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Introduction by J.M. Snyder

As JMS Books enters its
tenth year of business, there have been ups and downs, but any
company weathers its fair share of growing pains. We’ve learned who
our audience is and what they like to read, and the stories in this
collection reflect their diverse tastes.

Here you’ll find our best-selling gay romance
stories of the past year, and I hope you enjoy them as much as we
do!

* * * *

Snowed In: Jonah and Cooper by Kris T.
Bethke



Chapter 1

“Come on, Jonah! It’ll be fun.”

I sighed loudly and dramatically, just to
make my sister laugh. Ellie obliged and I hid a smile, even though
we were on the phone and she couldn’t see. She knew damn well I
couldn’t deny her anything, and if she wanted to hang out with me
for the weekend at her husband’s family’s cabin, then we would. But
that didn’t mean I was going to give in easily.

“Seriously, it’ll be great. You and me and
the whole weekend to hang out and eat and drink and gossip and talk
shit about people.”

I snorted a laugh. “You never talk shit about
people. And if you do it accidentally, you immediately feel bad.”
Ellie was about the sweetest person on the planet. She didn’t have
a mean bone in her body.

She hummed. “Well, that’s true.”

“But, Ellie, love, this isn’t the greatest
weekend for me.” I eyed my computer, which I knew had a stack of
unproofed documents waiting in my inbox. I loved my work as a
copyeditor for textbooks, and I loved that I could work from home,
but sometimes, the amount of stuff waiting to be done was
daunting.

“But this is the weekend no one is using the
cabin. Mark says his brothers have claimed it for a bunch of the
following weekends. So it needs to be this one.” She made a soft
noise, and I knew she was putting on puppy dog eyes, even though I
couldn’t see. “I’ll take Friday off and we’ll make a three-day
weekend out of it. What do you say?”

We both knew I would give in, so I sighed
again, and did. “Yeah. Fine. Want me to pick you up?”

She hesitated for just a moment, which was
weird, but then said, “Sure. That will totally work. Nine? It takes
about two hours to drive there, and we can settle in before you
make me lunch.”

“Oh, is that how it is?” I laughed, because
between the two of us, I was the better cook. And she loved it when
I cooked for her. At least she was nice enough to always do the
dishes.

“I want lasagna.”

I made a noise. “No. Pick something else.
It’s always lasagna. Just no.”

She laughed, a musical tinkling noise that
made me smile. “Okay, fine. How about Chicken Florentine?”

I stopped dead, and sucked in a breath. I
hadn’t made that in years. Not since…no. I wasn’t going to go
there. Not now. Not after all this time.

“I haven’t had it in forever,” she wheedled.
“And you make it the best.”

I swallowed hard. I wanted to say “no.” But
she was my sister. My best friend and confidant. My rock and my
support. Of course she could have the food she wanted.

“Yeah, okay.” My voice barely came out, but
it was enough. She made a happy sound, then kissy noises.

“You’re the best little brother in the world.
Thank you! I’ll see you Friday!”

We hung up and I carefully set my cell on the
table. I rubbed my face hard, and blew out a breath. God, why that
dish? I was pretty sure she knew what it meant, but it was possible
she wasn’t thinking. I could have told her, reminded her, but she
really wanted it.

I shook my head. I wouldn’t let it get to me.
It was just food. I didn’t have to have a special memory attached
to it. I could do it, and Ellie’s enjoyment would replace the old
memories with a new one. And that would be worlds better.

I sighed again, then pulled up the grocery
store app on my phone. With a few taps, I had the shopping list
complete. Then I turned back to my computer. If I was going away in
two days, I needed to get some work done.

* * * *

The groceries were packed in the car, and I
was just grabbing my duffle when my phone rang. It was my sister’s
tone, and I scrambled to swipe it.

“Don’t hate me,” she said before I could even
utter a greeting.

“I could never,” I said fervently, then
perked up. “The weekend’s cancelled?”

“No. Don’t be silly.” She made a whiny noise.
“But there’s a couple of things I need to get done for my boss
before I can go.”

“Oh.” I was both disappointed and relieved.
In the past few days, I’d started to look forward to the weekend.
“That’s fine. Just let me know when you’re ready and I’ll come get
you.”

“Why don’t you just head up without me? I’m
not sure how long it’s going to take me, so I’ll drive up when I’m
done.”

“I don’t mind waiting. I can get some work
done, too.”

“No, really. You go. Get settled and get
cooking. Then I can have a nice, yummy lunch the moment I arrive. I
won’t be far behind you. Probably just a couple of hours.”

I squinted, suspicion rising. She wasn’t that
fond of driving, so I couldn’t figure out why she was suggesting I
go without her. “Ellie, what’s going on?”

“Nothing, I swear.” She sounded a little too
innocent, but my sister wasn’t a liar, so I took her at face value.
“Just head on up, and I’ll be right behind you.”

Still, I hesitated. “Are you sure?”

“Yes.” She chuckled. “Besides, Mark is home
today, so maybe I can get a little something something before I
head out. To tide me over.”

