me is a train wreck with an ego. If he doesn’t knock it off, I might start charging him extra just to put up with him.

      Except maybe he’s not so bad. In fact, if I distract him enough from his ex, he’s actually kind of fun. And hot. But there he goes again, ranting about his ex.

      Bet if I clapped a hand over his mouth, he’d shut up.

      Bet he’d like that.

      

      Gentlemen of the Emerald City

      Marco is Book 4 of Gentlemen of the Emerald City, a sexy series centered around the high class, high-dollar Gentlemen of Seattle’s most exclusive escort service. Each book is full of snark, sass, and sweetness, and like any Emerald City client, you’re guaranteed a happy ending.
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      “They actually proposed?” I grabbed Blake’s hands in both of mine on top of the table, nearly knocking the menus and a wineglass onto the café floor. “Oh my God! Congratulations!”

      My best friend smiled. “Thanks! I couldn’t believe it. I mean I told you I was going to marry them someday, but then all that time they said they weren’t down with marriage, and now…” He gently freed his left hand and held it up, showing off the platinum band. “They changed their mind!”

      “Oh, that’s amazing.” I touched my chest. “I’m so excited for both of you. So have you started planning the wedding? I want details, sister. Details!”

      Blake laughed, though there was an uncomfortable undertone. “Yeah, we’ve… We’ve started planning.” He put his hand over mine and lowered his gaze. “That’s actually what I wanted to talk to you about.”

      Alarm tickled my senses. “Oh. Um. Okay.” Was he about to tell me I wasn’t invited? I mean, if he didn’t want me there, I’d be hurt, but it was his wedding. His decision. Maybe they wanted something small and intimate, or—

      Blake cleared his throat, and he kept his hand on mine as he met my gaze again. “I want you to be my best man.”

      I had to laugh, mostly with relief because I’d been expecting the worst. “What? Of course! Good God, hon, I thought you were about to tell me you didn’t want me there.”

      “Didn’t want—” He snorted. “Please. A wedding wouldn’t be a wedding without you there. And like I’d ever have anyone else as my best man.”

      “Aww, you sweetheart.” But there was still something unsettling about this conversation. “So, what’s up, then? You’re not going to make me wear a 1970s throwback tux, are you?” I stuck out my tongue.

      Blake laughed, shaking his head. “I mean, I’d pay to see you in one of those, but—”

      “I will cut you.”

      He chuckled. “No, we’re not going that route. But there are two kinda minor details that…” He hesitated, and his humor vanished. “I just need you to tell me honestly if they’re deal-breakers.”

      “Deal-breakers? Honey, unless you’re hiring an Abba cover band, I’m there.”

      Another laugh flickered across his lips, but it was halfhearted at best, which raised even more alarm bells. Blake loved nothing more than to bombard me with covers of Abba songs, since he knew I thought each and every one of them was sacrilege (okay, Erasure got away with a couple, but that’s it). The fact that he wasn’t laughing about it now made me really curious—and nervous—about the two details that might be deal-breakers.

      Blake took a deep breath. “Okay. So. We decided to have a destination wedding. The in-laws are fucking loaded, and they thought Taylor would never get married, so they want to go all out and give us a huge wedding in Honolulu, and then take the entire wedding party on a cruise.”

      “Ooh, a cruise? And Hawaii?” I arched an eyebrow. “Is that the deal-breaker? I mean, are we going to be tossing someone into a volcano or something?”

      He shook his head. “No, but as my best man I might need you there a couple of days early to help get things organized. Plus the cruise is like ten days. So I didn’t know if that would be an issue with work.”

      I thought about it, then waved a hand. “I’ll make it happen. Just let me know when you need me to be there, and I’ll be there.” I paused. “Hell, I’m long overdue for some vacation. I might even go over ahead of you just to fuck off on the beach for a while.”

      That brought his smile back to life…sort of. “Okay. Good. I didn’t want it to be a huge imposition.”

      “Oh, no,” I said with playful sarcasm. “Just…drag me away from my job to go to your wedding on a Hawaiian island. Anything but that.”

      He chuckled and rolled his eyes, but then sobered again. “It’s… It’s the other thing that I’m worried might be the actual deal-breaker.”

      I sobered too, and I took a sip of wine. Something told me I’d need the alcohol—Blake was a worrier by nature, so he freaked out over everything, but his anxiety over this was, well, worrying.

      He took a deep swallow from his own glass, draining it completely, then set it on the edge of the table. Facing me, he inhaled slowly. “The issue is that Taylor is also planning to have a best man.”

      “Right? And?” I inclined my head. “Why would that—” But then the piece clicked into place, and my spine went rigid. “Tony.”

      Cringing, Blake nodded. “Yeah.”

      I drained my own wine and gestured for the waiter. Definitely needed more alcohol for this conversation. To my friend, I said, “I mean, I don’t like being around him, but it’s been a couple of months. I’ve moved on.”

      He cocked a brow. “Have you?”

      I wanted to get defensive, but I paused and really thought about it before I quietly said, “Okay, it still hurts. I won’t lie. But it’s over and I’m putting it behind me. If you’d suggested this the same week Tony and I split up, then yeah, I might have had to bow out so he and I didn’t kill each other. But I’ve had some time, and I can handle him. As long as no one’s expecting us to dance or be buddy-buddy.” I grimaced and added a facetious, “Or room together on the cruise.”

      That… didn’t make Blake laugh. Instead he flicked his eyes away again.

      My spine straightened. “Blake. Please tell me you’re not making us room together. I can spring for my own room if—”

      “No, no, it’s not that.” He shook his head. “Taylor’s family is going to pay for people’s accommodations, flights, the works—you don’t have to worry about any of that.”

      Okay, that was a relief, since I wasn’t sure I could sell enough organs on the black market to pay for a trip to Honolulu or a ten-day cruise, never mind both. But something was still up, and I didn’t like the way my friend wouldn’t look at me. “What’s going on?”

      He moistened his lips. “It’s, um… I just figured you deserved to know that Tony will be rooming with someone else.”

      It took a second for the wires to connect.

      I sat back, hand still firmly on the stem on my wineglass. “He’s got a new boyfriend.”

      Blake nodded slowly. “Yeah. They’ve been seeing—anyway, it doesn’t matter. We haven’t even met him yet, but apparently things are getting serious enough that he’s already told Taylor he plans to bring the new guy. So I just thought you should know.”

      “Right. Thanks.” And I did appreciate the heads up. I was over my stupid ex, but knowing beforehand that he’d have a new man on his arm meant I didn’t have to find out the hard way that he’d moved on. Especially after less than three months while I was still trying to find my bearings. But I was over him. Completely. Fuck that guy. I cleared my throat, then said breezily despite feeling anything but, “Well, I guess that means I’d better find a plus one. I, um… I mean, if the invitation is for a plus—”

      “Oh, of course!” Blake waved his hand. “Just get me a name at least a week or so in advance so we can put him on the reservations.”

      I nodded, bringing my wine to my lips. “Sure. I can do that. How soon are we talking about?”

      “June. Is that enough time?” He paused. “The engagement party will be around then too. We wanted to give some people who live out of town time to plan, so we’re just holding off until—anyway. May for the party. June for the wedding.

      May and June? Okay, that gave me… about six months. I could lock someone down by then. Or at least find someone I liked enough to take a vacation together. Right?

      I took a deep swallow of wine, and as I put the glass down, I met my friend’s eyes. “Six months? No problem.”
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      Hey, love, can I get the name of your plus one? My mother-in-law needs everything for the reservations by the end of the week.

      I groaned and let my phone tumble onto the bed as I rubbed my eyes. Six months had seemed like plenty of time to find someone willing to go to fucking Hawaii and on a cruise with me. Now the wedding was six weeks away, the engagement party was next Saturday, and I still didn’t have someone who thought an all expenses paid vacation was enough motivation to stick around.

      Good God. Was the prospect of dating me really that off-putting? That was a depressing thought.

      To make matters worse, the ex I was completely over had apparently gotten engaged to his new man. Engaged! So while that asshole would be parading around with a shiny new fiancé on his arm, I couldn’t even find someone willing to share a cabin with me and sit together at the reception.

      What did I have to do? Hire someone?

      Actually…

      My gaze slid toward my phone. I mean, my ego didn’t like the idea one little bit. Needing to pay someone to pretend he was with me just so my ex-douchefriend didn’t get to sneer that he was right and I’d never find someone better than him? Yuck.

      The alternative, however, was letting him sneer, and I wasn’t interested in giving him that satisfaction. So the question was, how much was this going to set me back? And where would I even look?

      I chewed the inside of my cheek as I stared at my dormant phone. There was already an app on there that I browsed from time to time when loneliness and horniness ganged up on me. The escorts weren’t cheap—yes, I’d looked, even if I’d never actually booked anyone—but I’d heard they were worth every penny. Hadn’t I caught a glimpse of something on the app about longer bookings? Where a guy could be hired for a few days or even a few months for whatever reason?

      Considering how much one nighters cost (reason number one I’d only ever browsed), I didn’t imagine this would be cheap. Was it really worth it just to show up my ex?

      I exhaled, letting my head fall back against the headboard. Tony wasn’t the only reason I wanted to have someone with me at this wedding. He was the center of it, because he was a smug fuck who’d passive aggressively remind me at every available opportunity that I was alone and he wasn’t.

      But there would also be a lot of mutual friends there. And a lot of my friends. People who’d been there for the six long years I’d spent under that fucker’s thumb. I needed them to know I was okay, and I didn’t know any better way to show them than by moving on with another man. They didn’t have to know he was a paid stand-in. All they needed to see was Julian Graf, head held high with a hot new man on his elbow, because nothing said “I’m over this guy” like “I’m getting under that one.”

      I picked up my phone and stared at the dark screen. Was I really going to do this?

      Yeah. Yeah, I was.

      I was going to shell out a metric fuckload of money just to show up my ex. That might seem like the stupidest, most reckless, and least rational thing I could possibly do in this scenario, but damn it, I was doing it. Because I would be there for my best friend’s wedding, and I didn’t think I was strong enough to be there alone.

      I swallowed hard as embarrassment and nerves and shame and a bajillion other unwelcome emotions tightened my throat. Yes, this was going to cost a pretty penny, but it would be worth it to tell our entire social circle that I was okay.

      And maybe when I got home, I could figure out how to actually be okay.
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      A few of the other Gentlemen—not to mention Anita, the site’s owner—had very strong opinions about extended bookings. Some of the guys loved them because they meant steady money for a while, and they frequently meant seriously classy vacations. First class, five-star hotels—the works.

      Others loathed them with the kind of hatred I reserved for root canals and the IRS. Cole, my ex-turned-friend, had worked for Emerald City for a while before meeting his boyfriend, and he’d despised extended bookings. Especially the kind that involved accompanying a client on a vacation.

      “Ugh, it’s so gross,” he’d grumbled after returning from a cruise with a client. “Like it feels like an actual vacation, and it’s great, and then he just turns to you and tells you to drop trou, and too bad for you if you’re feeling a little seasick or your ears are still jacked up from that morning’s scuba excursion. Fuck that noise.”

      On the other hand, Richie had been all over it. “All expenses paid vacation with someone who wants sex? I’m in!”

      So yeah, mixed reviews.

      Oddly enough, given that I’d been with Emerald City longer than most, this was my first extended booking. For whatever reason, my clientele had always been in the market for something much more short term.

      Until today, that is.

      According to his profile, his name was Julian. He didn’t have any comments from other Gentlemen, and his profile was fairly new. He’d booked me for this evening to meet at a swanky restaurant down by the water, with a note that he wanted to discuss details for a longer arrangement. Something about a few local events followed by a cruise.

      So far, so good.

      There weren’t a lot of pictures on his profile. Barely more than proof of life, really—a couple of fully-dressed neck-down shots. From what I could see, he was on the lean side. A tight T-shirt and jeans in one. A dark suit in another. He clearly liked his clothing tailored and snug, and he certainly had the body for it.

      I didn’t like that I couldn’t see his face. That wasn’t unusual—a lot of guys were paranoid about having face pictures on an app like this—but especially for someone wanting to discuss a lengthy arrangement, I would’ve liked to see his face. Not because I needed to make sure he was attractive. That wasn’t important to me. If a man booked me, he booked me, and his appearance didn’t matter.

      But you could tell a lot about someone by their face. Even in photos. Though it wasn’t foolproof, there were certain things that came through in pictures. Certain predatory expressions that said, “Marco, you do not want to be alone with this man.” Or eyes that said, “Yeah, you saw me on America’s Most—look, Marco, you really do not want to be alone with this man.”

      I know, I know. But I wasn’t exactly new to renting out my body, and I’d had a few too many experiences where I should’ve trusted my judgment and not accepted a client. Once bitten, and all that.

      There was also that small thing about getting a good look at him and making sure I hadn’t dated him, fucked him, worked for him, or otherwise crossed paths with him outside of Emerald City. That had happened before, and it was awkward as all hell. Twice bitten, and all that.

      Anyway, Julian’s profile didn’t have many helpful photos. The booking for tonight included dining at a restaurant, so… all right. We’d meet in public, then. Fine. That was enough to let me feel him out and see if I got a serial killer vibe off him.

      I confirmed his booking for this evening. Then I checked the restaurant’s website, and I wasn’t at all surprised to find out they had a strict dress code. No jacket, no tie, no service.

      That wasn’t a problem for me. This job had afforded me a nice selection of clothing appropriate for all manner of evening events, from jacket required to black-tie formal.

      I suspected I wasn’t the only escort he was considering for his events and upcoming trip. For all intents and purposes, tonight was a job interview, and given that business had been slow lately, I had a vested interest in being the man this Julian decided to hire. The pay from a two-week extended booking would go a long way toward making up for the fact that, over the last year, my bookings had been steadily drying up. Another Gentleman and I had realized I was heading into the dreaded dead zone—where I was older than the twenty-somethings, but younger than the silver foxes, and I just wasn’t in demand like I’d been a few short years ago. Or maybe it was just me. Cole insisted I looked good with the gray that was starting to creep in. I thought my clients were happy. But the bookings were just…

      Sigh.

      So while I quietly scrutinized him for Ted Bundy tells, I’d do my best to impress him enough to hire me for this gig.

      All right. Time to earn two weeks in paradise.
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      Driving and parking in downtown Seattle was a nightmare. Full stop. In the interest of not being a flustered, irritated mess when I met my potential client, I took an Uber. Good thing, too—the traffic was exceptionally terrible. On top of the tip I put into the app, I gave her a twenty for putting up with the bullshit gridlock.

      Then I straightened my jacket and walked into the restaurant.

      At the podium, a young woman smiled at me. “Good evening, sir. Are you dining alone or joining someone?”

      I returned the smile. “Hi. I’m actually meeting—”

      “Marco?” A smooth voice stopped me mid-sentence, and I turned to see another man watching me with one eyebrow up.

      “Julian?”

      He smiled and extended his hand. “You’re right on time.”

      I returned the smile and shook his hand, and I’d give him this much—Julian was definitely not hard on the eyes. He was white, somewhat slim in the shoulders, and about the same height as me, so probably six-one, six-two. He had on a gray three-piece suit that was definitely not off the rack, and though I wasn’t usually into guys with long hair, the sun-kissed shoulder length look suited him.

      Nothing about him gave off those “star of the next America’s Most Wanted” vibes, so that was a good start.

      “Well.” He glanced at a hellaciously expensive watch—a Jaeger-LeCoultre, I thought—and smiled genially. “Our reservation isn’t for a few minutes, but I think the hostess said our table is ready. Shall we have a seat and get something to drink?”

      “Of course.”

      The hostess showed us to a table for two with a panoramic view of Puget Sound from Alki to Elliot Bay. This was probably one of those places people came for dates. With the way the two of us were dressed, people probably thought we were here on a date, which was fine. I’d flown under the radar of Seattle’s finest for a long time, and I liked the idea of continuing that trend. Not that there was anything illegal about being an escort until our clothes started coming off, but a man couldn’t be too careful.