I made a retching noise to make her laugh,
then picked up my bag. “All right. I’ll see you in a while
then.”

“Drive safely. I love you.”

“Ditto, Ellie.”

We hung up, and I locked my phone and shoved
it in my pocket. For a long moment, I stood there, bag in hand, and
tried to decide if I was going to call her back and insist on
waiting until she was done. But I knew it would be pointless, so I
headed outside and got in the car.

* * * *

It was mostly highway driving, so I set the
cruise control, turned up the radio, and blanked out a little. For
an hour, I let my mind wander, trying not to think too much about
the food in my backseat. Instead, I focused on how much fun it
would be just to hang out with my sister. We’d always gotten along
perfectly. She was only two years older, and we’d been best friends
since the moment I was born. We rarely fought, and even if we did,
we couldn’t stay mad at each other for long. I’d lucked out when
I’d gotten her for a sister.

After about another hour, it started to snow.
Big fat flakes, lazily falling. I’d checked the weather before I
left, and I knew it was going to happen. But it wasn’t supposed to
be more than a few inches accumulation, and having lived in Upstate
New York my entire life, I wasn’t worried about driving in it.

But the farther north I drove, the worse the
snow got. I took off the cruise, and leaned forward so I could
really focus. It still wasn’t terrible, but it required all my
attention. Fortunately, my exit came up quickly, and I drove off
the highway and onto the backroads leading to Mark’s family’s
cabin.

“Cabin” really was a misnomer, though. It was
more like a log house. It had four bedrooms, two upstairs and two
down, a full bathroom on the second floor and a half bath on the
first. I’d spent many a weekend there hanging out with my sister,
her husband, and various members of his family. It was nice and
quiet, the cabin surrounded by several acres of national
forest.

Finally, I pulled into the long private road,
and thankfully I had four-wheel drive, because there was at least
four inches of snow piled on it. I slid a little when I made it to
the end, but managed not to crash into the porch. I breathed a sigh
of relief, turned off the car, and shook out my tense muscles. I
hadn’t realized how tightly I was gripping the steering wheel.

I grabbed my bags from the back and waded
through the ankle-deep snow to the front door. The lock box had a
number pad, and I fished out my phone to get the code from my
sister, only to find a text with the code already waiting for me. I
chuckled, punched it in, and pulled out the key. The door unlocked
easily, though the hinges creaked as it swung in, and I gratefully
got out of the frigid air.

It wasn’t much warmer inside, but I found the
thermostat and turned it up. Almost immediately, it clicked on. I
left my bags in the entryway, divested myself of my outwear, texted
Ellie that I’d arrived safe and to drive carefully, then lit a fire
in the fire place. I knew she’d take her time, but I was worried
anyway.

With all that done, I dropped my duffle in
one of the bedrooms on the first floor, and set about unpacking the
groceries. I’d planned carefully, knowing I’d be doing the cooking
all weekend. It didn’t take long to get everything stored away, and
when Ellie texted a few minutes later that she was finally done
with work, I started the Chicken Florentine, resolutely ignoring
any feelings or memories that wanted to surface.

After two hours, I started getting concerned.
Ellie hadn’t answered my texts, and I hoped it was because she was
driving slowly and carefully. I kept glancing out the window and
watching the snow get worse. At three hours, I moved from concern
to full-out worry. Lunch was done and staying warm in the oven, and
Ellie still hadn’t arrived. I’d tried to call, but it went straight
to voicemail. I went out and shoveled the steps and the walk, all
the while glancing down the drive and expecting to see Ellie at any
moment. It took me almost an hour, and by the time I got back
inside, I was heading into full-out panic.

I was just trying to decide if I should call
Mark when I heard a clomp of boots on the steps outside. I whirled
around, and the door opened as I blew out a relieved breath.

“It’s about time! I was wor…ried…”

It wasn’t my sister. It was a yeti. A big,
hulking yeti covered in snow. I squinted, because I knew that
shape. Those shoulders and those legs. Even after three years, and
under layers of winter wear, I knew his body.

The yeti whipped off his hat, sending snow
showering down, and my worst fear was confirmed.

Captain Adrian Cooper.

My ex.

The man who broke my heart.

* * * *


Chapter 2

My breath actually caught in my lungs, and I
had to force myself to breathe. He looked good. A little older, a
little more lined, but still very, very good. He smiled
tentatively, and for just a second, I was taken back to the first
time we’d met. We’d been in a bar, he’d caught my eye from across
the room, and given me a smile just like that.

“Hey, Jojo.”

I instantly scowled. “You don’t get to call
me that anymore. What the crap? Where’s Ellie?”

Cooper’s smile faltered. “Uh, see. About
that. She’s not coming.”

“What?” My heart started to pound. “Why?”

“When you wouldn’t take my calls, I contacted
Ellie and—”

“I blocked your number.” If there was
viciousness in my tone, I couldn’t be blamed. I’d had to do
something when he left me, heart broken and bleeding on the
floor.

The shock registered for just a split second,
then his expression became utterly neutral. “Well, I guess I
deserved that. Anyway, I called Ellie. She got you to come up here,
but she was never going to join you. It was always going to be
me.”

I felt my blood pressure rise. “And she
agreed to this?”

Cooper shrugged one massive shoulder. “It was
her idea.”

Oh, my sister and I were going to have so
many words when I talked to her. “She thought this would work?” I
grumbled. “She reads too much romance.”

“Half of which you lend her after you’re done
reading it.”

I shot him such a venomous look, he actually
blanched. Good. He didn’t get to have intimate knowledge of my life
anymore. He didn’t get to share little tidbits like he knew me. It
had been three years; he’d been the one to walk out. He no longer
had that privilege.

It hurt. Seeing him again. It was like a
wound that I thought had healed was suddenly ripped open, only to
find it had been festering all these years. It was gross and
painful, and I wanted to sew it up and pretend it didn’t exist. But
here he was, in all his living glory, looking amazing and, if I
didn’t miss my guess, regretful.

Well too damn bad.

“Look, Joj…Jonah. Can I come in and take off
all the stuff? My truck got stuck halfway up the drive and I had to
walk the rest.”

“No, you cannot.” My voice sounded
harsh. “You can just turn around, walk back down the drive, and get
your truck unstuck. I don’t want you here. You’re not welcome.”

He gave me a sad sort of smile. “Uh, well.
No. I can’t. The roads are really bad. I heard on the radio they
were closing the pass. I wouldn’t be able to get back to the
highway.”

Great. Just great. He was stuck here until
the snow let up and the crews got out to clear it. Who knew how
long that would take? I was praying for only a few hours. I
couldn’t deal with being around him for longer than that.

“Fine. Whatever. I wouldn’t want you to die a
cold, horrible death in the snow.”

“Thanks.” He sounded half-amused,
half-grateful. I knew that tone, too. He’d once used it a lot where
I was concerned.

Christ. I pressed the heels of my hands to my
eyes until I saw stars. Could this day get any worse? I never
thought I’d see him again, and I was happy about that. And now he
was here, and we were stuck together until the roads cleared. Fuck
a duck.

“You know,” Cooper said conversationally, his
voice much closer. I pulled away my hands to see him standing at
the edge of the kitchen. “Forced proximity actually works. When two
people are together like this, they have to talk.”

“Or kill each other,” I muttered.

“Or that,” he whispered. “Something smells
great.”

Oh, yeah. Lunch. I sighed heavily and braced
my hands behind me against the counter. I couldn’t look at him.

“Ellie asked for Chicken Florentine.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him go
still. “Well. Uh…”

I nodded, and turned to the oven. I wasn’t so
heartless that I wouldn’t feed him, and besides, it was his
favorite dish. I’d made it for him on every birthday and every
anniversary. For five years. Until I didn’t.

“Yeah. I didn’t think she had it in her,” I
said, pulling the casserole out of the oven. I nodded my chin
toward a cupboard. “Plates are in there.”

Cooper followed my directive, and within a
few minutes, we were both sitting at the reclaimed wood table,
heaping helpings of Chicken Florentine on our plates. Cooper kept
looking at me, but I refused to meet his eye. When it became clear
I wouldn’t be making conversation, he dug in.

The moan he let out at the first bite made my
stomach flip. The sounds he made had always been my undoing. He
wasn’t shy about letting his pleasure show, no matter what we were
doing. I used to love that about him.

Turns out, I still kind of did. But I refused
to let it show.

We ate in silence, except for Cooper’s
pleasure noises, and before long, the plates were clear. I took his
and mine to the sink, turning my back on him as I ran water to wash
them. I all but had a neon sign over my head proclaiming “ignoring
you,” but Cooper didn’t seem to get the hint. He hovered nearby,
his big body always in my peripheral vision, trying to catch my
attention. I pointedly did not give it to him.

“I hadn’t forgotten how stubborn you could
be,” he said when I finally shut off the water. “But I did think
this would be a little easier.”

I pressed my lips in a tight line.

“I just want to talk, Jonah. To clear the
air.”

At that, I whirled to face him. A few soap
suds flew off my hand as I gestured wildly. “You want to talk? Now?
You left me, if you remember. You were the one who
walked away. I wanted to talk three fucking years ago, but
you wouldn’t. But now you want to talk?”

Cooper didn’t quail under my rage. He was a
captain in the Army, and had spent the past three years deployed in
a warzone. I didn’t actually think my fury would cause him to
cower. He was made of much stronger stuff than that. But I didn’t
expect the soft smile to grace his full lips, or the affection to
suffuse his dark, brown eyes.

There was a time when his eyes were my
favorite thing on the planet. So rich and warm, and so very
expressive. But now, they made me sad. All those memories, all that
time, and he was looking at me like none of it had happened. I
squeezed my eyes shut so I didn’t have to see.

And then he said the last thing I ever
expected.

“I made a mistake.”

* * * *


Chapter 3

“You…made a mistake?” I repeated just to hear
the words, but they didn’t make any more sense when I said
them.

“Yes. I was wrong.”