      After we’d placed our orders and had some ice water, I met Julian’s gaze across the table for two. “So, I understand you’re looking for something… extended?”

      “I am.” Julian rested his forearms against the table and clasped his long fingers together. “The short version is that I’ve been asked to be the best man at a friend’s wedding, and what I need is a date for all the pre-wedding festivities here in town, the cruise, and the wedding itself.”

      I nodded slowly. “All right. I can do that.”

      “Perfect. And I assume we can do better than…” He gestured at me, his nose wrinkling a little.

      I glanced down at myself, then back at him. “Brioni isn’t sufficient?”

      He looked me up and down, then shook his head. “Something a little classier. Is that going to cost me extra? Because I’m fine to pay. I just need to make sure my date looks sharp.”

      Ahh, so he was one of those guys—seriously hot and attractive, right up until he opened his damn mouth.

      Only years of practice kept my expression neutral, and I put on a smile as I said, “We can work it into the price.” Truth was, I probably had what he wanted hanging in my closet, and with the amount of money he was going to pay me for this arrangement, I could have bought the suit and just eaten the cost.

      But if he was going to be a dick about it…

      “Now.” Julian shifted in his chair and folded his forearms on the table’s edge. “The somewhat longer version is that I have no desire to go strolling into this wedding or its other events without a boyfriend. An attractive, successful boyfriend.”

      Oh, this was going to be a shitshow, wasn’t it?

      His ex. It had to be his ex. That, or his parents. Nobody ever coughed up this much money and was this nitpicky over a date to a wedding unless there was someone they wanted to impress. Usually someone who was going out of their way to be unimpressed. A disappointed mother. A homophobic father. An ex who was…

      Well, that could go a number of ways—a nasty ex who’d made the client feel like he couldn’t do better. A client who wanted to make an ex jealous. It could really run the gamut, and there was no telling where Julian landed. Not until I’d felt him out a little more. What I had learned from people like him (this would not be my first time attending a wedding as an escort) was that these conversations could be emotional landmines, and my best bet was to let him show his cards in his own time.

      Still keeping my expression neutral, I said, “All right. If you can get me a list of the events and their dress codes, I’ll make sure I have something appropriate for each.”

      That warmed his smile a little. Okay, so he liked the straightforward businesslike approach. Good to know. That mostly likely meant this was a serious emotional minefield, and he was trying to grab whatever control of the situation he could get.

      “So.” Julian watched me. “I’m not really familiar with your line of work. How much experience do you have with what I’m looking for? As opposed to…?” He waved his hand.

      There weren’t words to describe how much restraint it took not to say, “As opposed to fucking people?” If this were a meetup to discuss a one-off engagement like a party or something, I probably would have said it because fuck him. But this was a two-week-plus booking, and I couldn’t afford to turn that away. Not even if the prospect of being on a ship with this guy already had me thinking I’d be less miserable on a Titanic reenactment.

      So I kept my professional mask in place. “They don’t call us escorts for nothing.” I kept my voice quiet enough to be discreet. “I’ve been to weddings, company parties—even a funeral.”

      Julian blinked. “Someone hired an escort to come to a funeral? Are you serious?”

      Nodding, I picked up my water glass. “There was some family messiness, and… Well, the short version is that he was having a hard enough time grieving, and he just didn’t want to be alone.”

      Julian’s lips parted. “Oh. Wow. That’s…” He touched his chest. “Oh my God. That’s so sad.” The way he said it, he didn’t sound like he thought it was pathetic on the part of my grieving client. More like he grasped how sad the situation was that someone needed a paid companion so they could get through a funeral. Surprising, given his attitude so far, but definitely a point in his favor.

      I took a drink. “That’s the only funeral I’ve been to, but like I said, weddings, parties…” I shrugged as I put down my glass. “Sometimes I just stand there and look pretty. Sometimes I’m just a guy’s date for an evening, either because he’s lonely and wants to go out with someone or because he’s going to an event and doesn’t want to go alone. That’s… I mean, I guess that’s the common thread—I provide company to men who don’t want to be alone. The details just depend on the situation and on what he wants.”

      Julian nodded. “And how do you navigate when people ask questions about you? What you do for a living—things like that?”

      “We work that out ahead of time. It’s not uncommon for me to say my job is something that either nobody will know enough about to tell if I’m bullshitting the details, or they won’t care.”

      “Such as?”

      “Depends. A lot of times the client will know what his peers or family will ask questions about, and we’ll pick a job for me that warrants ‘oh, that’s interesting’ and no follow-up. At an event with artists and musicians, I’m not going to run into too many people who are deeply fascinated by the finer points of accounting or engineering.”

      “So, you just pick something that won’t get a lot of questions.” He didn’t sound thrilled by that.

      “If the situation calls for it.”

      “And if it doesn’t?” He tilted his head. “If people do want to know what you do?”

      “Then the client and I have an established dossier ahead of time. I’ve even had fake business cards made with a number that goes to a dummy voicemail or even to someone who’s agreed to be my”—I made air quotes—“colleague or boss.”

      “Oh, so you do come prepared, then.”

      “As prepared as the client wants me to be, yes.”

      He studied me, and his eyes narrowed a little. “Has anyone ever, um, caught on? Figured out you were an escort?”

      I thought for a moment about the best way to answer that. “I’ve had the odd person start grilling me because they thought I was making something up. No one’s ever suspected I was an escort, though.”

      “Because they thought you were making something up?” Julian absently swirled his water like wine. “How so?”

      “Something I said didn’t jive with something they saw on the internet. They know someone in the same business who said something slightly different, so clearly I was bull—I was lying.” I shrugged. “We’ve all run into the know-it-all types and the people who think anyone who contradicts their worldview must be a liar. In this line of work, I definitely run into them.”

      “And how do you handle it?”

      I thought about that, too, because much like in the scenarios we were discussing, I had the distinct feeling every word I said was being scrutinized way more than it needed to be. “I usually follow the client’s lead. Most of the time, they’ll catch on, step in, and redirect the conversation. If they don’t, or if they’re not right there, then I’ll keep my story going until they either give up or call me out.”

      Julian inclined his head. “What happens if they call you out?”

      “It’s… I mean, like everything, it depends on the situation. I’ve told one person, ‘I’m sorry you don’t believe me, but it’s the truth,’ and they rolled their eyes and walked away. In one case, I pulled the person aside and admitted I didn’t actually work in that field yet, but I was looking for a job and just didn’t want to embarrass my date by letting people think he was seeing a bum.”

      “What did they say to that?”

      “They actually respected it. Which… I kind of figured they would. I wouldn’t have told them that if I didn’t think it would work.”

      “What made you think it would?”

      “You get really good at reading people in this line of work.”

      “I see.” He held my gaze. “And no one has ever caught on to what you really do?” He managed not to wrinkle his nose as he said it, but I had a feeling it was a struggle. Just like it was a struggle for me not to roll my eyes.

      “No,” I said evenly. “No one has ever suspected a thing.”

      “Good. Because people are definitely going to ask what you do, and I really don’t want them knowing your real job.” He folded his hands on the edge of the table. “So I suppose we should get our story straight?”

      You look down your nose at me again and I’ll tell people I turn tricks.

      But I kept that placid expression firmly in place. “I have a handful of pre-designed profiles.”

      His eyebrows rose. “Do you?”

      “Oh, yeah. I always get asked what I do, so I have to be prepared.”

      “I see.” He shifted a little, resting his forearm on the table and absently playing with his fork. A nervous thing, I suspected, which made me wonder if his arrogant bullshit was a defense mechanism. It was still annoying, but maybe it was just a prickly exoskeleton over the top of a very soft, sensitive interior. That especially made sense after he’d lifted the veil slightly to express sympathy about the client I’d accompanied to a funeral. He tilted his head. “What, um, profiles do you have?”

      “I’ve pulled off artist, actor—”

      His lips quirked as if I were reading from a list of worst possible options.

      I cleared my throat and tried a different direction. “I really do have an engineering degree, so that’s an obvious pick.”

      There was that nose wrinkle again. Figures—he was an elitist fuck who wanted someone a bit more prestigious than a lowly engineer.

      Somehow keeping my annoyance out of my voice, I said, “Alternatively, I can sound like I know what I’m talking about with medicine, cryptocurrency, stocks… There isn’t a lot of time to prepare, but I can make any of those things work enough to sound convincing off the cuff.”

      His lips quirked. “Hmm. Medicine is always a winner. Stocks and crypto too, but my ex is a hedge fund manager.” Julian grimaced. “He can also smell bullshit from a mile away.”

      Ah, there it is—an ex.

      I wonder if he’s as charming as you are.

      I carefully tamped all that down, though. Whether I liked his attitude or not, I suspected he was deploying an entire arsenal of defense mechanisms right now. If I had to guess, he had a whole lot of feelings about attending all these events with his ex, and if his ex could, as Julian had said, smell bullshit from a mile away, then this was someone whose opinion Julian deeply valued.

      More and more, my money was on this ex being someone who’d made Julian feel like he couldn’t and wouldn’t do better. It was also still possible Julian just wanted a man he could smugly parade in front of the ex to make him jealous. Or both.

      And I get to be right in the middle. Ugh. Do I really need this money?

      I sipped my drink before I quietly asked, “Do you think medicine will convince him, then?”

      “Oh, definitely.” Julian paused. “Though make sure you do know your stuff. Tony is one of those types who believes Big Pharma deliberately keeps us all sick in order to sell us medicine, so…”

      I was holding on to my professionalism by my fingertips, and I very nearly rolled my eyes. “Ah, so he counters peer-reviewed research with whatever quackery he’s found online?”

      “Bingo. So if you’re prepared for that, then…” He nodded sharply. “A medical career could fly. But if you’d rather not set yourself up to debate the role of vaccines in causing autism with someone who’s had a few whiskey sours…”

      I couldn’t hold back the eyeroll this time, but I figured I could get away with it since it was directed at Julian’s ex. “Jesus. He’s one of those?”

      “Especially when he’s drunk, yes. And I assure you, he will be.”

      I thought about it, then chuckled. “Would it be too antagonistic to show up as a sales rep for a pharmaceutical company?”

      Julian laughed aloud, and I was not expecting the zing of wow, you’re pretty when he let loose that unrestrained amusement. He really was putting up defenses, wasn’t he? Locking his emotions about this ex behind a snotty exterior?

      What did this guy do to you?

      Julian quickly collected himself, though he was still grinning. “I kind of want to dare you to do that just so I can see his head explode, but…” His grin faded, and he sighed as he stared into his drink. Shoulders sinking, he met my gaze again. “I don’t want to turn my best friend’s wedding into battle royale. I just don’t want to be there alone when my ex shows up with his new fiancé.”

      Ahh, called it.

      “So, just a job that will convince people I’m not blowing smoke,” I said.

      A little more subdued now, Julian nodded. “Yeah. Steer clear of anything financial, and maybe don’t push the pharmaceutical buttons.”

      “What about something generic?” I asked. “A general manager of—”

      “No, no. Something with some…” He pursed his lips and gestured like he was struggling to find the word. “Prestige.”

      Another eyeroll almost got away from me, but I was damn good at restraining myself.

      I still couldn’t decide if Julian was trying to use me as a shield from his ex’s sneers, or if he was trying to make the ex jealous. I wondered if he knew.

      “Well.” I smiled genially and, I hoped, believably. “There’s a little time to nail down a profile.”

      “That’s true, but we shouldn’t let the grass grow.” He shifted in his seat, folding his hands on the edge of the table. “I suppose I should tell you a bit more about the festivities, then…”
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      “So, that’s the situation.” Julian slid his hands into his pockets as we stepped out in front of the restaurant. “Do we have a deal?”

      Ideally, this was something I’d want to sleep on. He was asking me to commit to two weeks and some change of being front and center in a volatile situation between a couple of contentious exes. That wasn’t for the faint of heart.

      On the other hand, I could deal with it, and it was better me than some of the other guys at Emerald City. None of them were wilting violets by any means, but I didn’t think any of them needed to be subjected to the shit that would come their way if they took this job. I didn’t either, but I did need the money.

      So, I nodded. “Yeah. I’m in. Just message me with the dates and dress codes.”

      Julian smiled, looking more relieved than he’d probably intended to let on. Extending his hand, he said, “We’ll be in touch.”

      I smiled back and shook on it.

      And then… he was gone. He headed away from the waterfront, probably toward one of the parking garages that had valet service, and I walked south until I was sure he couldn’t see me anymore. Then I summoned an Uber.

      While I waited for the car, I gazed out at Puget Sound. The lights of the city glittered on the water, and there was a ferry making its way between some cargo ships that were probably waiting their turn to enter the Port of Seattle. The night was as quiet and peaceful as they ever were in this town.

      Not that the view did much to relax me as I ran through everything I’d discussed with Julian and everything I’d just signed up for.

      I swore this situation felt like two men who used to show dogs together, and now that they were going to be facing off in the ring for the first time, they were each determined to find the perfect pooch to utterly destroy the other. Part of me wanted to grab them each by the scruffs, shove them into a room, and tell them to sort their shit out. The other part of me wanted to help Julian get absolutely hammered until all his feelings came pouring out and he finally realized that if someone made him this miserable, maybe that guy’s opinion wasn’t worth a damn.

      But I wasn’t being paid to be Julian’s life coach, and I wasn’t in this to counsel the couple or to show him the light. I was here to be the dog that won Best in Show and made the client’s ex feel like shit.

      And no, I absolutely did not like that.

      The bottom line, however, was that until I started piquing the interest of the crowd who liked silver foxes or something, I couldn’t afford to turn down Julian’s offer of an extended booking. My landlord didn’t care how I felt about inserting myself as cannon fodder between a couple of dueling exes. She just wanted the rent paid, and “my first client in almost a month really pissed me off” wasn’t an excuse to not pay her.

      So… fine. Fine. I didn’t have to like the job, why he’d hired me, or what I’d be doing. I just had to do it, take the money, and move on with my life. It was only two weeks, plus a smattering of events between now and when we’d be leaving for Hawaii.

      I could do this.

      And I couldn’t lie—as much as Julian irritated me, I honestly did feel sorry for him. How much did a man have to fuck up someone’s head for him to feel like he needed to go to these lengths and pay that much money just to throw it in the guy’s face that he’d moved on?

      Well, it was none of my business. I was there to do a job and play a role. I didn’t know exactly why I’d been pulled into this or what Julian hoped to accomplish, and I didn’t need to know.

      One thing I was pretty damn sure of though:

      This was going to be the longest ten-day cruise ever.
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      Marco… was definitely not what I had in mind for this.

      Sitting alone in my barely-moved-in apartment, I thumbed through the photos on his Emerald City profile.

      He was attractive, I’d give him that. His gray-blue eyes were striking, and the touch of silver around the edges of his short, brown hair was sexy. He’d had a single glass of wine with dinner, and had indicated he wasn’t a heavy drinker, which I liked, and I didn’t care if it was personal preference or company policy; I really didn’t want my “date” getting fucked up at the wedding or on the cruise.

      So there was nothing wrong with him, per se. He just wasn’t the spectacular specimen I’d envisioned when I’d gotten the ridiculous idea of hiring an escort to be my temporary “boyfriend.” I’d imagined someone right off a romance novel cover or a men’s fitness magazine. Marco was certainly good-looking, but in a “nice guy next door” or “cute coworker” kind of way.

      His poker face was generally good, except for the part where I could tell when he was using it. Or maybe that was just me being paranoid. He had to think this whole thing was ridiculous, and I had no doubt he thought I was a pretentious idiot who was too pathetic to move on from his ex. In that respect, I couldn’t really argue, but every time I tried to talk myself out of this whole scheme, I’d imagine walking into Blake and Taylor’s wedding alone and seeing Tony with his new fiancé. It took all of two seconds of that mental horror show to renew my commitment to playing this game.