Cooper’s voice was a low rumble and my
eyelids flew open. Never, in five years of our relationship, had I
ever heard him say he was wrong. To anyone. About anything.

“I don’t…” I had to take a breath. “You don’t
say that. What the hell, Cooper?”

My mind was spinning, because seriously, this
could not be happening. Had he been replaced with a pod person? Was
that why he was suddenly here, after three years, trying to make
amends and saying things he’d never said?

His expression appeared sad, and he took a
step toward me, but stopped when I held up a hand. He took a deep
breath, and then another, and finally gave me a wistful sort of
smile.

“When I broke things off, I thought I was
doing the right thing. Really. I was getting deployed, into a
warzone. Who knows what could have happened?”

I nodded and pressed a hand to my stomach. I
started speaking in a low voice. “And you think it would have been
easier if we weren’t together? To hear you had been hurt or worse?
You think it would have been okay just because we’d broken up?”

By the end, my voice had risen and I was
breathing hard. How could he just imagine that I’d stop loving him,
and I wouldn’t have cared if something happened to him? Did he not
know me at all?

“No, not that.” He huffed out a breath. “But
I was going to be gone for two years. Unable to call home except
for maybe once a month. Out of contact. That wasn’t fair to
you.”

“I would have waited,” I whispered. “I would
have waited and hoped and prayed.”

That very sad smile again. “I didn’t want you
to.”

And that, right there, was the crux of it. He
didn’t want me to wait for him. It was clear, just from that,
Cooper wanted to move on. Which made his reappearance today feel
hollow and insincere.

Whatever else he had to say, I didn’t want to
hear it. I couldn’t. Without a word, I walked out of the kitchen,
through the living room, and down the short hall to the bedroom I’d
claimed as my own when I’d arrived. I shut the door harder than
necessary, but it felt good to get out a little of the anger.

My heart was pounding so hard, it hurt. I
paced, breathing fast and my mind racing. What the hell had just
happened? I didn’t even know what to do with the thoughts and
feelings battering me.

With a shaking hand, I pulled my phone from
my pocket and called Ellie. It rang once, then went to voicemail.
Oh, no she didn’t! Anger surging, I stabbed out a text.

Call. Me. Right. Now!!!

I waited, fuming, then finally the phone rang
and my sister’s smiling face peered up at me. I swiped violently
across the screen.

“Do you hate me now?” she asked in a small
voice before I could even bark out a greeting.

“Yes. You’re fired as best friend and I’m
starting divorce proceedings. You’re no longer my sister.”

She squeaked out a pained sound.
“Really?”

I sat on the edge of the bed, then flopped
backward and threw an arm over my eyes. “No, of course not. I love
you. But really, El, what the hell?”

“He was so sincere and heartbroken, Jo. I
just wanted to give him a chance. Mostly for you.”

I snorted out a mirthless laugh. “For
me?”

She sighed, her sadness evident. “You
need…closure. I mean, if it works out, great. You know I love
Cooper, and you guys were great together. You love him. Or did,
once. But if you can’t get back together, if that’s too much or too
far…” I imagined her shrugging, because I knew her that well. And
then she sighed again. “Closure, Jonah. I thought at the very least
you could get that.”

I didn’t respond, because when it came right
down to it, she was right. No matter what else, I deserved to have
the full story and move on from Adrian Cooper. A part of my heart
was still attached to him. And maybe it always would be. But if I
heard him out, maybe that part of me could finally heal instead of
seeping like a raw and infected wound.

Ugh. That was gross imagery. But
accurate.

“Is it bad?” she whispered, pulling me out of
my thoughts.

“Yes.” I swallowed. “No. Maybe? It’s…he said
he made a mistake. That he was wrong.”

“Cooper said that?”

I had to smile, just a little, at her
disbelief. At least her surprise validated my own. I shook my head
and rolled to lay on my side. I tucked the phone between my ear and
the mattress, even though that made speaking a little difficult.
“Yeah, I don’t know what to do with it either.”

“Maybe you should talk to him?” she suggested
tentatively.

“Not right now. Maybe later. Or in the
morning. Before I leave.”

“Uh…Jo?”

Uh oh. What was that in her voice? I sat up
fast and squinted. “What?”

“There’s, um, a huge storm. Like, travel bans
and everything. No unnecessary travel for about seven counties.
You’re right in the middle of it.”

“What?” I shrieked.

Pounding feet, then a knock on the door. “You
okay in there Jojo?”

“Go away!” I shouted at Cooper.

“Ow, that was loud,” Ellie said.

“Tell me you’re okay, and I will,” Cooper
directed.

“I’m fine. Go away.”

Cooper didn’t say anything else, and after a
moment, I heard him leave. I shook my head again, confused and
upset, then flopped backward once again. “Ellie!” I whispered
harshly, not wanting to draw Cooper’s attention. “What am I
supposed to do?”

“Well, you’re stuck there until it passes,
because it’s supposed to dump at least twenty-four inches of snow
in the next forty-eight hours. After that, you’ll have to dig out.
But the roads should be clear.” She made a sympathetic sound. “You
can deal with it for that long, can’t you?”