      I still hated myself for it, though, and maybe that was why I saw a poker face in Marco. I was convinced he harbored judgmental thoughts and feelings about this because I was projecting my own distaste onto him. I was seeing a conscious poker face where there really was no reaction at all.

      Or I was seeing exactly what I thought I saw.

      Whatever the case, was Marco really the man for this job? He was the best I’d met so far, but that bar was depressingly low.

      Ideally, I would have found an escort who probably moonlighted as an underwear model with a perfect tan and a gleaming smile. A man who looked so good, he didn’t need airbrushing (I know, I know, he doesn’t exist, but I was desperate here). A skilled conversationalist who could effortlessly navigate Tony’s attempts to prove he was the smartest man in the room (or, more to the point, to prove that any man who thought I was worth dating was the stupidest man in the room).

      Marco was smart, and he was hot, but he wasn’t what I needed for this.

      Question was… how many options did I have left?

      Leaning back against my couch and propping my feet on an unopened box, I thumbed through profiles on Emerald City, but there weren’t a lot of possibilities. There were tons of Gentlemen available, but once I put in that I needed an extended booking over some specific dates, the selection dried up real fast. Especially since I didn’t want someone who was too young. Changing the criteria to over thirty had reduced the field to… not very many.

      Before tonight, I’d met two other escorts, and they’d quickly been crossed off the list. Both were cute and charming, but neither had struck me as being able to convincingly portray themselves as men who worked in suitably impressive jobs. Not under this kind of pressure.

      Marco, however, could pull it off. Probably.

      I lowered my phone and rubbed my eyes with my other hand. Okay. I was just going to have to face it—Marco was my best option. Really my only option. And there wasn’t anything wrong with him. Had I found him on Tinder or something, I’d have happily swiped right.

      I wasn’t looking for perfection when I dated. For this scenario, though, I didn’t want someone who impressed me—I wanted someone who impressed him. Someone who exuded the kind of perfection that would impress the man who’d tossed me out. The man who’d decided I wasn’t good enough for him. How was I going to make him realize how badly he’d fucked up if I didn’t walk into these events with someone Tony couldn’t even try to compete with?

      With a growing lump in my throat, I sighed.

      I wanted to show Tony that not only was he wrong about me being not good enough, but that I was worthy of someone even he couldn’t touch.

      And maybe that was the problem. Maybe no one met that standard, and I was fooling myself if I thought I’d be able to afford them if they did. Tony had money, style, brains, and class I never would. No man I could date or hire would make him feel inferior, and I didn’t even want him to feel like he was. I just wanted him to look at me and realize that I wasn’t inferior.

      “Jesus,” I muttered aloud. “I am so fucking pathetic.”

      I was. I so was. What I needed to do was just move the fuck on from Tony, go to the wedding festivities alone, and see how many men—wedding guests and cruise passengers alike—I could fuck before I came home.

      Right. Because I would absolutely be able to get my flirt on while my ex was—in reality or in my imagination—sneering at my back while he strolled around with an undoubtedly rich, smart, and sexy fiancé on his arm.

      I groaned. Ugh. Yeah. I was doing this. Pathetic or not, I was doing it.

      Which meant…

      I stared at my phone as my stomach twisted into knots. At the end of the day, Marco was my best shot. He was intelligent, attractive, and available. He was polite to waitstaff, which was a plus—Tony could learn a thing or two from him in that department.

      As stand-in boyfriends went, Marco wasn’t what I’d envisioned, but he was my best bet, so I’d book him.

      At least until I came to my senses and called this off entirely.
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      Blake looked up from buttoning a dress shirt in front of the tuxedo shop’s full-length mirror. “So when are we finally going to meet your new man?”

      A nervous prickle ran up my spine, but I hid it by casually folding my arms and shifting my weight as I pretended to look Blake’s outfit up and down. “You’ll meet him tomorrow—I’m bringing him to the engagement party.”

      “Ooh!” Blake straightened. “Really? Hey, Taylor—you hear that?”

      Taylor turned around, still buttoning their own shirt, and looked at us through a fringe of dark hair. “Hmm?”

      Blake nodded toward me. “Jules is finally bringing his man out in the daylight.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Taylor grinned. “I was starting to think he didn’t exist.”

      I laughed despite my uneasiness. “Yes, he exists. Jesus fuck.”

      “He’s a pretty new development, isn’t he?” Taylor cocked a brow. “Are you sure about bringing him on a cruise?”

      “Are you kidding?” I gave them a saucy wink. “What better way to enjoy the honeymoon period with a new man?”

      Taylor seemed to consider my comment, then shrugged. “I can respect that.” Facing the mirror again, they asked over their shoulder, “Where’d you meet this guy anyway?”

      “Tinder.”

      That got understanding nods from them both. Tinder was, after all where most of our attached friends’ origin stories began.

      “I can’t wait to meet him.” Blake grinned as he fussed with his cuffs. “You said he’s…” He met my eyes in the reflection. “A doctor, isn’t he?”

      Keeping my smile firmly in place, I nodded. “He is. Guess I’m moving up in the world.”

      Blake and Taylor both laughed.

      Right then, one of the women working at the tux shop came in with the jacket and trousers that had been tailored for me, and I focused on changing into those to see how they fit.

      Admittedly, I was having doubts about our story that Marco was an MD who’d just finished his residency and moved here to start working in a family practice. When we’d been hashing it out, it had sounded great—he had apparently studied pre-med before shifting gears and going into engineering, and he still kept up on the latest and greatest in medical literature just out of sheer curiosity. So chances were he’d be able to pull off convincing medical conversations, and hopefully he could keep his cool when Tony had a few drinks and decided to challenge The Medical Establishment ™.

      Regardless of how the engagement party went, I was still on the fence about bringing Marco with me to Hawaii and on the cruise. Did I really have the energy to put on such an elaborate act for over two weeks? That sounded exhausting. I’d committed to bringing him tomorrow night, but there was nothing that said we couldn’t “break up” between now and our flight. Or he could suddenly be hit with a terrible flu and have to bow out at the last second.

      Maybe. I’d see how tomorrow went. This would be a dress rehearsal of sorts. After that…

      Well, we’d fucking see.

      In the next room, the tailor shop’s front door opened. There were some muffled voices, and then, “They’re in the second fitting suite. Right there on your left.”

      “Thank you.” The two words made my blood turn cold.

      Taylor and Blake exchanged looks, then turned to me.

      Taylor cleared their throat. “Is this, uh, going to be—”

      “It’s fine,” I said quickly, forcing a smile. “It’s… I’m good.”

      Before either of them could press any further, the door to the fitting suite—which had been ajar—swung open.

      And in walked Tony.

      Oh, fuck me. Was it too much to ask for his good looks to have taken a dive in the months since we’d split? Apparently so.

      He’d clearly been tanning, because that man’s skin had never been so golden. Oh, and highlights now? Really? I’d floated the idea of getting them, and he’d rolled his eyes at—whoa, whoa, back up. When did his eyes turn green? Jesus H. Christ on a Pogo stick, dude. Highlights, tanning, and colored contacts?

      He probably wants to look good for the wedding.

      Then my heart dropped.

      He wants to look good for his wedding.

      Beside me, Blake cleared his throat and was probably about to say something to break the ice, but Tony spoke first.

      “Julian.” He grinned a dickish grin and raked his eyes up and down my body. “You’re looking well.”

      So was he, and I fucking hated that. “You too. How are you doing?” I smiled despite my tightening throat. “I heard you got engaged. Congratulations.”

      “Thank you.” He watched me with a patronizing look. “Will you be at the party tomorrow?”

      I swallowed past that annoying tightness. “Yeah. Of course. Wouldn’t miss it.”

      “Oh. Good. Great!” His smile turned almost manic. “You can meet my fiancé.”

      For fuck’s sake. He’d been wishy-washy as hell about any kind of commitment with me—like seriously, he hadn’t even liked sharing his Netflix password with me—but now he had a fiancé he was thrilled for me to meet. Fabulous.

      “Sure. Great. Looking forward to it.” I gritted my teeth. “And you can meet my boyfriend.”

      The faintest twitch at the corner of his mouth gave me way more satisfaction than it should have, but it also kind of made me feel like crap. Probably because his fiancé was real, as opposed to the “boyfriend” I’d be bringing to the festivities. I mean, Marco was a real person, but we didn’t have a real relationship. I didn’t even know if Marco was his real name.

      You’re engaged while I have to pay a literal stranger to be at our friends’ wedding with me. Fuck.

      Tony was about to say something, but Taylor quickly broke in. “Let’s go let the staff know you’re here, and they can get everything for you to try on.”

      “Perfect. Sounds great.” Tony flashed a quick smile, then followed Taylor out of the fitting suite.

      As soon as we were alone, Blake faced me and touched my shoulder. “We should have scheduled everyone at different times. If you want to come back and finish this another day, we can—”

      “It’s fine. Don’t worry about it. We’re almost done anyway.” As much as my stomach was turning, I didn’t want him or Taylor bending over backwards to accommodate me and my ex. This was their wedding. They had enough to stress over.

      If I left, then instead of getting the whole tux fitting thing buttoned up today like they’d planned, there would be more hassle and headache for them to deal with. I needed to grin and bear it, and I needed to prove to my friends that they wouldn’t have to watch over us throughout their own wedding to make sure we didn’t throw down like a couple of drunken in-laws. They’d have their hands full enough with Taylor’s brother (who could be counted on to turn any conversation political) and Blake’s cousin and her husband (who were still stubbornly insisting that their marriage wasn’t a disaster of Biblical proportions). The last thing they needed was our bullshit.

      “I’ll be fine,” I insisted. “Today’s a little awkward because we haven’t seen each other since we split, but I’ll have my head together tomorrow night. No one will even notice us. Promise.”

      Brow pinched, Blake studied me. “Are you sure? I’m not worried about people noticing. I’m worried about you being miserable.”

      “Don’t worry. I’m fine. More than fine. I’m seeing a great new guy, and all is well, remember? Now let’s finish trying all this on so we can get out of these poor ladies’ hair.”

      He was still clearly skeptical, but he exhaled. “Okay. Just…” He glanced over his shoulder. “Just say so if you need to take a break or something, all right?”

      “I will.”
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      The shirts, tuxes, and trousers were mostly fine. Taylor and I both needed some slight adjustments to our sleeves, but otherwise, all four of us were done. We’d pick up shoes at the place where they’d been ordered last week, and after Taylor and I picked up our alterations next week, we’d be ready to go. One giant item checked off the wedding prep checklist.

      There wasn’t a whole lot for Tony and me to coordinate as best men. The couple had opted to forego bachelor parties (thank God—I hated those), and we mostly ran interference when the respective mothers-in-law started to step on toes. That was Tony’s field more than mine; he had to deal with Taylors’ parents, who—while absolutely the sweetest people in the world—worried themselves sick. That meant a lot of emails to Taylor (filtered through Tony) about the most minute of details.

      Blake’s parents were chill as could be. They knew his anxiety was sky-high right now, so like Taylor’s parents did to Tony, they happily emailed me with all of their wedding-related concerns. That amounted to occasionally checking in to make sure they knew where to send gifts, if the couple was interested in a particular excursion (their treat), or who to contact to make sure the various venues accommodated Blake’s niece’s wheelchair. I’d thought that last one was a no-brainer. Still, I’d called the venues to be sure, and it turned out the beach where the ceremony would be held was generally not wheelchair accessible, but since they had a heads up, they told me they would make sure Reagan was able to attend and enjoy the wedding like everyone else. Double-checking that was at the top of my to-do list when I landed in Hawaii.

      For today, though, my wedding obligations were over, and it was time to go home and get some work done. Fortunately, I mostly worked at home anyway—we weren’t needed at the office unless there was a meeting, and a lot of those could be handled via Zoom. And my work-at-home abilities were the only reason I could even attend this wedding; my boss hadn’t been thrilled, but she’d agreed to it as long as I still put in some work on the trip. Would I get seasick using my computer? That could be an issue.

      Note to self—stock up on Dramamine.

      On my way home from the tux shop, my stomach was still in the same knots it had been earlier. I hated how much Tony still affected me. How just having him walk in the room could make my innards twist unpleasantly.

      But this was the first time I’d seen him since I’d moved out. It would get better, right?

      Oh God, I hoped so. Because it wasn’t like I was going to be able to get away from him. The engagement party was tomorrow. In a few weeks, we’d leave for Hawaii. There’d be the rehearsal, the wedding, the reception, and I was pretty sure there were some welcome and farewell events for guests flying in for the wedding but not going on the cruise. And then there was, of course, the cruise.

      There would be so much Tony over the next several weeks.

      So. Much.

      My head throbbed just thinking about it. I could absolutely be civil, and while I could say a lot about Tony—a lot, that fucker—even I would concede that he’d be civil too. This whole trip wasn’t about us, and over my dead body would we make it about us, but that undercurrent of frosty tension was undeniably there. Even if we kept it out of everyone else’s sight, we would know it was there. Or at least I would.

      Blake had given me the opportunity to bail today, and I should have taken it.

      But I hadn’t, and tomorrow, I wouldn’t have that opportunity. I’d just have to grit my teeth and not let anyone else know how badly I wanted to find out how much I could drink without dying.

      Tomorrow I was going to meet his boyfriend. His fiancé.

      By the time I pulled into my apartment’s parking lot, my throat was tight. The engine was still idling as I took out my phone.

      With unsteady hands, I texted Marco: Just confirming we’re still on for tomorrow night.

      And I hoped like hell he didn’t hear the part I didn’t send:

      Please don’t make me do this alone.
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      I’d met Julian three times since the first night. Getting our story straight had been easier in person, and he’d also wanted to scrutinize my potential wardrobe. Fortunately, he’d decided that some of my other suits—as well as both tuxedos—were acceptable. The suit I’d worn the first night, after he’d given it some more thought, had also made the cut.

      I couldn’t help noticing that he was far less wound up during those discussions, as if he were getting more comfortable with me and with the idea of me filling this role for him. I was definitely leaning toward believing there was a halfway decent guy behind all those defense mechanisms, and that made me considerably more charitable toward him. He was stressed out. What we were doing was important to him for reasons I didn’t have to understand.

      Tonight was the engagement party for the couple getting married—Blake and Taylor, I believed their names were. Julian picked me up outside my condo, and I hadn’t even closed the passenger side door before I realized his more easygoing side was MIA.

      “Traffic’s a bear right now.” He gripped the wheel tight as he pulled away from the curb. “Hopefully we can still get there on time.”

      I just nodded, and I decided against mentioning that we could have avoided this if I’d met him there. For him to come all the way from Beacon Hill in the south part of the city to Queen Anne in the north, only to turn around and go clear back through downtown to catch the I-90 bridge across Lake Washington was… inefficient at best. It would’ve made more sense for me to drive to Redmond, even if I just ditched my car somewhere and rode the rest of the way with Julian.

      But I was quickly learning that while Julian was, in fact, a reasonable and rational person most of the time, that went out the window when his ex was involved. As he muttered curses at the cars in front of us and alternately white-knuckled and tapped the steering wheel, I just sat quietly in the passenger seat and considered the best way to handle him this evening.

      I’d been told many times in the past that I was blunt to a fault, and I couldn’t argue with that. I tried not to be a dick about it, but I was the guy you didn’t ask “should I break up with my boyfriend?” unless you were sure you wanted to hear the answer. Because chances were, yeah, you should break up with him, you knew damn well why, and I was going to give you a few more reasons in case all the ones that had driven you to ask me hadn’t convinced you.

      Anyone who knew me would have predicted that my MO tonight would be to tell Julian he clearly deserved better, his ex was a dick, and there was no reason to let the son of a bitch continue living rent-free in his head.

      The thing was, though, as blunt as I may have been, I was not without tact. I could see when someone was hurting and wasn’t in a state of mind where the ugly truth would be a pill they could readily swallow. That, and Julian was both a relative stranger and a client. Offering him the kind of “dude, don’t be a dumbass” advice I’d give a close friend would make me a boundary-breaking asshole.

      Instead, as I quietly studied him in my peripheral vision, I decided the best angle for me tonight was to be a calm presence (since that often had a calming effect) and to redirect him when possible. Change the subject if it started brushing up against the ex. Depending on the lay of the land at the party, casually encourage him to move in a direction that put more space between us and Tony. If absolutely all else failed, I was not above the old “shit, I dropped my glass and cut myself on a sharp piece” tactic. After all, there were few things that could seize someone’s attention like bloodshed. That was a last resort, though.

      I glanced at Julian, whose jaw was working as he glared at the traffic ahead of us. Something told me it wasn’t the gridlock that had his hackles up.

      Note to self—pack a small first aid kit for the cruise.

      Whether or not the cars in front of us were the cause of his ire, they were starting to become a target for it, which made me nervous. I’d had one encounter with the Jaws of Life in my twenties, and I wasn’t inclined to have another because the scorned boyfriend or whatever at the wheel crashed us into that painfully slow Prius or the nearby jersey barriers. Going into the lake would suck too.

      Cautiously so I didn’t startle him, I cleared my throat. “So, um… Should we go over the details again? Make sure we have our story straight?”

      Julian glanced at me. “Oh. Um. Maybe?” He exhaled, and the engine’s whine quieted a little. As the car steadily eased off the Prius’s bumper, he said, “Name of your clinic?”

      “Currently working out of Trinity Health in Bothell, but I’ll be moving to the Medical Center of Woodinville clinic once it’s finished.”

      He nodded, backing off the other car a little more as if the conversation were distracting him from his internal fuming. “Why did you go into family medicine?”

      “I prefer the slower pace.”

      “Where’d you do your residency?”

      “Henry Ford Hospital in Detroit.”

      He tapped his thumbs on the wheel with a bit less urgency than before. “Weirdest case you ever saw?”

      “When I was in the ED, this guy came in after his nail gun had malfunctioned…”

      We went on like that as we crawled across the bridge along with what felt like millions of evening commuters. Mission accomplished, too—his road rage dissipated, and he seemed to be dividing his focus between driving and our conversation. That didn’t just ease my fear of him getting us into a wreck, either; I made a mental note that carefully redirecting him was an effective strategy when he started getting into his own head. That didn’t work with everyone—some people didn’t want to be distracted from whatever they were stewing over, and they’d lash out at anyone who tried to break that concentration. If anything, Julian seemed to jump at the chance to think about something different.

      Good to know. Maybe distracting him won’t require bloodshed after all.
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      The engagement party was held at a super exclusive restaurant perched atop one of the ever-multiplying skyscrapers in downtown Bellevue. According to Julian, one set of in-laws had rented out the entire place for the night, which immediately made me think, who the fuck is getting married? Someone from the Nordstrom family? And then I remembered that the same set of in-laws was sending the entire wedding party on a cruise out of Hawaii for ten days, and yeah, this being the wedding of a Nordstrom kid was sounding more plausible by the minute.

      There was a parking garage beneath the building, which of course offered valet service. Julian pulled up and put the car in Park, but he didn’t reach for the door or the seat belt. Instead, he closed his eyes and took in a long, deep breath through his nose.

      “You all right?” I asked.

      Eyes still closed, he nodded. “Yeah. Yeah, I’m…” He gazed out at the elevator that would take us up to the restaurant, and he suddenly looked exhausted. “I’ll be fine.”

      Before I could ask if he was sure or maybe suggest driving around the block a couple of times, he got out, so I followed. He handed off the keys to the valet, then continued toward the elevator. There was a Closed for Private Party sign beside it, and next to that, a red-jacketed valet who made sure we were here for the private party in question before letting us proceed.

      My ears popped a couple of times on the way up. No surprise—the restaurant was on the thirty-seventh floor. Great. I could add “make sure Julian doesn’t throw his ex over the side or vice versa” to the things I might need to do tonight.

      The elevator came to a gentle stop. The doors opened, and as soon as we stepped out, we were greeted by a pair of young women dressed in cummerbunds and bowties beside another Closed for Private Party sign. They cheerfully welcomed us, confirmed Julian and his plus-one on the guest list, and directed us inside.

      “Your first drink is complimentary,” one of them told us as she handed us a pair of embossed coupons. “Also the couple has a guestbook, which you’ll find right outside the door. Please don’t forget to sign it!”

      We both smiled, thanked her for the coupons, and went inside. Sure enough, beside the door to the lounge, there was a table with a leatherbound guestbook lying open beside some black and gold pens.

      Julian picked one up, but he paused before he went to sign the book. “Wow. Custom engraved Montblancs.” Whistling, he shook his head and started writing a message in the book. I was no pen connoisseur, but they apparently impressed him. Montblanc must have been a classy brand, and I wouldn’t have been surprised at all if they were expensive as all hell. No Pilot G-2 gel pens here.

      Seriously, I could work as a high-class escort for the rest of my life, and I would still be shocked by all the things the wealthy found to spend their money on. Not just fancy houses, cars, and aircraft, but pens, watches, slippers—if it could be made in an ostentatious and overpriced way, you could bet some rich person was ready with their American Express black card. Though so far nothing had topped the blender one bodybuilder client used for his protein shakes. Swear to God, the buttons were gold plated and the lid had diamonds on it. A blender.

      Julian finished writing something in the book, capped the pen and put it aside. Next to the guestbook, there were three crystal bowls containing enamel lapel pins with pronouns on them, and a hand-calligraphed card encouraging guests to take one. They were nice, too—clearly legible, but also shiny and fancy enough to go on semi-formal attire. I’d have to hang on to mine for future events where it might come in handy.

      Julian and I took “He/Him” pins and fastened them into place. We both glanced at the door, then each other, and I offered him my arm. For the first time since he’d picked me up this evening, he smiled, if nervously, and he slid his hand around my elbow as we continued into the reserved room.

      All right, I told myself. Showtime.

      It was so weird how on the rare occasion I dated someone, we were usually extra cautious about public displays of affection. When I was working as an escort, it could really go either way, but I was frequently there to be arm candy—someone the client wanted everyone to know was his date. That meant a hand in an elbow, or even holding hands, or an arm around a waist or shoulders when we were chatting with people.

      But this would be the super fun kind of booking: the kind that involved the very high possibility of an encounter or even a confrontation with the client’s ex. Woohoo.

      “Okay,” Julian said quietly. “Here we—”

      “Jules!” A voice turned both our heads, and we were greeted by a pair in suits. They quickly exchanged hugs with Julian, and then he gestured at me.

      “So this is Marco,” Julian said with a broad smile. “Marco, this is Blake and Taylor. They’re the couple getting married.”

      I smiled as I extended my hand. I silently noted the pins on their respective lapels—He/Him for Blake, They/Them for Taylor. “It’s nice to meet you. And congratulations.”

      “Thank you.” Taylor smiled. “We’ve been looking forward to meeting you too.” They winked at Julian. “This one has been cagey as hell about you.”

      “Well, I didn’t want to give away any spoilers,” Julian said with a laugh. Sliding his hand over the small of my back, he grinned. “Besides, you would’ve just said his pictures were stock photos.”

      “Oh come on.” Blake rolled his eyes. “We’re not that skeptical of you snagging someone hot.”

      “He’s got a point, though.” Taylor stroked their chin and eyed me thoughtfully. “I might’ve thought those pictures came with the frame.”

      I laughed, though I was mildly uncomfortable. I had to keep reminding myself that this was just friendly banter. To them, I was their friend’s new boyfriend, and they were playfully complimenting both of us. They had no way of knowing that I was a prostitute, and that being openly objectified hit a little differently than if I really had been Julian’s new man. They weren’t actually trying to make me feel like a piece of meat, and they couldn’t know that that was basically what I was.

      “So.” Taylor gestured at me with their drink. “Julian tells us you’re a doctor?”

      I smiled, thankful for the subject change. “Yes. Finally paroled from residency.”

      They chuckled. “Is it really that bad?”

      “It’s pretty grueling. I do not miss those emergency rotations.” I made a face.

      “Ugh.” Blake grimaced. “Those sound brutal.” He paused, a grin tugging at his lips. “So is this the part where we embarrass Julian by asking you to look at weird growths?”

      “Oh!” Taylor nudged their fiancé. “I could have him look at that back mole! Hold my drink!” They shoved their glass into Blake’s hand and started unbuttoning their shirt.

      “You guys!” Julian tsked, but he was chuckling.

      “I mean, I can look,” I said with an innocent shrug. “Not much I can really tell you without a biopsy, but…” I glanced back toward the bar. “Those toothpicks for the garnishes looked pretty sharp…”

      Blake choked on his drink, and Taylor had to grab both glasses out of his hands.

      As Blake sputtered, Julian snickered. “You both deserved that, smartasses.”

      They laughed, especially as Blake pulled himself together. Clearing his throat, he gestured at me. “I like this guy, Jules. Maybe you should let him give a toast instead of—”

      “Oh, no you don’t.” Julian shook his head. “You’re getting a Julian speech, and you’re going to like it.”

      Blake turned a help me look on Taylor.

      Taylor put up a hand. “Don’t look at me, baby. You picked him as your best man.”

      “Ugh.” Blake huffed with theatrical indignance. “You both suck.” He instantly put up a hand and shot a warning look at both his partner and Julian. “Not a word. Not a word.”

      Both Taylor and Julian closed their mouths, having both apparently been poised to respond predictably to his last comment.

      “On that note.” Blake rolled his eyes and took his partner’s hand. “Let’s go say hello to our other guests.” To us, he said, “We’ll catch up with you two tonight. Marco, it was great to meet you.”

      “Likewise,” I said with a nod.

      Blake and Taylor left to greet others who were starting to arrive, and Julian and I headed for the bar to cash in our free drink tickets. I debated letting Julian take mine and sticking with water or a Coke, but this was the kind of event where I was allowed to drink in extreme moderation.

      At events where alcohol is served, the Emerald City manual spelled out, moderate drinking by a Gentleman is permitted. The rule of thumb is to always remain sober enough that, if necessary, he can drive his client home at any moment.

      That seemed like a good rule to take to heart tonight, especially with the way Julian was making a beeline for the bar.

      We ordered our drinks—a gin and tonic for him, a rum and Coke for me—and while the bartender mixed them, Julian turned to me “Nicely done so far,” he said under his breath. “A biopsy with cocktail toothpicks—well-played.”

      I just laughed, relieved that ‘so far’, I’d passed muster. Blake and Taylor seemed chill and friendly, and my sense of humor apparently blended seamlessly with theirs. The night was off to a good start.

      With our drinks in hand, we continued through the crowd much like the couple was doing, and I was introduced to a number of people Julian knew. I gauged how well he knew them or how close he was to them by the method of greeting. A stiff handshake meant I should be somewhat more reserved. A more relaxed handshake meant I could be, well, more relaxed. A hug generally meant this was someone Julian was close to, so I would be as friendly and charming as possible without coming on too strong.

      Also, it turned out the loaded in-laws were not, in fact, the family behind the Nordstrom department store empire, which made them slightly less intimidating. That is until I found out they were practically royalty at the helm (so to speak) of one of the largest cruise lines in the world. Then I suddenly understood how they’d been able to pay for the cruise, and yeah, I might’ve been kind of intimidated after all. Didn’t matter how often I rubbed elbows with billionaires in this line of work. They blew my mind.

      Intimidation aside, and circumstances of tonight’s gig notwithstanding, this whole mingling with people and pretending to be someone’s boyfriend was actually something I enjoyed about my job. Cole and I had once likened this part of being an escort to being a covert agent or a spy. It required playing a role and completely immersing myself in someone else’s persona. Reading the room and picking up on social cues was even more important than in a typical setting, because telling a badly-timed joke or being the one to awkwardly slam the brakes on a conversation could seriously screw something up for a client.

      That was part of why I loved being hired as an actual escort more than as a prostitute. I loved the challenge. I could blow a guy or fuck him, but the real skill came in convincing an entire room full of people that I was head over heels for the guy on my arm, or that I really was a doctor or a crypto trader. Convincing them I belonged there. That I was one of them.

      Maybe Luca was right when he’d suggested over drinks one night that I’d missed my calling.

      “You should’ve been a spy,” he’d mused. “Would’ve been damn good at it.”

      “Oh God, no.” Cole had gestured at me with his own drink and shaken his head. “Because then someone would give him a gun.”

      “Oh.” Luca had grimaced. “Okay, never mind. Stick with the hired dick thing.”

      I’d flipped them both off, and not for the first time that evening. Good times.

      Julian and I continued through the party, and I knew the instant he spotted his ex. He’d actually managed to relax a little after our conversation with Taylor and Blake, not to mention a couple of drinks, and he was smiling and laughing with his other friends and acquaintances. So the way his features tightened and his posture stiffened was anything but subtle.

      “Oh, fuck my life,” he grumbled into his glass.

      “Hmm?” I turned to him, eyebrows up. “Everything all right?”

      “Yeah. Just…” He nodded past my left shoulder. “Tony’s here.”

      I didn’t move. “What does he look like?”

      “The redhead with the green tie.”

      Hoping I was being a little less conspicuous than my client, I did a slow turn and swept my gaze around the room, making it look like I was just taking in the entire crowd rather than looking at anyone in particular.

      I found the ex. He wasn’t unattractive by any means. Shorter than Julian with coppery hair kept long enough it was just starting to curl. Definitely Irish or Scottish in there somewhere, judging by the hair color, and the fair skin. In a quiet and casual voice, I mused, “Hope he stocks up on sunscreen for the cruise.”

      Julian grunted. “Oh, he will. One second degree sunburn was more than enough for him.”

      I shuddered. The handful of times I’d been sunburned had reduced me to a pathetic infant for days. I was pretty sure if I ever burned to that much of a crisp, I’d just lie down and die.

      “And right on cue,” Julian said under his breath and through his teeth, “that must be the new fiancé.”

      A slightly taller man in a tailored plaid suit stepped up beside Julian’s ex. He was Black with short hair and broad shoulders, and the briefest glimpse of his face stirred a spark of recognition in me, but I couldn’t place him. Casually sipping my drink, I watched him wrap an arm around Tony’s waist. He turned his head to say something, bringing his face into profile, and—

      I whipped around, just barely managing to cover my mouth before I did a spit take all over Julian and the decorations.

      “What?” Julian asked, voice full of alarm. “Is something wrong?”

      My face burned, and I was painfully aware of at least a dozen people staring at me as if I’d committed some horrific faux paus. I coughed a few times, then waved my hand. “I’m fine,” I sputtered. “Just went down the wrong pipe.”

      That seemed to satisfy everyone else. Julian, however, was unconvinced.

      “What?” he demanded in a harsh whisper.

      “Nothing.” I shook my head. “It’s nothing. I really did…” I gestured at my throat.

      “Bullshit.”

      “I’m fine.”

      His eyes hardened. “If there’s something I should know about, speak now. Before I introduce you.”

      Again, I shook my head. “No. There’s nothing.”

      He studied me skeptically, but finally sighed. “All right. Let me get another drink, and then…” He took a deep breath, set his jaw, and stiffly offered me his elbow. “Let’s go introduce you to my ex.”

      Oh God.

      I put on my most placid, professional face as we headed for the bar.

      After Julian and I had fresh drinks in hand—just a Sprite for me now, though the slice of lime made it look duly spiked—we crossed the room. Julian’s expression was as relaxed as mine, but I could feel how cable-tight his muscles were even through his jacket sleeve.

      “Tony,” Julian said brightly. “How nice to see you.”

      His ex turned around, and the alleged fiancé followed suit. The fiancé met my gaze, and bless the man, he kept his surprise so subtle, I didn’t think it registered on anyone’s radar but mine.

      Julian and Tony exchanged the least comfortable handshake I’d ever seen. Then Tony put his hand on his new man’s back. “This is Andre. My fiancé.” He beamed as he said the last word.