“I don’t know,” I said honestly.

We were both silent for a few, long moments.
Then finally Ellie spoke. “I’m sorry, Jo. I know I was being sneaky
and underhanded—”

“You really were.”

“But,” she continued as if I hadn’t
interrupted, “maybe it’s a good thing. If you’re stuck there, you
have to talk to him, right?”

“Not right. This house is pretty big. And
with the cell tower, I have access even with the storm. I could
work for three days straight and stay hidden in my room.”

She clucked her tongue. “But you
shouldn’t.”

“You’re not the boss of me.”

“Yes, I am.” She laughed.

“Ellie. I don’t…”

“Yeah, I know. Honey, just talk to him. It
doesn’t have to be tonight. You’re both going to be there for a few
days. Get your thoughts and feelings in order. And then
talk.”

“We’ll see.”

She sighed heavily. “Jonah…” She made a
noise. “I love you, yeah?”

“Yeah.” I smiled in spite of…well,
everything. “I love you, too.”

We ended the call, and I tossed the phone
onto the bed. Fuck a duck. My emotions were in turmoil, but I was
going to take one bit of her advice. I certainly wouldn’t be
talking to Cooper tonight.

I changed out of my jeans and into a pair of
sweatpants, then slid beneath the covers and did my best not to
think.

* * * *


Chapter 4

The smell of coffee lovingly pulled me from
sleep. I stretched and sniffed, confused about who the hell could
be making the delicious brew in my house. But then I remembered. I
was at the cabin, and Cooper was stuck here with me. I contemplated
going back to sleep, or at least pretending, but my growling
stomach and full bladder wouldn’t allow it. Reluctantly, I got out
of bed, visited the bathroom, then shuffled into the kitchen.

Cooper stood at the stove and gave me a wide
smile when he noticed me. Then his eyes heated, and I dropped my
gaze and beelined for the coffeepot.

“I always did love you all rumpled from
sleep.” His voice was deep and growly, the way it used to get
before he fucked me senseless.

The thought made me jerk, and I splashed hot
coffee over my hand. I yelped and quickly set down the pot, lifting
my burned hand to my mouth.

Cooper was at my side in a flash. “Here. Let
me see.”

I backed up until I hit the counter, pulling
my hand out of his reach. “I’m fine.”

He studied me a moment, peering into my eyes,
then nodded once and stepped back. “Okay.”

“Thank you.” For the first time, I was glad
he understood me, because I didn’t know how to put into words how
much it hurt when he got like that. I picked up my mug and crossed
to the table, sitting in the chair furthest from him. “You’re
cooking?”

“I figured you’d appreciate a break.”

“Thanks,” I said again, feeling foolish. I
cleared my throat, and sipped from the steaming mug, relishing the
slight burn as the coffee slid down my throat. “Have you checked
the weather? How bad is it?”

“Pretty bad.” He flipped a pancake with
practiced precision. Cooper wasn’t a great cook, but he excelled at
making a few dishes including pancakes, so it didn’t surprise me
those were on the menu this morning.

“Fuck,” I whispered.

He shot me a grin. “It’s coming down hard
with no plans of letting up. They’ve closed the highway to all
vehicles except emergency.”

“That’s just great,” I muttered.

Cooper filled a plate with freshly golden
brown pancakes. He set it down before me. Though he’d already put
butter and syrup on the table, he stayed close. Finally he reached
for my cheek, but I moved away before he could make contact.

He let his hand drop. “Is it really so bad?
Being stuck with me?”

I opened my mouth to tell him it was, but
what came out was, “I don’t know.”

“I’ll take it.”

A few minutes later, he joined me at the
table with his own stack. He began eating, and within a few bites,
he’d cleared half his plate. I would have laughed, remembering all
the times he’d devoured his food, but that was yet another memory I
didn’t want right now.

Without my permission, my mind wandered back
to our first morning together. We’d hooked up a few times by then,
but neither of us had stayed the night. The first time he’d slept
over, I’d been expecting him to leave in the early hours. But I’d
woken with him still wrapped around me. We’d had another round of
fucking, then showered. While I’d brushed my teeth, Cooper had
headed into my bedroom

“Hey,” he had called. “Mind if I borrow a
pair of socks? I can’t seem to find mine.”

I’d chuckled, almost choking on toothpaste,
and spit into the sink. “Sure. In the top drawer.”

I’d just set my toothbrush on the edge of the
sink, when panic set in because I remembered what was also in my
top drawer.

I’d raced into the bedroom, only to find him
staring at the contents. My heart had pounded hard enough to break
my ribs, and I’d tried to get my mouth to work, but I hadn’t known
what to say. In the end, it hadn’t mattered. Cooper just picked a
pair of socks and shut the drawer and—

“Hey, you okay?”

“Hmm? What?” I blinked, trying to focus. His
voice pulled me out of the memory, and suddenly I was back in the
kitchen and staring at his concerned expression.

“You stopped eating and were kind of zoned
out. Are you all right?”

Did I tell him what I’d been thinking about?
I couldn’t seem to bring myself, so I nodded. “Got lost in thought
for a moment. Thank you for cooking. These are good.”