      Julian’s smile was so tight, it was a legitimate miracle his teeth weren’t visible through his lips. He shook Andre’s hand and nodded toward me. “This is my boyfriend, Marco.”

      “Marco.” Tony extended his hand to me.

      Then Andre did the same, keeping his expression convincingly pleasant as he said, “It’s nice to meet you, Marco.”

      I struggled not to let my own smile shift to a knowing grin as I shook his hand. “You too.”

      There.

      Most uncomfortable introductions ever—completed.

      And…

      Silence.

      “So, Marco.” Tony looked at me like an art connoisseur might look at the valiant fingerpainting efforts of a kindergartener, and his tone was equally patronizing. “What do you do?”

      “I’m a physician at a family practice.”

      Andre’s eyebrow twitched, and he sipped his drink, managing to mask his amusement in the process.

      “A physician?” Tony grinned condescendingly and turned to Julian. “How impressive. How did you manage to snag a doctor?”

      Julian bristled beside me, but I just smiled and calmly beat him to the answer: “I swiped right.”

      Tony blinked, and I could almost hear something short-circuiting in his brain.

      Julian’s hackles lowered minutely. Without a word, he wrapped an arm around my waist, and we exchanged smiles. To seal the deal, I put my arm around his shoulders and kissed his temple.

      Tony’s jaw worked, but then he recovered and rested a hand on Andre’s shoulder. “We found each other on Elite Match.”

      Thank God I had practice resisting the urge to roll my eyes, because was there anything more pretentious than bragging that you’d met your man on an app specifically designed to help rich assholes find other rich assholes? One that required proof of income just to be approved for membership?

      Jesus, Julian. You can do so much better than this shit sandwich.

      “I’m surprised you’re not on that app, Marco.” Tony smiled placidly at me. “There were quite a few doctors on there.”

      “What makes you think I’m not?”

      Tony’s smile faltered so abruptly, it was hard not to chuckle. From the corner of my eye, I caught Andre hiding a subtle laugh behind his drink, which didn’t make it any easier for me to stay in control.

      Tony cleared his throat. “Well, we must have missed each other.”

      “We must have,” I agreed. “I did keep my search criteria fairly strict, though.” I sighed, gesturing with my drink. “Meant a lot fewer matches, but fewer matches means fewer duds.” I turned to Julian and offered a smile.

      He returned it, and then he pressed a kiss to my cheek. Tony was… not amused. He opened his mouth to speak, but Andre was faster.

      “Hey, baby.” He nudged Tony with his elbow. “Tell him about that one guy you talked to on the app. The one with half a dozen Teslas?”

      “Oh.” Tony groaned. “That guy…”

      Comparing notes on hookup app duds at least lightened the conversation a little bit before Tony found a reason for him and his “fiancé” to bow out. Julian glared at his back, but then he shook himself, took a deep swallow from his drink, and gently slipped out from under my arm.

      “Well.” He smiled like he absolutely didn’t mean it. “That was fun.”

      “Seriously.”

      He exhaled, rolling his shoulders and tilting his head from side to side as if his neck hurt. “I need another drink. And then let’s get something to eat before I get a hangry and stab him.”

      That sounded like a damn good idea to me. After we’d each made a pass through the buffet of hors d’oeuvres, the tension in Julian’s neck and shoulders steadily unwound. Before long, he was back to effortlessly chatting with people who weren’t Tony.

      Okay. Maybe this wouldn’t be so terrible after all. If their encounters were shitty but brief, we could all get through two weeks of wedding festivities without someone getting bludgeoned with a coconut. Especially on the ship, where I prayed we weren’t all signed up for the same activities.

      When I was reasonably sure Julian was in a good headspace, I slipped away for a moment under the pretense of getting another drink and a few more of those ham-wrapped dill pickles. No one needed to know that I just needed a breather. I mean, my glass was empty and the pickles were amazing, but… Christ.

      Someone appeared beside me at the table as I was picking up some celery sticks with a set of tongs.

      “I didn’t think I was going to run into you here.” Andre.

      I chuckled. “Yeah, this was, uh, unexpected.”

      “Uh-huh.” He glanced over his shoulder, then turned to me and lowered his voice. “So, is it just me, or is this—”

      “Supremely awkward? Inevitably going to be messy as fuck? A slow-motion train wreck?” I nodded sharply. “Just a bit, yeah.”

      He laughed dryly. “Imagine how much worse it’ll be for them if they find out we know each other.”

      “Or how we know each other.”

      Andre sucked his teeth. “Think we should give Anita a heads up about it?”

      “Nah. She’ll just remind us about the confidentiality policy.” I pretended to be interested in the sauce I was spooning onto my plate. “There isn’t much we can do except play along.”

      “True.” He picked up a plate himself and started dishing out some shrimp cocktail. “But don’t be surprised if I grab you on the cruise for a one-on-one bitch session in a bar.”

      I chuckled, glancing at him. “Don’t be surprised if I come looking for you first.”

      “Deal. Good luck, man.”

      “You too.”

      We went our separate ways, and I went to the bar to get another soda. While I waited for the bartender to pour it, I looked around. Tony was engrossed in a conversation with another guest when Andre arrived back at his side. Andre said something to him, earning him a smile. Tony wrapped an arm around his “fiancé’s” shoulders, but even as he continued his conversation, he stole brief glances toward Julian. Julian was on the opposite side of the room, talking animatedly with Blake and Taylor. He, too, occasionally cut his eyes toward his ex.

      Shaking my head, I faced the bar again. What would those two think if they ever found out that neither of them had a new man, and that they’d both hired escorts to create the illusion?

      On the surface, it seemed catty and petty to be so determined to show each other up and say I’ve moved on from you, asshole. But at the same time, it was kind of heartbreaking. How much did a person have to be hurting over their ex—and hurt by their ex—to go to these lengths to put up defenses? Because these two were doing the long game. It wasn’t just one party. This was multiple events over the course of weeks.

      What the fuck kind of mess is there between you two that I don’t know about yet?

      And why do I feel like I’m going to find out?

      I sent up a little prayer of thanks that even after all the heartache and drama I’d been through at the hands of boyfriends, I’d never found myself this consumed by the toxic need for an ex’s approval. I’d never needed to protect myself so fiercely from his disdain, either. Yeah, it always sucked when an ex decided to be a dick about “oh, still single?” or that patronizing “I’m sure you’ll find someone eventually,” but whatever the hell was going on between Julian and Tony was clearly painful as fuck.

      Meanwhile Andre and I were locked into Emerald City’s confidentiality policy. We couldn’t tell either of our clients the truth. All we could do was play our roles and let things happen.

      And I was willing to bet my entire pay for this booking that this was going to get messy.
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      I needed a break.

      Keeping up the “I’m in the same room with him but everything is fine” façade was exhausting. We’d mostly stayed away from each other after that initial new-boyfriend pissing contest. A few glances now and then. Passing each other on the way to the bar or the hors d’oeuvres table. Crossing paths while Taylor’s dad was herding me over to meet one of his colleagues. All in all, it had been best-case scenario.

      But the entire time—every goddamned second—I’d been aware of him. I’d felt him. I’d chastised myself constantly for caring about him, his presence, or his pretty new fiancé who was apparently rich to boot. We’d split up. It was over. We were adults.

      Get over him, Julian.

      I needed to, but it wasn’t going to happen tonight, so I politely bowed out for a little while to step outside onto the deserted terrace. The night was cool, and there was a bit of a breeze, so nobody was coming out here unless they needed to smoke. Fine by me.

      I kind of wished I still smoked. That would’ve given me a perfect excuse to disappear throughout the evening. Then again, it also would’ve been another reason for Tony to feel smug about his recent upgrade, since I doubted his gloriously perfect and pristine new fiancé had ever so much as been in the same room with an unlit cigarette.

      Rubbing my eyes, I swore quietly. This was seriously getting out of control. I’d hated myself for months for not being able to just let go of Tony, and tonight, that disgust was burning hotter than ever.

      Maybe it was because I was going to be in close proximity with him for a couple of weeks. Maybe that was it. We’d have to get along and coordinate a little since we were both the best men, and we’d have to pose for photos, smile together, be on the same ship, attend the same parties. I’d have to listen to his toast. He’d listen to mine.

      But then it would all be over, and I’d have no reason to cross paths with him. Was that all this was? I was just stressing out over being in tight confines with him? Because I’d been moving on (kind of) right up until the moment Blake had told me about the wedding and Tony’s new man. That was when I’d started mentally spiraling.

      So that had to be it. I wasn’t losing my shit over Blake. I was just struggling with being this close to him and Andre.

      Exhaling into the night, I walked over to the railing at the edge of the terrace and gazed out. In the distance, the I-90 and 520 bridges were lit up like runway lights, the former to the south and the latter to the north of Bellevue, cutting not-quite-parallel paths across the inky void that was Lake Washington toward the glittering Seattle skyline beyond the hills. The view was gorgeous; shame I hadn’t thought to come out here to watch the sunset. The Olympic Mountains were probably spectacular from up here, nestled against the horizon behind the city.

      Another night, I promised myself. I’d come up here for dinner, and I’d step out onto this terrace at sundown for a couple of quick photos.

      Can I afford to eat here?

      My heart sank along with my shoulders. Tony and I could have come here together, and not just for happy hour or a two-for-one special. On my own? Or with a date? With Marco? Ugh. No.

      As it was, the only reason I even could go on this cruise was because Taylor’s parents were paying for basically everything. Taking prospective escorts to fancy restaurants, and subsequently hiring Marco had maxed out two credit cards, the interest of which would eat into what reserves I had left after moving out of Tony’s place and renting one on my own. I was going to be living on a tight budget for a while. Suffice it to say, I was not going to find my next boyfriend on Elite Match.

      I pressed my elbows into the railing, closed my eyes, and kneaded my temples. I was so, so stupid. Bleeding myself dry just to shield my ego from my ex’s disdain? Really? I should’ve saved the money to spend on a therapist. Not that I was going to see one any time soon—I’d actually reached out to a few only to be put on three different waiting lists. I was pretty sure I could scrape up a copay by the time I saw one of them in, oh, six to eight months. Fuck me.

      In the meantime, I was on my own, being financially destructive and mentally terrible to myself, all because… why? Because it hurt like hell that my ex-boyfriend had moved on so damn fast with someone else? That while I had to pay someone to pretend to care about me, he’d found someone who met all his stringent criteria for marriage?

      Why wasn’t I good enough for you, Tony?

      I opened my eyes and glared out at all the sparkling reminders that, no, the world had not ended when Tony had booted my ass out. Damn it, I was such a pathetic idiot for still being this stupid for him. I should have stood up straight, squared my shoulders, and gone back into the party to enjoy my evening as a man who was free to live his life any way he wanted.

      But, no, I was out here pining for someone who was engaged to someone else. I was like every romcom punchline had congealed into one pathetic blob of loneliness, and then some higher power had decided it would be funny to zap it with lightning and make it sentient so it could be aware of what a lonely, pathetic punchline it was.

      Or maybe I just hadn’t had enough to drink. That was entirely possible.

      Oh, but getting shitfaced would be a bad idea. I was a fun drunk most of the time, but if I was sad, I was a miserable, depressed drunk, and I was as likely as anything to make a scene, pleading on my knees—literally—for Tony to give me another chance. Hell, now that I thought about it, I might not even need much more alcohol to get to that point.

      But I don’t want him back. Breaking up with me was his loss, not mine. I’m better off without him.

      …right?

      Groaning, I rubbed my stiff neck and stared up at the light-polluted sky. I hated myself for all the emotions coursing through me tonight. I hadn’t even realized it until now, but I’d been hoping Marco and I would show up tonight, and it would just be… anticlimactic. Tony would be off in his own little world. I’d be off in mine. We would have, like the pair of functional adults we were supposed to be, moved on with our lives. Maybe the introductions would be a little awkward, and maybe we wouldn’t go out of our way to be near each other, but we would coexist as if we’d dated a million years ago in high school, had bumped into each other at our class reunion, and had continued socializing without so much as a backwards glance or a pang of nostalgia. Then on the way home, I’d gently explain to Marco that I didn’t need him for the future wedding events after all, and I’d start looking forward to turning myself loose on a cruise ship as an unattached man on the hunt for some ass.

      Yeah, that wasn’t how things had gone down, and dear God, I hoped Marco didn’t bail on me now.

      All of that sounds like an absolutely healthy way to handle, like, anything, and could one of those therapists please have a cancellation ASAP?

      Seriously. Because I was thirty-two years old, for fuck’s sake. Why was I handling this breakup like an over-dramatic high school sophomore? Why the hell did Tony’s opinion matter this much to me? Why did he matter this much to me? Was it because I’d had a few drinks tonight? Or was this just months’ worth of emotions bubbling up?

      Either way, I couldn’t even begin to rationalize it because it was purely irrational, and I knew it.

      Every time it hit me just how much our split had hurt and how much it had fucked up my head, I was left even more confused. Was this a sign that I was better off without him? Or did it mean I needed to try to unfuck things between us?

      I wasn’t this miserable when I was with him. Maybe that should tell me something.

      I closed my fingers around the cool railing and exhaled into the night. That was it, wasn’t it? Nothing had felt right since we’d broken up. Was my obsession with proving I’d moved on really about showing him that I could do better? Or was I trying to make him jealous so he’d realize what he was missing? So he’d take me back?

      Sighing, I wiped my hand over my face. That was just stupid. He was engaged, for God’s sake. With as quickly as he’d jumped in with Andre, they’d probably been together since well before Tony and I had split, which meant I was better off without him anyway.

      But I didn’t feel better without him.

      Seeing him at the tuxedo shop had hurt. Seeing him tonight with another man on his elbow…

      Goddammit. No wonder I’m not over you. I want you back.

      And just what the hell do I have to offer that Andre isn’t—

      “Julian?” Marco’s smooth voice startled me out of my mental implosion. “You all right?”

      I swallowed hard, composed myself, then turned around. “Yeah. I’m… Yeah. I just…” I waved a hand toward the party. “It was getting a little stuffy.”

      He studied me. From his expression, I couldn’t tell if he was skeptical, concerned, or just calm and professional.

      And I was suddenly even more grateful that he was here tonight. I didn’t know which way was up. I didn’t know what I wanted, what I needed, what I was feeling, or what the fuck I should do about any of that.

      But through sheer luck, the man I’d hired to poke at my ex-boyfriend had turned out to be a calm, quiet presence. Whether he was looking at me out of skepticism, concern, or professionalism, he was waiting for me to tell him what I needed from him, and the fact that he would give me what I needed only because I’d hired him—I didn’t care. Pathetic or not, I was unexpectedly overwhelmed by the realization that if I just asked him to stand out here with me and stare at the city in silence, that was what he would do. No questions. No patronizing looks. No eyerolls.

      I’d been using way more energy than I could justify to hold up defenses and keep people from seeing what a wreck I was lately, and I didn’t care if it made sense—right now, for the first time in months, I felt like I could let down those barriers, lean on someone, and just breathe.

      Or maybe I’d had more to drink than I’d realized.

      Marco inclined his head. “Julian? You sure you’re okay?”

      “I’m…” I moistened my lips. “I am. Yeah. But…” I was suddenly drained. Physically, mentally, and emotionally exhausted, and it didn’t matter how pathetic that was. “I think I need to call it a night.”

      “Yeah?”

      I nodded slowly, wondering when that gesture had become so difficult. “It’s been a long week.”

      He held my gaze, and I was too tired to think real hard about whether he could see through me or not. God knew I was too tired to keep any poker face intact.

      “Okay.” He studied me. “Do, um… Do you want me to drive?”

      Somewhere deep inside, I was sure that if he’d asked me that a few hours ago, I’d have gotten defensive. I hadn’t hired him to be my Uber driver, damn it. And right now, I honestly wasn’t even sure if I was that drunk. Or if I was drunk at all.

      But I did know that I was tired, that I couldn’t focus, and that the thought of driving at all—never mind clear back to Seattle—made me want to collapse.

      So I took the valet ticket out of my pocket and handed it to him. “All right. Let me just go say goodbye to a few people.”
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      Julian hadn’t been drinking all that heavily. He’d paced himself more than I would have if I’d been in his shoes. He’d been steady on his feet. No slurring. No getting out of control like someone who was drunk. He was cheerful and talkative, sure, but just like someone who enjoyed visiting with people and was having a genuinely good time.

      But when I’d come out onto the terrace, he’d looked like he was about to pass out. Not necessarily from the booze, just… I don’t know. Like all the life had gone out of him.

      I’d thought he might get defensive when I asked for his keys. He didn’t strike me as the type who’d drive drunk or insist he was sober when he wasn’t; I just didn’t know him well enough to predict how he’d react.

      I hadn’t expected him to meekly hand over his valet ticket without so much as a flicker of resistance or even embarrassment that he might be unable to drive.

      When we’d gone back inside, the switch had flipped. His smile and easy charm had returned, and he’d taken his time saying goodbye to people he knew and those he’d just met. By the time we made it to the elevators, I was starting to wonder if I’d imagined the way he’d been outside.

      But, no—the doors slid shut, and he leaned against the wall and closed his eyes. He didn’t say a word as the elevator sank from the thirty-seventh floor to the underground garage. At the valet station, he came to life for a moment, fished a twenty out of his wallet to tip the driver, then let me take the keys without any fanfare. In the car, he put his address into the GPS, and we left.

      I was halfway to the freeway when he stiffened in the passenger seat. “I can’t have you take me home—I picked you up, remember?”

      “I’ll get an Uber.” I shifted gears and changed lanes so I could take the onramp after the next light. “It’s no big deal.”

      “An—oh. Right.” He paused. “Let me know how much it is. I’ll cover it. I can… I don’t know. Venmo it to you or give you cash.”

      “It’s fine.”

      To my surprise, he didn’t push the issue. I suspected he’d rally once he’d had some sleep and could think clearly. Right now, I didn’t think he had it in him to stay awake, never mind argue.

      I was right—I’d barely merged onto the freeway before he’d dozed off beside me.

      While he slept, I pressed my elbow against the door and rubbed the back of my neck. What a night. A night that did not bode well for the extended booking that was currently looming.

      As much as I needed the money, and as much as I tried to be a consummate professional, I couldn’t lie—I was having second thoughts. Following the mostly deserted floating bridge across Lake Washington toward Seattle with Julian asleep beside me, I was seriously considering bailing on this whole arrangement. Because weddings were emotionally charged already, and holy shit, nothing said “courting disaster” like bitter exes each hiring escorts to bring to said wedding for the express purpose of making the other jealous.

      Under normal circumstances—assuming something like this could ever happen under anything anyone would call normal circumstances—it would be a single evening of everyone gritting their teeth while the two exes trotted out their “new boyfriends.” At most, three evenings, counting the engagement party and the rehearsal. It would be miserable but brief, and before I knew it, Andre and I would be at a bar somewhere, rolling our eyes as we drank away our clients’ drama.

      These… were not normal circumstances.

      We’d all made it through the engagement party. There was talk of other wedding-related gatherings in the days leading up to the ceremony itself since guests were flying such a long way to attend, and then…

      Oh, fuck me.

      Ten days. On a cruise. With Julian, Tony, and Andre.

      No, this wouldn’t end in catastrophe. Nooo. Never. Not a chance.

      “Fuck,” I muttered as I followed the ramp from I-90 onto I-5 in Seattle.

      “Hmm?” Julian stirred. “You say something?”

      “Oh. Uh.” I cleared my throat. “Just some idiot who didn’t know how to merge.” I gestured at the nearly-empty freeway.

      “Figures.” He sat up, rubbing his eyes. “Are we downtown already? Did I fall asleep?”

      “Yeah. In fact we’re almost to your exit.” I pointed at one of the green and white signs overhead just before it whipped past.

      “Damn. Sorry. I didn’t mean to…” He shook his head. “Guess the party knocked me on my ass.”

      Can’t imagine why. “It’s fine.”

      The silence hung on as the GPS directed me the last few turns to Julian’s apartment. From there, he pointed me to his assigned parking space, and I pulled in and shut off the car. Without the road noise or the hum of the engine, the silence was even more pronounced, and we glanced awkwardly at each other.

      “I’ll, um…” I gestured with my phone. “Like I said, I’ll get an Uber. Then I guess I’ll see you at the airport?”

      Avoiding my gaze, he nodded. “Yeah. I’ll email you the rest of the details.” He turned to me. “Do you want to come upstairs while you wait? I hate to leave you out here and—”

      “It’s okay. I don’t like to keep the drivers waiting.”

      “Oh.”

      More silence while I quickly summoned an Uber. Once that was done, we both took off our seat belts and got out. I handed over his keys.

      And… more awkwardness. I wished I could read his mind right then. Something was obviously bothering him that hadn’t been earlier, but was it my place to push?

      Sliding his hands into his pockets, he took a deep breath. “So, um. Any questions about the trip or, um… Anything?” He was clearly stalling, likely because he felt weird about leaving me to wait in the parking lot. I appreciated the consideration, but I kind of wished he’d go up to his apartment so I could exhale.

      “Not really, no.” I scratched the back of my neck. “Would I be out of line to suggest we avoid your ex as much as possible on the cruise?” My own question made me cringe. I was known for being blunt to a fault, and tonight I was tired and frustrated, so my filter wasn’t doing so hot.

      Before I could apologize for being unprofessional, though, Julian laughed, sounding as fatigued as I was. “It’s not a bad idea. I don’t know how easy that’ll be on a ship, but I know which excursions and activities he absolutely will and will not sign up for.” With a halfhearted chuckle, he added, “I can use that to plan our itinerary.” Beat. “Uh, assuming you’re game to do—”

      “I’m game for whatever you sign us up for. What do they even have on a boat?”

      “Don’t know. I need to fill in the itinerary soon, though, so I’ll look that over tomorrow, and then I can email you the options?”

      I nodded, and some headlights approaching from the corner of my eye gave me hope that this uncomfortable evening was about to end. “I’ll watch for the email.”

      “Okay.” He smiled. “I’ll get that to you tomorrow, then.”

      “Perfect.” The headlights turned into the parking lot, and relief rushed through me as the car slowed. “I think that’s my ride.”

      “Right. Awesome.” He took a step back, inching toward the apartment lobby. “We’ll talk soon. And, um, thanks again. I know tonight was, uh, interesting.”

      Interesting? Understatement of the year, pal.

      “You’re welcome. See you soon.”
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      “So, wait.” Cole inclined his head and stared incredulously at me from where he sat on his sofa. “Did he hire you to make his ex jealous and beg him to come back? Or just to prove the ex wrong about thinking he couldn’t do better?”

      “That’s just it.” At the other end of the sofa, I absently swirled my half-gone coffee. “I don’t know. I’m not even sure he knows. A little of both, maybe?”

      “Wow. That sounds stressful as hell for everyone involved.”

      “It really is.” Sighing, I shook my head. “I swear, I feel like I’m in the middle of something that’s about to go nuclear.”

      “Sounds like it.” Cole grimaced. “Especially since things like that tend to go nuclear at weddings.”

      “Right?”

      “Ugh. Jesus, dude.”

      I took a swallow of coffee. I didn’t feel too guilty about venting about my arrangement with Julian as long as I did it in private and kept it vague enough to be anonymous. I interpreted our confidentiality agreement as being a little like HIPAA—we could discuss experiences and situations as long as we didn’t disclose identifying information about our clients. Cole had no way of connecting anything I was telling him to an actual person, especially since he was no longer attached to Emerald City. I wasn’t sure if Anita, the company’s owner, would agree, but I trusted Cole to keep his mouth shut, so I wasn’t worried about this getting back to her.

      Lowering my coffee, I met my friend’s gaze. “You know what’s really messed up?”

      Cole’s eyebrows climbed. “You mean it gets worse?”

      “Uh-huh.” I put my coffee aside. “I met the ex and his new fiancé the other night. The new fiancé?” I dropped my voice to barely a whisper even though we were alone: “He’s another Gentleman.”

      “No.” Cole stared at me, eyes huge and jaw slack. “You are not serious.”

      “I’m completely serious. He recognized me too.” Close enough; in the name of confidentiality, I didn’t tell him that Andre and I were friends. Rubbing my forehead, I groaned. “So now he and I have to show up and do this little dance, and neither of our clients has any idea that we’re…” I sighed and sat back. “It’s going to be a disaster. One way or another, this is blowing up in someone’s face.”

      “Yeah, that’s a safe bet. Holy fuck.” Cole cradled his coffee between his hands. “So what are you going to do?”

      “What else can I do?” I asked. “I’ve already agreed to the booking, and if I bail now, he’ll have to scramble to find someone else. Anita would have my head.”

      “Okay, true. But still. I mean, you’re talking about going on a cruise. What happens if things go to shit and you guys need to get away from each other? Not just disappear somewhere on the boat, but like, sleep somewhere else?”

      Shaking my head, I exhaled. “I guess I just check my bank balance repeatedly and remind myself it’ll be over soon.”

      Cole quirked his lips. “I mean, that got me through the last extended booking I agreed to.” Wrinkling his nose, he added, “See why I quit doing them?”

      “Ooh, yeah. At least my guy went out of his way to give us an itinerary that will keep us from crossing paths with his ex as much as possible.”

      “That’s a plus.”

      “It is. And thank God he didn’t put us down for indoor skydiving. I’m not sure how excited I am about wine-tasting or a Nintendo Wii tournament, but if that means a couple of ex-free hours?” I shrugged. “Fine.”

      Cole’s eyebrow flicked up and his mouth twitched with barely contained amusement. “Wine-tasting? A video game tournament? You?”

      “Hey. It was what was available on the ship, and it’s what the client wants to do.”

      “Uh-huh.” He gestured at me with his coffee cup. “But I want pictures—no, videos! Because I don’t believe for a second that you’ll be able to get through that without spontaneously combusting out of sheer boredom.”

      “Oh yeah?” I raised my chin. “What’s that bet worth to you?”

      Cole’s lips quirked as he seemed to give it some actual thought. Then he put his cup down with an emphatic click and looked me right in the eye. “Video or photographic evidence of you legitimately enjoying one or both of those activities, or else dinner and booze are on you when you get back.”

      I laughed. “Okay. You’re on.” Humor fading, I sighed. “At this rate, those activities will probably be the highlight of this little adventure.”

      “Yeah, probably. Well, if you need someone to bitch to while you’re underway, you know where to find me. Assuming you have reception out there.”

      “If I don’t, I might just find a payphone or whatever the hell they have onboard.” I didn’t mention that Andre and I might steal away for some client-related venting. Even with Andre on the ship, there was still a good chance I’d be calling Cole. He was good at talking me down when I was ready to tear out my hair over something.

      “And in the meantime…” Cole grinned. “You can have tons of fun playing Nintendo Wii with a bunch of old people!”

      I chuckled halfheartedly.

      Yeah. Couldn’t fucking wait.
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      Marco isn’t bailing, is he?

      Pacing by the gate as the clock crept toward boarding time, I threw another furtive glance down the deserted concourse. Still no sign of him.

      I gnawed my lip and tapped my fingers on the laptop case strap that was slung over my shoulder. We’d texted back and forth last night, confirming today’s flight. He’d insisted he understood how bad traffic could be around SeaTac and that security lines can be ridiculous. Even with priority boarding, which we had, getting through security was sometimes e a long process.

      So where the fuck is he?

      I checked my phone. Okay, so we still had a solid hour before we boarded. Our plane wasn’t even here yet. But I was freaked the hell out about a lot of things relating to this trip, and I needed Marco to show his fucking face so I could stop panicking about one of those things.

      I closed my eyes and took a few slow, deep breaths. At least Tony wasn’t on my flight. It would be just my luck that we’d wind up sitting opposite each other, and fuck that. Fortunately, I was heading over before almost anyone. Blake and Taylor were on Maui visiting Taylor’s parents, and they would all take a hop to Honolulu the day after tomorrow. Tony and his new man would be there a few hours later.

      I’d been pushing my boss’s good graces by asking for this much time off, but she’d conceded when I’d again promised to keep up on email every day and work remotely at least every three days. It would mean some juggling and probably bowing out of events and activities, but such was the price of being able to attend Blake’s wedding, fulfill the role of best man, and stay gainfully employed.

      Though if I got fired, that would be some motivation to move forward with that whole “get a better job” thing I’d been dragging my feet on for the last couple of years.

      Sighing, I rubbed my neck and tried not to think about that. I was on vacation (sort of). The last thing I needed was another reason to tear out my hair. So for the next couple of weeks, the job hunt was not a priority at all. It would be categorized along with unpacking in my new apartment—shit that could wait until I got home.

      As it was, I had a mile-long to-do list starting as soon as I dragged my carcass out of bed tomorrow. Blake’s anxiety was through the roof, especially with planning things from twenty-five hundred miles away, and in order to get his blood pressure down to a safe level, I’d promised him and Taylor that I’d take care of things before they landed. That meant a ton of things to do, but also a ton of things to keep my mind off the man who’d be standing behind Taylor during the ceremony. And I’d take any distraction from Tony that I could—

      “There you are.” Marco’s voice snapped me out of my thoughts.

      I turned around, and instantly my own anxiety came down several notches.

      Oh, thank God. There you are.

      And… whoa. Yeah. There you are.

      Like me, he was dressed down, and it was criminal how hot he looked in a pair of jeans, a 7 Dragons T-shirt, and a Seattle Breakers baseball cap. Some guys cleaned up good and were hot as hell in a suit, but were kind of “meh” when they went casual. Not Marco. It was almost the opposite. Holy shit.

      I cleared my throat as he slid his backpack off his shoulders. “Any trouble getting through security?” For fuck’s sake. Was that the best I could do for airport small talk? When I was this wound up… Yeah, probably.

      Marco shrugged, pulling a water bottle out of the backpack’s side pocket. “Nah. The line was a mile long, so I went to the other checkpoint and got through in like ten minutes.” He held up the water bottle. “Do you mind watching my stuff for a minute while I go fill this?”

      “No problem. Go for it.”

      “Thanks. Back in a minute.” He left his bags beside mine and strode off. That was a smart move—bring an empty bottle through security, then fill it after the checkpoint. I’d promised myself a dozen times I’d do that, but I always forgot.

      I sat down next to our bags and released a breath. Okay. Marco was here. That brought my stress down by a lot. Of course my brain still went through its usual bullshit when I stopped to think about him coming with me on this trip.

      Am I really doing this? Did I really hire someone to—

      Yes, I fucking did, and he was here, and I was here, and our flight was leaving soon. There was no turning back, and I didn’t want to turn back. Having Marco there would take Tony down a peg and take the wind out of his sails when he tried to flaunt his new man again. Which he would. Because I knew him.

      Because, I admitted with a silent cringe, it was what he’d done with me when we’d first started dating. I hadn’t realized it at the time because I’d been so deliriously and obliviously in love with Tony, but it hadn’t been a coincidence that we’d kept running into his ex. Hindsight was painfully 20/20, and I kind of wish that ex hadn’t left Seattle, if only so I could visit one of his haunts and apologize for letting Tony use me to taunt him.

      So I knew Tony’s games. He had a sexy new man who he was apparently planning to marry, and he didn’t even have to parade him through my favorite restaurants, bookstores, and neighborhoods. For the next two weeks, I was a captive audience.

      But unlike the ex who came before me, I had someone on my arm too. A human shield, of sorts. Except Marco knew the deal. He was getting paid to be present and deflect some of Tony’s smug bullshit, and there were no false pretenses or expectations.

      So why did I still feel guilty about it?

      Probably for the same reason I was currently thinking “fuck Tony, fuck everything he does, and fuck me for ever dating him,” but I would probably be pining after him again in twenty minutes—because nothing in my head made sense anymore. I loved him. I hated him. I never wanted to see him again. I ached for just a glimpse of him. Had I always been this stupid over men? Or was Tony just a special case who’d managed to uniquely scramble my brain?