“You’re welcome.” Cooper still eyed me, as
though expecting me to have an attack or something. “I’m glad you
like them.”

We finished the meal, and when Cooper
insisted on cleaning up, I didn’t protest. Instead, I wandered to
the front door.

As soon as I opened it, I regretted it. The
snow was at least a foot deep and still falling so hard and fast I
couldn’t see the trees. I shut the door again with a loud snap, and
barely refrained from cursing. How was this my life?

“Hey.”

I jumped because I hadn’t heard Cooper come
closer. I turned and there he was, hands shoved into his pockets
and looking nervous. It felt odd to see that expression on his
face. He was a captain with the US Army, and I’d never seen him
anything other than completely confident.

“Yes?”

“Jonah, look, can we talk?”

But I wasn’t ready. My insides remained in
turmoil. And I still wasn’t sure I wanted to hear whatever he had
to say. I stared at him as my thoughts chased each other. “I…I have
a lot of work to do. You know how it is.”

“Jonah.”

But I was already racing down the hall,
escaping the whole situation like the coward I was.

* * * *

I really did try to work. First, I had to
leave the safety of the bedroom because I didn’t have a place to
set up my laptop and the reception was spotty. But even after I set
up in the kitchen, my focus was shot. Cooper was being a good boy,
sticking to the living room and letting me work. But the downside
of the open floorplan was that I could still see him.

He’d stretched out on the couch with his
e-reader propped up on his belly, one arm bent behind his head so
his biceps bulged enticingly. I caught myself staring more than
once. Not just at the beautiful picture he made, but also because
of the memories. How many times had we spent evenings just like
this? Whenever he didn’t have to be on base, he’d been at my house,
reading while I worked until it was time for us to crawl into
bed.

Memories assailed me. We’d had a lot of good
years together. At first, we’d had to keep things quiet because
“Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” was still in effect. But we’d been together
for almost a year when it had been repealed, and Cooper had come
blazing out of the closet. He even had the bi flag tattooed next to
the eagle on his back. He’d proudly shown me off, taking shit from
his fellow soldiers, but never letting them go too far. Adrian
Cooper, then a first lieutenant, hadn’t shied away from his
sexuality. He’d even insisted I attend his promotion ceremony when
he made captain, still one of the proudest moments of my life.

We’d been really and truly happy. And that
day, when he told me we had to talk, I’d been foolish enough to
think we were finally going to discuss marriage. Instead, he told
me his regiment was being deployed and that we were through.

But now he was here. And I owed it to both of
us to stop hiding and have the conversation.

I closed my laptop with a snap, loud enough
to make him look up. He watched me over the top of his tablet as I
crossed to the fridge and pulled out two beer bottles. I left the
caps on the counter, and walked over to him.

He sat up, making room for me, and took the
bottle I held out. And kept staring, not speaking as I sat
down.

“Okay, Cooper. Let’s talk.”

“Finally,” he whispered.

* * * *


Chapter 5

“It’s your show, Captain. The floor is
yours.”

Yes, I was ready to have this conversation,
but that didn’t mean I was going to make it easy for him. This had
to be on him.

“What do you want me to say?”

I shrugged and leaned back, then took a long
pull from the bottle. “I don’t want you to say anything but
the truth. About what happened back then and why you’re here
now.”

“I’m here because I missed you. Because I was
wrong to push you away and break things off. I knew by the time we
went wheels up that I’d made a huge mistake.”

“But you didn’t say anything. You could have
right then. But you didn’t.”

“No, I didn’t.” Cooper leaned forward,
resting his forearms on his thighs and dangling the bottle between
his knees. “I was still being deployed. I was still going to be
gone for two years. My heart was broken, but I hoped you would move
on and find happiness with someone else. Even though when I thought
of this unknown man, I wanted to kill him.”

I offered him a tiny smile, mostly because I
knew that statement was true. “You walked away, Cooper. You don’t
have the right to kill my boyfriend.”

His head snapped up. “Ellie said you
weren’t…I mean, do you have someone?”

For just a second, I thought about making him
suffer. But I’d never lied to him, and I wasn’t about to start.

“No.” I didn’t elaborate. I didn’t tell him
I’d had only a handful of dates in the past three years and that no
one had caught my interest for long. I didn’t want him to think it
was because I was pining for him. And while that maybe had been
true in the beginning, it wasn’t anymore.

He blew out a relieved breath. “Okay. Because
I wouldn’t have tried if you were happy. I wouldn’t be here if you
were dating someone. All I’ve ever wanted was for you to be happy,
Jojo.”

I let the nickname go and instead focused on
the rest of it. “And that’s why you broke my heart? Because you
wanted me to be happy?”

“Jesus, Jo. Okay. Of course you weren’t happy
then. But after. I didn’t contact you the whole time I was overseas
because I’d hoped you’d moved on. I was shitty for ending things,
and I wanted you to…” He waved his hand in the air, as though he
couldn’t find the words.

“Did you really think about me, Cooper? Or is
it that you’re stateside again and I’m here and available and easy
and comfortable?” I did my best to keep any accusation out of my
tone, because the truth was, I could understand that. We had a lot
of history, he and I, and it would make sense that he’d want
that.

His eyes blazed and he breathed hard through
his nose. “Not think of you? Christ, Jonah. You were all I
thought about!”

I dropped my gaze but didn’t respond. I
couldn’t trust that statement. There’d been a time when I’d have
believed absolutely anything that came out of his mouth. But we’d
been apart a long time, and I wouldn’t put it past him to say all
the right words just for another chance. The trust we had between
us was gone.

Soft fabric hit me in the face, and I reared
back, realizing it was his shirt. My gaze shot to his.

“This is how much I thought about you!” His
words sounded harsh, guttural, and it took me a moment to realize
he was pointing at his chest.

I was distracted for just a moment by his
defined pecs and the smattering of dark hair across them. But then
my breath caught in my throat. Right over his heart, in elegant
script, was my name.

Lord love a duck.

“This is almost two years old.” His voice
held a note of pleading, and none of the vehemence from just a
minute before. “I couldn’t stop thinking about you. Loving you. And
even if I never got another chance, even if we would be apart
forever, I needed you here. Right here. On my heart.”

I opened my mouth. Shut it again. Made a
strangled noise, then rubbed a hand over my face. This was so much
more than I’d ever expected. But I shouldn’t have been surprised.
Cooper had been surprising me from the moment he’d walked in the
door, soaking wet and covered in snow.

“You’re my heart, Jonah Lyons. And even if
you can’t forgive me for what I did—and I wouldn’t blame you if you
didn’t—that’s never going to change. You hear me? I will go through
my life with you tattooed on my skin. Even in the unlikely case I
find someone else, they won’t be able to take your place.”

I made a noise that sounded suspiciously like
“meep.”

He smiled and leaned closer without touching
me. “I know you. I know what you like, and dislike. I know the
heart of you. I know your biggest passion, and remember how readily
and easily I accepted that.” He leered for a moment, then his
expression softened. “Maybe you can’t forgive me. Maybe it’s never
going to happen between us. Maybe you’ll find someone who can love
you just as much as I do. But I want that someone to be me. I want
to be your forever.

“I’m sorry for how badly I hurt you. Hurt
myself. I was wrong. All I want is a second chance. I want you to
learn to trust me again. I’ll do whatever you want, Jonah. You know
that. But please, honey, give me a second chance. Can you do
that?”

He was killing me with this. I thought this
was behind me. I thought nothing he could say would make that
change. But now, he’d given me all the right words. And what was
more, I could see just how much he meant them. He’d tattooed my
name on his chest, for fuck’s sake. He was serious, right down to
his bones, and I should have realized that he’d never have shown up
in the first place if he hadn’t been.

Three years could change people. But not that
much. Cooper was loyal and loving, stalwart and true. And yes, he’d
made a huge mistake where we were concerned. But he was owning his
responsibility and trying to make amends. He’d apologized, and the
sincerity of that rang in my soul.

Now it was my turn. I either had to accept
his truth and move forward, or tell him it was too big a thing to
get past and move on. Sitting there, staring at his imploring
gorgeous brown eyes, I had no idea what to do. I wanted to throw
myself at him, because he was the man of my heart. But I didn’t
know that I could truly forgive him, and if I couldn’t, this would
never work.

I had to be sure.

“I…” I croaked. I cleared my throat and tried
again. “I need to think.”

Cooper smiled slowly as he sat back. “You do
that, Jojo. You know where I am when you’re ready.”

Once again I fled to my bedroom. I paced. I
sat and stared. I kept running everything over in my head. Could I
trust him? Could I forgive him? My heart was screaming “yes,” but
my head urged caution.

And then, just as quickly, everything inside
me calmed. We were stuck together for at least another couple of
days. And one thing he said was true—he knew my biggest passion and
loved me for it. Had never even blinked and just embraced it. Our
history was rocky, but even though he should have talked to me
instead of breaking things off, I knew, deep in my soul, that I
could trust him.

With a smile, I opened my duffle and reached
for the bag at the bottom. Then I went into the bathroom, shut the
door, and got ready.

* * * *


Chapter 6

I peeked around the corner to see Cooper once
again lounging on the couch. I took several deep breaths,
deliberately lowered my shoulders, and stepped out of the hall into
the living room. Always aware of his surroundings, Cooper snapped
his head in my direction. For a split second, surprise registered
on his face. And then a slow grin spread and he made a low,
appreciative sound.

“Oh, there’s my pretty baby.”

I thought about correcting him, telling him I
wasn’t his baby anymore. But the way he was looking at me, with all
that lust and affection, trapped the words in my throat. I watched
as he slowly stood, then crossed the floor to stand in front of me.
He stopped a scant foot away, close enough to touch. I felt the
heat pour off him.

“Hot damn, but, Jonah, you look amazing.” His
gaze roamed my face. “You were always good, but you’ve gotten even
better. I’m loving the dramatic, glam eye. Those colors really make
your blue pop.” His grin grew. “And your nose is looking
snatched.”