      Whatever it was, being stuck on a boat with him for ten days kind of made me want to hole up in the cabin and work the entire time. At least then I wouldn’t—

      “Oh hey.” Marco appeared and gestured past me with the water bottle he’d filled. “Our plane’s here.”

      I turned to look out the window, and sure enough, the plane was pulling up to the gate. Right on time, too. One less thing to stress about. Facing Marco again, I said, “I don’t think they’re boarding for a while, but at least it’s here.”

      He nodded, still watching the plane. His expression was hard to read, but there was some tension in his features. Then he looked away and brought his water bottle to his lips. After a few swallows, he asked, “Do you want to go grab anything to eat or get some gum or something?” He gestured at our luggage. “I can watch all this while you’re gone.”

      “Nah, I’m fine. I’ve got everything I need.” I pushed myself up from the chair with a groan. “Probably shouldn’t sit for too long, though, since I’m going to be chained to a seat for six hours.”

      Marco made a face. “I believe I was promised teleportation by now. What the hell?”

      “Right?”

      “Eh. At least we don’t have to fly back.”

      “Speaking of,” I paused. “I was thinking we could take the train back from Vancouver instead of renting a car. Less traffic, and if we’re tired, we don’t have to watch the road.”

      “It’s your call.” He shrugged. “The train ride from there to here is nice, so it’s got my vote if you want to go that route.”

      “Oh, you’ve done it?”

      Marco nodded. “Couple of times. It’s more fun to visit when you don’t have to deal with parking and traffic.”

      I grunted in agreement. “Okay, sold. I’ll book the train tickets… Eh. Later.”

      “Cool.”

      I almost let myself marvel at how easy it was to float ideas by Marco without any pushback. The “sure, we can do that” attitude wasn’t one I was used to.

      But of course that was his attitude.

      I suppressed a sigh.

      Maybe someday I’ll meet someone who doesn’t need to get paid to consider my ideas.
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      I could have kissed Taylor’s parents. They were not only footing the bill for the entire trip, they’d insisted that everyone in the wedding party travel first class.

      “Oh, these are amazing.” I sank into my plush, roomy seat and smiled. “Being stuck in this for six hours won’t be so bad.”

      Marco laughed, buckling his seat belt. “Beats the hell out of…” He gestured over his shoulder with his thumb.

      “No kidding. I’m so going to enjoy this while it lasts.” Left to my own devices, upgrading to Economy Plus was an indulgence that required careful budgeting. If Taylor’s parents wanted everyone to travel in cushy first class comfort, I was not going to complain.

      A flight attendant squeezed past the other passengers who were still boarding, and she smiled at us. “Could I get either of you something to drink?”

      “I’ll take a rum and Coke, please,” Marco said quickly. “A double, if that’s an option.”

      I gaped at him. Hadn’t he said he didn’t drink when he was working? Then I realized the flight attendant was still waiting for me to respond. “Uh. Oh. Um.” I thought fast. “A gin and tonic. Thanks.”

      She flashed us another smile, then slipped past the other passengers to make our drinks. When she returned a moment later, I had to say, she made a damn good gin and tonic.

      Beside me, Marco didn’t bother sipping the drink—he took a deep swallow, almost draining the entire cocktail in one go.

      I raised my eyebrows. “Tough day?”

      “I, um…” He cleared his throat and sheepishly met my gaze. In a subtly unsteady voice, he said, “I hate flying.” From the way he said it, he didn’t mean he hated the inconvenience, the headache, or being cooped up in a steel tube with snoring passengers and screaming babies. If I was reading him right, Marco was afraid of flying.

      “Oh.” I cradled my own drink between both hands. “Are you going to be all right for the flight? You don’t take a Valium or anything?”

      “I can’t.” He laughed uneasily. “Not when I’m working.”

      I flicked my eyes toward his drink. He noticed.

      Cheeks coloring, he put down the glass and pressed back against his seat. “Would it be too much to ask for you to not tell my boss?”

      “No, of course not. I was just trying to think if there was anything else that might help along with the booze. This is a long flight—I don’t want you to be miserable.”

      He looked at me, brow creased as if he wasn’t sure he’d heard me right. “I don’t suppose you have some Valium on you?”

      I shook my head. “Sorry.”

      “Damn.” He took another drink, this time a smaller sip. “I’ll be fine. Honestly. I just really, really don’t like flying.” Gesturing with his glass, he added, “I won’t get hammered or anything. Promise.”

      “No, it’s fine. I understand. On a flight this long, do whatever you need to get through it.”

      He studied me, then smiled faintly. “Thanks.”

      True to his word, he didn’t drink heavily. From the way he white-knuckled the armrest during takeoff, I had a feeling that was the worst part for him. Once we were in the air, he relaxed a little, and after a second double rum and Coke, he fell asleep. If that was what it took to get him through the flight, well, more power to him.

      As the flight went on and Marco dozed, I surreptitiously watched him. Even with his baseball cap partially shading his face, I could still see most of his features.

      With all the wedding preparation and the stress of facing down my ex, I’d overlooked one tiny detail until now—and that was the guy I’d be in close quarters with for the next two weeks. The guy I’d be rooming with.

      Of course, now that we had one-bed accommodations waiting for us…

      Now that this man was my “boyfriend” for the next couple of weeks…

      Now that there was no turning back…

      It only made sense that this was the moment when I realized that I hadn’t just hired a professional to be joined at my hip. No, I’d hired a man who’d clearly started in his line of work for a reason, and that reason wasn’t just that he was a smooth conversationalist.

      How did I not notice that you’re hot?

      Because, oh, wow, he was. I’d seen him in suits and in his element, and I’d seen him dressed down, but there was something about him right now that made my pulse jump. Something about how he looked after he’d shown a little vulnerability like a real human being instead of impossibly flawless arm candy. Dozing there beside me with his baseball cap partway shadowing his face, he didn’t look like an airbrushed model from a magazine or a romance novel cover. The gray in his hair and in the stubble on his jaw were just normal signs of age, not highlights added to make him hotter. There were some faint lines on his face, and I thought I saw a small scar on his chin.

      In my head, I’d made him out to be the hired trophy boyfriend, and hadn’t given his appearance much more thought than that. Now, though, he looked… real. He looked attainable. I was high as balls if I thought I had a snowball’s chance in hell of attaining someone like him, but just the realization that he was a regular person made him dizzyingly attractive.

      Maybe that meant I needed a stronger drink, because Jesus Christ. I’d wanted a hot man by my side for this trip, and whoa, had I gotten what I paid for. Shame I’d been too hyper-focused on Operation: Deal With Tony to consider asking Marco about some of the other services he offered.

      I shifted in my seat, trying not to stare like a creeper but totally unable to look anywhere but at him.

      Damn it. We hadn’t addressed the topic of sex. The Emerald City app didn’t explicitly state that arrangements involved sex—probably because that was illegal—but a lot of profiles made cagey comments about it. It didn’t take a gutter-mind to read between lines in profiles and understand when someone was really saying, “I’m an exclusive top” or “oral is absolutely my jam.”

      From Marco’s profile, he was mostly a top, and he could even be a little bit of a Dom if that was what someone wanted. I was vers and not particularly submissive, but something about the idea of him turning on the Dom role piqued my curiosity. It didn’t have to get overly kinky—there was just something really hot about the right guy getting a little rough and letting me know he was in charge.

      The thought of this guy getting that rough and taking charge was… ungh. Hot. Maybe that was because Marco was so mellow and chill. The juxtaposition between his regular personality and someone who’d grab my wrists and growl in my ear was enough to make my heart pound.

      But was that even on the table for him and me? I was pretty sure he was one of the escorts who was game for sex with clients, but we hadn’t discussed it. The question was, would negotiating it now put him at a disadvantage? Or make him feel like he was at a disadvantage? It seemed like this was something we should have ironed out before he’d agreed to the booking. Before he was, for all intents and purposes, on the clock.

      It wouldn’t be fair to bring it up now that our agreement was in full swing, especially when we were half an ocean away from home. He couldn’t just call time and walk out. Not as easily as he could if we were in Seattle. Even if I emphatically assured him that there was no pressure and he wasn’t obligated to add sex to our agreement, there was no way to be sure he wouldn’t feel that pressure.

      No, it was too late to bring it up.

      Shame, too, because Marco was hot, and I hadn’t been touched since before Tony and I split up.

      Awesome. Two weeks in Hawaii and on a cruise with a man I couldn’t touch while my ex was flaunting—and undoubtedly fucking—his new fiancé.

      With a sigh, I pressed the flight attendant button.

      And this time, I ordered a double.
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      Julian and I hadn’t discussed hotel accommodations. The family who was paying for the wedding was arranging all of that, apparently, and they’d made reservations for all of us. They’d even had ours start early so we could get to town to take care of any necessary pre-wedding logistics.

      The family had every reason to believe Julian and I were a couple. Julian quite clearly wanted at least one member of the wedding party to believe we were living in sin.

      So, even though we hadn’t discussed it, it was kind of a no-brainer, what would be waiting for us when we checked into our hotel in Oahu.

      Maybe it was the alcohol that had abandoned ship and left me with a throbbing headache. Maybe it was the jetlag. Maybe I just hadn’t quite gotten my head around this.

      All I knew was my heart jumped into my throat when I walked into that hotel room and saw one bed.

      It was a king bed, so there was that. Odds were, whatever we slept in on the ship would be… not. But at least while we were on land and still getting the hang of sharing a bed like the couple we absolutely weren’t, we had a little bit of elbow room.

      Julian gave the bed a rueful look as he parked his suitcase by one of the nightstands. “Is, um… Is this going to work?”

      I cleared my throat and shrugged. “Yeah. Yeah. Totally.” I forced a laugh. “Kind of figured this is what we’d have.”

      “Right. Yeah. I, um…” He swallowed hard.

      I studied him. “Is it going to work for you?”

      Moistening his lips, he nodded, and he looked at me through his lashes. “It’ll be fine. This is just the first time I’ve slept next to someone since…”

      “I get that. Well, if it’s any consolation, I’m exhausted from the flight, so I’ll probably be out cold in about two minutes.”

      That actually made him laugh, and the tired smile that broke through gave me a momentary and irrational pang of regret that I hadn’t been lying about being exhausted.

      If I had some more energy…

      What? No. Dude. That’s not what this arrangement is.

      Oh. Right. It was practically a habit to have sex with my clients, so sleeping with one without, well, sleeping with him, was kind of weird. Which made sense, since everything about this booking was weird.

      And it’s not over yet. God help me.

      On the bright side, the flight had kicked both of our asses. We each grabbed a shower to wash away the grossness of being on a plane, and we went through our nighttime routines. That was pretty uneventful. Teeth brushed. Clothes changed. Cell phones plugged in.

      Then we slid under the covers of that huge bed and shut off the lights.

      In under a minute, Julian’s breathing had fallen into that familiar steady pattern of someone who’d drifted off.

      Me? I had about another minute to think that maybe this wasn’t so bad, and even the smaller bed on the boat would probably be fine.

      Then exhaustion grabbed hold of me too.

      And I fell asleep beside Julian.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Our first day in Honolulu, Julian had a long list of tasks he needed to perform as best man. He’d insisted I didn’t have to accompany him on all his errands, and he said I could take off and do whatever while he was in the room making phone calls or out running around, but I stuck close in case he needed help with something.

      “Are you sure?” he asked as he started the rental car. “I’m paying you to be here, but that doesn’t mean you have to let me drag you around.”

      “It’s fine.” I pulled on my seat belt. “And if you need another pair of hands or someone to make calls…”

      “Oh, no, don’t worry about that.” He glanced at me before focusing on the backup camera so he could back out of the parking space. “But fair warning, I get a little bit Type A when I start working on a list, so if you want to stop for lunch or whatever, speak up.”

      I nodded. “Will do.”

      Turned out he was not joking about being “a little bit Type A.” I’d kind of known that about him when I met him, given his propensity to micromanage, but Julian with a to-do list was a sight to behold. When we’d met, he’d been stressed about whether our cover story would hold, how convincing we’d be as a couple, and what his ex would think.

      Today, he was a man on a mission.

      I’d quietly wondered why he was handling a lot of it in person instead of calling, and I’d guessed he was just one of those people who hated talking on the phone. Turned out his insistence on physically going to the different places was a really, really good idea.

      Like when he drove to the restaurant where the rehearsal dinner would be held to make sure there was enough room for the wedding party. Good thing, too—they’d made a mistake on the reservation and had us down for the Diamondhead Lounge instead of the Aloha Room, which would have worked, but it would have been don’t-tell-the-fire-marshal tight. After the restaurant manager made a quick call to the smaller party who’d mistakenly been booked in the Aloha Room, the issue was resolved with a million times less headache than if tables had been arranged and guests had been showing up.

      Or when he went by the bakery and he discovered that whoever had placed the order had chosen a cake that would feed about a hundred people, not two hundred-plus. After a quick phone call to his friend’s future mother-in-law, Julian ordered a pair of large sheet cakes to accompany the wedding cake and make sure there was enough for everyone.

      They were small issues, and I was surprised each time he gracefully rolled with the punches and implemented solutions. He never raised his voice at the restaurant employees or manager when he’d realized the mix-up, and he patiently waited while calls were made to resolve the problem. In fact, he used that time to make some more calls and check on party bus reservations to transport guests from the ceremony to the reception, the performance times of the fire dancers, and that the caterers were aware of a handful of food allergies among the guests. When he’d caught the cake snafu, he and the baker had come up with a few solutions before he’d called Taylor’s mom about it. Good thing, too, since she’d been mortified by the error (apparently she’d placed the order) and was beyond relieved that Julian had both caught and corrected it. His position on her Christmas card list was probably in permanent ink by this point.

      I was hardly bored tagging along, because it was just fascinating to watch him in what was apparently his element. This was a side of Julian I hadn’t seen before, and one I really hadn’t imagined existing. He always seemed so anxious and uptight, but when he was turned loose on a mission with a to-do list in hand, he went into laser-focused problem-solver mode. I would have killed for colleagues like him back when I’d been using my engineering degree.

      We stopped for lunch around two in the afternoon, and afterward, got back in the car to finish his list.

      “Okay, I want to swing into the venue for the ceremony.” He tapped his fingers rapidly on top of the gearshift. “They insisted they’re set up to accommodate Blake’s niece’s wheelchair, but I want to get eyes on those accommodations and be absolutely sure.”

      I nodded. “Good idea.”

      The venue was a small resort on a gorgeous beach with a spectacular view of the ocean. There was another wedding happening today, judging by the archway and the chairs being set out.

      We went into the main office, and a young Hawaiian named Kalea woman greeted us and asked what she could do for us.

      “I just need to check on something for my friend’s wedding this Tuesday.” Julian pulled his tablet out of his laptop case and put it on the desk between them. As he opened up an image, he said, “Here’s the seating chart the couple drew up for the ceremony, and here”—he zoomed in—“is where one side of the family is going to be sitting.” Lifting his gaze, he asked, “His niece is in a wheelchair, and he’d really like to have her up front with everyone else. Is that going to be doable?”

      Kalea peered at the image. “Hmm. Okay, with her sitting up near the front like that…” She furrowed her brow. “Hang on a sec.” Without waiting for a response, she picked up a telephone receiver and made a call, asking someone named Manu to come up to the desk. After she’d hung up, she said to Julian, “I’m like ninety-nine percent sure we can do this, but he knows more than I do about the physical logistics, so I want to bring him in to make sure we’re all on the same page.”

      Julian nodded. “That’s fine. I really appreciate it.”

      It took about fifteen minutes before Manu came down. “Sorry to keep you waiting,” he said as he shook hands with us. “What can I do for you?” Then he nodded along while Julian explained the situation.

      “I know we talked about this on the phone last week,” Julian said. “I just wanted to triple-check and make sure everything is a go before we’re all running around getting the wedding off the ground.”

      “Good idea,” Manu said. “We accommodate people all the time, but now that you mention that he wants her sitting near the front…” His eyes lost focused and he chewed his lip.

      Julian tensed. “You don’t think it’s possible?”

      “No, no, it’s not that. Here’s the thing.” Manu flattened his palms on either side of the iPad. “Any temporary ramp or path we put down is going to be on top of sand. We’ll do everything we can to stabilize it, and it’s almost always perfectly fine. But we want to be sure she’s safe, you know?” He gestured at the screen. “The farther we go into the sand, the more risk there is of something getting off-balance or the sand shifting under it, and that’s a safety issue. So our best bet is to have her use the path that’s already there, and the shortest route possible from the path to the seating area.”

      Julian nodded. “Okay, that makes sense.”

      “Except then she’ll be all the way over here and might not be able to see very…” Manu scratched his chin. “How dead set is the couple on the seating arrangement?”

      “Depends. What do you have in mind?”

      “Well…” Manu pulled the tablet closer. “We’ve got the traditional rows, right? But what if we curve the rows a little”—he traced an imaginary curve over the existing arrangement—“to make kind of a semicircle? If we do that, and we move the ceremony about eight feet to the south, that puts the end of this row close to the existing path. She’ll still need a small ramp to get to the row, but it’ll be safer for her, and she’ll still be able to see the ceremony.”

      I craned my neck. He was right. The original configuration meant taking her all the way down the accessible ramp, which would take her to nearly the back row, then up a temporary ramp to where her family would be sitting. The shifted ceremony and semi-circular seating he was proposing meant that instead of going down the last long section of the ramp, she’d come down right at the last turn, which would put her within a few feet of the place Blake wanted her to sit. The curve of the row would bring her closer to the altar, giving her (and other people in the rows behind her) a better view.

      “I like it,” Julian declared. “And it won’t be too much hassle? Moving the whole ceremony over?”

      “Not at all!” Manu waved his hand. “Especially when we haven’t even started setting up for it. Even if we had, it’s doable, but like this? Pfft. No problem at all. So is that what you want to do?”

      Julian nodded. “Yes, definitely. Thank you. This is perfect.”

      Kalea frowned. “Are you sure you want to move it over, though?” She pointed where the archway was supposed to be set up. “There’s a little clump of trees and stuff over here, and that’s going to partially obstruct the view of the ocean.”

      Julian stared at the iPad for a long moment. I suspected he was going to pull out his phone and call Blake, but to my surprise, he said, “Let’s move it over and adjust the seating arrangement.” Gesturing at Manu, he added, “I love your idea. Let’s go with that.”

      Kalea straightened. “Do you want to confirm with the couple?”

      “Don’t need to.” Julian shook his head. “I promise you, he’d be insulted if I even asked him to decide between a slightly obstructed view of the ocean and having his niece off to the side where she can barely see.”

      She didn’t look convinced.

      His expression and voice hardened just slightly. “My name is on the list of people authorized to make decisions. If there’s any objection from the couple, it’ll be on me.”

      “Oh. What’s your name?”

      “Julian Graf.”

      She thumbed through the paperwork, skimmed over a list, and then nodded. “All right. You’re on the list. Let me write up everything, and I’ll have you sign off on it.”

      “Perfect. Thank you.”

      Julian shook hands with Manu, who left to make the necessary modifications on his end, and we waited in the lobby while Kalea went into the back to adjust the paperwork.

      As soon as we were alone, Julian exhaled. “Man. I am really glad I checked on that.”

      “No kidding.” I studied him. “And they really won’t object to you making an executive decision?”

      “Oh God no. As stressed out as Blake is over everything, he’d have blown his stack having that conversation just now. That’s why I told him I’d handle it, and it’s why we’re here now instead of finding out during the rehearsal that Reagan might not be able to see or that getting her to her seat might be even a little bit unsafe.” Julian grimaced.

      “Hmm, yeah. I see your point.”

      Taking out his phone, he said, “I am going to let him know, though. Because I can almost guarantee he’s worrying about it.”

      I nodded, and Julian stepped away to make the call. As he did, I watched him, and I couldn’t believe this was the same man who’d practically sneered at me across a table the night we met.

      I mean, making sure an event was accessible to all the guests was hardly going above and beyond. That was the bare minimum of being a decent human being as far as I was concerned.

      What gave me pause was that this wasn’t his wedding. He was doing all this for his friend. All the running around, negotiating, calling, and confirming he was doing today. I’d been a best man before, and I hadn’t done half this stuff. I’d done a lot, but most of what was on Julian’s list today usually fell on the couple or maybe a parent who was paying for the wedding.

      But no, Julian was handling reams of tasks. He was jetlagged out of his head, but aside from practically mainlining coffee, he didn’t let it show. He didn’t complain. I hadn’t once heard him mutter about his friend owing him for this, or how there’d better be a couple of free drinks for him at the wedding. No, he’d just calmly and methodically worked his way through tasks that had him driving all over Honolulu, calling everyone on the island, and putting out fires long before they had a chance to cause actual problems.

      From what little experience I had with the groom, I didn’t imagine he was a groomzilla taking advantage of his best friend’s generosity. Quite honestly, given Julian’s cool head and his offhand comments about how the groom would have lost his mind by now, I had a feeling this was a to-do list he’d gently taken from his friend’s sweaty hands with a, “You know what? Let me take care of all this.”

      And he was definitely taking care of it. Calmly, methodically, and effectively.

      Julian ended yet another call and faced me. “Okay. One more fire put out.” He gave an exasperated sigh. “Hopefully.”

      “Hopefully?”

      He tsked. “Well, the hotel says they’ve got the block reservation squared away. I’m going to double check with the manager when we get back, though. I’m… not quite convinced this guy knew what he was talking about.”

      “Better safe than sorry.” I gestured at Julian’s phone. “Is there anything I can take care of on that list?”

      He met my gaze. “Hmm?”

      “You know, so you don’t run yourself ragged. If there’s something I can help with…”

      “Oh. No.” He pocketed his phone and shook his head. “I’ve got it. You don’t even need to run around with me—if you’re bored, feel free to take off and go exploring.”

      “Are you trying to get rid of me?”

      “Not at all. I just don’t want to bore you to death.”

      I smiled. “I’ll be fine. In fact, why don’t I drive to the next place so you can handle things on your phone?”

      “You don’t mind?”

      “Nah.” I held out my hand. “Keys?”

      He hesitated, but then took them out and handed them to me. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t mention it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Julian

          

        

      

    

    
      “So the pictures will have some palm trees in the background,” Blake said as he looked over the diagram the venue had given me, “but Reagan will be able to get to her seat safely and everyone off to the sides will be able to see better?” He whistled and pushed the diagram back across the table in his hotel room. “Hell yeah, I’ll take some palm trees in the background for that. What about you, babe?”

      Taylor appeared beside him, resting a hand on Blake’s back as they scanned the diagram. Then they shrugged. “Works for me. Kinda wish they’d offered us this in the first place.”

      “The whole obstruction thing is the issue, I guess,” I said. “Most people want a clear shot of the ocean and the beach.”

      “Pfft.” Taylor shook their head. “Priorities.”

      Admittedly, I was relieved that they and Blake were onboard. When I’d made the decision with the venue, I’d been almost certain this was how they’d react, and Blake had said over the phone that he trusted me to handle it, but there’d been that niggling doubt in the back of my mind because that was how my brain worked.

      “Okay, well.” Blake tapped the layout again. “This looks fabulous to me. And Taylor’s mom said there was an issue with the cakes. What was that about?”

      “Oh.” I waved my hand. “Apparently the wedding cake doesn’t serve as many people as there are on the guest list, and ordering the extra sheet cakes solves the problem without needing to come up with some twelve-tiered monstrosity.”

      “Oh, fuck.” Blake’s eyes widened like he was about to panic, but then he shook himself. “It’s fixed, though, right? Yes. Yes, sheet cakes sound perfectly fine, so I’m not going to stress over it.”

      Taylor snorted. “Sure you won’t, sweetheart.”

      Blake tsked and rolled his eyes. “I won’t stress over it as much.”

      “Mmhmm.” Taylor turned to me. “And the extra cakes will definitely be enough?”

      I nodded. “The baker thought a single sheet would’ve actually been plenty, but two means there is no way you’re going to run out, and people can have seconds. Given the number of kids at this wedding…”

      Blake and Taylor both laughed and nodded.

      “I think we could do a lot worse than have too much cake,” Taylor said. “Thanks for taking care of that.”

      I smiled. “Don’t mention it.”

      Taylor’s mom arrived a moment later, having gone out to the grocery store so she could make everyone lunch. While Taylor helped her in the hotel suite’s kitchen, Blake and I continued going over the changes I’d made during yesterday’s recon mission. He was remarkably calm about it, which I chalked up to him finding out after the fact about the various fires I’d had to put out. It was a lot easier to shrug off a problem when the solution was already done and dusted.

      “I think that’s everything,” I said after we’d gone over my list. “Nothing left to do but shove you two down the aisle and get this done.”

      “You won’t have to shove me,” Blake said.

      “Aww,” Taylor cooed from the kitchen. “You’re so sweet. Now get your cute butt in here and help us.”

      “Coming, dear.” Blake hurried past me.

      I just chuckled. I loved their banter and their playfulness. Their relationship wasn’t flawless, and they’d had some rough patches like everyone else, but they were clearly in love and fully devoted to each other. I’d been to a few weddings where I’d quietly wondered if the couple would last. This would not be one of those.

      While Blake helped his partner and mother-in-law make lunch, I joined in, pouring some drinks and unwrapping the veggie platter she’d picked up.

      When things were nearly ready, I looked around for Marco. He was, as he’d been for a while now, out on the balcony, listening with rapt attention as Taylor’s dad told him what was probably a long and colorful story. That was just how he was, and Marco seemed perfectly content to listen to him talk.

      Blake touched my arm. “You know, I was really worried for a while about having you and Tony as best men. There was no way in hell we weren’t inviting both of you, but with the way things went…” He shook his head. “Anyway, now that I’ve seen you with Marco? I’m not worried at all.”

      I turned to him. “You’re not?”

      “Are you kidding?” Blake laughed. “Have you seen your new man?” He made an emphatic gesture of looking Marco up and down through the sliding glass door before he met my gaze again. “Way to upgrade, baby doll.”

      My cheeks were on fire. “Yeah, he is pretty hot, isn’t he?”

      “Think we could talk him into stripping?” Taylor deadpanned as they joined us. “Because I would totally do a last-minute joint bachelor party if—”

      “He is not stripping,” I said with mock exasperation. “You want a stripper, you can hire one!”

      “If there’s strippers,” Taylor’s mom said, “I want to go!”

      “Mom!” Taylor gasped. “Oh my God!”

      That prompted some giggling from everyone, especially Taylor’s mom, and Taylor rolled their eyes. “Just…” They flailed a hand at the table. “Let’s finish getting lunch ready, okay?”

      “Oh, come on, honey,” their mom said. “I wasn’t born yesterday. I’ve been to shows like—”

      “Mom! Stop!”

      Their mom laughed wickedly.

      Shaking his head, Blake turned to me. “Apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, does it?”

      “I heard that,” Taylor called from the kitchen.

      “And you fit right in,” I told Blake.

      He shrugged unrepentantly. Then he gestured at Marco. “By the way, to be serious, I don’t just mean I’m not worried anymore because your man is hot.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Blake smiled, wrapping an arm around my shoulders. “Just that I know you. And every time you’re in the same room with him or you even look at him, it’s like I can see your blood pressure coming down.”

      My mouth had suddenly gone dry, and it took some work to whisper, “Really?”

      “Yeah.” Blake looked at Marco and shook his head. “I’ve never seen a guy have that effect on you.”

      “Wow. I mean, yeah. He’s a great guy.” I forced a smile. “We’ll see how it goes, you know? Since we just met.”

      He gave my shoulder a squeeze. “I’ve got a good feeling about it.” Then he winked, let me go, and headed for the table.

      I stood there for a moment, watching Marco. Of course he had that effect on me. He was my bought and paid for human interference. A rented buffer between myself and the man who was the source of most of my anxiety these days. His presence meant I didn’t have to be as stressed as I would’ve been on my own, so of course he brought down my blood pressure.

      Now that Blake had mentioned it, though, I liked the effect Marco had on me. Being around Tony, especially toward the end, had stressed me the fuck out. Wouldn’t it be an amazing switch to have a boyfriend whose presence let me exhale?

      Mental note—when I get back on the dating carousel, that’s the kind of man I want to find.
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      “Oh my God.” Blake closed his eyes and pushed out a breath through his nose. “Oh my God. We’re doing this. Are we really doing this? We’re really doing this. Holy fuck.”

      “Blake. Breathe.” I wanted to put my hands on his shoulders and help him pull it together, but I didn’t want to leave any marks on his white tux. His blood pressure probably couldn’t cope with that. Instead, I took his hand. “You’re going to be fine.”

      “I know. I’m…” He swallowed hard and met my gaze. “I’m just so fucking nervous.”

      I nodded. “I know you are. But what’s the worst that can happen out there?”

      “Besides me passing out?”

      “You’re getting married on sand, honey. It’s not like you’ll get a concussion. And I’ll… Well, I’ll try to catch you.”

      That got him laughing, and he rolled his eyes. “You’ll try? Oh, wow. You’re such a great friend. Asshole.”

      “You knew what this was.” I squeezed his hand. “And I mean it. You’ll be fine. You and Taylor are probably both going to flub some lines, and some seabird is probably going to squawk at an inopportune moment, and there’s a betting pool over who cries first.” I pointed sharply at him with my free hand. “Don’t you dare make me lose that, by the way.”

      He snorted and wrapped me up in a hug. “You’re the worst, Jules. This is why I brought you along.”

      I laughed as I returned his hug. Releasing him, I said, “Okay. Take a few deep breaths, and then let’s go do this. Whatever goes wrong, you and Taylor can laugh it off, and everyone will be telling stories about ‘oh my God, remember when that huge coconut fell on Taylor’s best man’s head, and—’”

      Blake barked a laugh. “Oh so that’s why we’re getting married closer to the palm trees.” He wagged a finger at me. “I’m on to you, Graf.”

      I just chuckled, and we headed out of the room and into the hallway that would lead us out to the beach where the altar and chairs had been set up. At the door, I paused to hug him one more time. “Congrats, baby. I’ll see you up front.”

      “Thank you.”

      Then I left him there to wait for Taylor, and I headed around the side of the seating area toward the altar. People were beginning to take their seats, and Blake’s niece had apparently made it to her spot without any issue.

      Marco was sitting near the middle, chatting quietly with another guest who I didn’t recognize. Trust him to instantly make friends with anyone within a ten-mile radius.

      “You ready for this?” Tony’s voice jarred me, but I didn’t let it show.

      I glanced over my shoulder. “Yeah. You?”

      He nodded, and we continued toward the front. Fortunately, we didn’t have to walk down the aisle together. That would’ve been a little too… No. Just no. Fuck that.

      Instead, we each stepped up to the altar from the side. Walking together, yes, but in a slightly less emotional-kick-in-the-balls manner, and we stood opposite each other to wait for Taylor and Blake to enter.

      They were walking down the aisle, arm in arm in their matching white tuxes. As they approached, I couldn’t help getting a bit of a lump in my throat. They were so happy. I’d known Blake since forever, and when Tony and I had set him up with Taylor, he’d called me the next day to tell me how amazing this person was, how he was pretty sure this was love at first sight, and how “you’re going to be my best man, Jules, mark my words, because I am marrying them.”





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/diamond-scene-break.jpg





OEBPS/images/emeraldcitylogo1.jpg





OEBPS/images/gentlemen_collection_ebook_vol2_final_2023rebrand.jpg
Gen+tlernen

L.A. Witt






OEBPS/images/image-4rebrand_marco_ebook.jpg
aeSteamy Gay ESCort Romanee