A laugh bubbled out of me as I unconsciously
took a step closer. “Where did you hear that?”

“I watch beauty boys sometimes on YouTube.”
He sounded completely unashamed, and I knew he wasn’t embarrassed.
“I couldn’t have you, but I missed you, and that was the closest
thing I could get. You know that seeing you in makeup—especially
full glam like this—does it for me.”

I did know that. When I’d thrown my travel
kit into my bag, I’d thought Ellie and I could play around with
makeup if we felt like it. Even though I hadn’t anticipated Cooper,
I was glad I had the bag with me. That first morning all those
years ago after he’d spent the night, when he’d seen all the makeup
in my top drawer, he hadn’t even questioned it. And when I put it
on and showed him what I could do with it, he’d said he’d found a
kink he didn’t even know he had. He loved men in makeup, especially
when done right. At the time, I’d thought it meant we were perfect
for each other.

Today, when I’d decided to do my makeup, I
went for a bold, dramatic, colorful eye. Deep reds and oranges
faded to yellow and pink on the inside corner. I’d lined my eyes
with matte black liner, and put on huge false lashes. The contour
made my cheeks look sharp and my nose tiny and straight. I’d gone a
little overboard with the highlighter, but it was my favorite part
and I wanted to show off my sparkle.

From the way Cooper’s gaze fixed on my mouth,
he was really loving the bright red lip.

“You did this for me?”

I shook my head. Then nodded. I met his gaze
full on and smiled, though it felt a little tremulous. “I did it
for me. And you. Because this—” I gestured to my face “—this was
always ours. You never thought it made me any less of a man. You
understood right from the start that it was just a way to express
myself. And I wanted you to look at me like…like you’re looking at
me right now.”

Cooper let out a small moan, barely audible,
and closed the remaining distance between us. He lifted his hand,
his gaze never wavering, and when his fingers were a scant inch
from my chin, he quirked his eyebrow in question. I loved that he
was asking, so I gave a small nod.

His grip was gentle but firm as he tilted my
head up and to the side. He growled an aroused sound, and shifted
his hold until his thumb rested just below my bottom lip.

“Is this transfer proof?” he asked.

My grin turned wicked. “No.”

He groaned, long and low, and pushed against
my body. When his dick pressed into my abs, his hardness ratcheted
up my arousal.

“I can’t decide where I want to wear it most.
My lips or my dick.”

I chuckled, and slid my hands up his arms so
I could bury my fingers in the back of his military-short hair. I’d
always loved the high and tight he wore, loved rubbing the soft,
short bristles at the back of his head.

“If you play your cards right, you can wear
it both places.”

He leaned down, and I parted my lips, ready
for his kiss. Needing it. Craving it. But he didn’t kiss me. I made
an impatient sound. Why was he holding back?

“Can I? I don’t want to assume anything. Not
anymore.”

“Yes,” I groaned.

His lips slammed down on mine, instantly
possessing and claiming. I melted into him, letting him hold me up
as I took his onslaught. I loved the furious, hard kisses. He
tasted like beer and him, and I’d missed it so much I nearly cried.
Instead, I clutched at him harder and slid one leg up the back of
his thigh. I needed to be closer. I needed him all over me.

Cooper ripped his mouth away from mine, and
his pupils were blown with lust as he looked at me. I loved the red
staining his lips, and knew the lipstick had to be smeared all over
my mouth as well.

“Jonah, I want to take you to bed. Will you
let me?”

In answer, I lowered my foot to the floor,
grabbed his hand, and towed him after me. Cooper crowded up behind
me, and latched onto my neck, sucking and biting. I whimpered and
whined, and found it hard to walk. That didn’t matter to Cooper. He
simply picked me up and walked us the last few feet inside the room
and to the bed. He spun me around, and gently pushed me back.

I hung on, wanting his weight on me, but he
pulled away. His confident smirk was as hot as it had always been,
and he kept his gaze fixed on mine as he pulled off his clothes.
Captivated by all the naked skin he revealed, it took a quirk of
his eyebrow for me to get with the program. I started stripping,
too, and since I hadn’t put on underwear or socks after I’d
showered, it was easy enough to pull off my sweatpants and
T-shirt.

And then I had his body on mine, all his heat
and skin and muscles pressing me into the mattress. I groaned and
sighed. My body remembered this so perfectly. Three years had
passed, but oh, God, had I always loved having his weight pressed
against me. Keeping me safe and warm.

No, I wouldn’t go there. This was about right
now, not back then. I wanted this moment, even though a part of me
knew it couldn’t last.

I reached for him, wanting more kisses, but
he evaded my hands and pushed himself up so our lower halves rubbed
together. We both moaned, and I wasn’t sure if it was his pre-cum
or mine that was slicking our stomachs. Probably both.

“You said…” Cooper took a breath, his gaze
never wavering. “I want you to suck me. Just like this.”

“Adrian.” I’d breathed out his first name,
the one no one ever used. Except me, when we were like this. He
shuddered, leaving no doubt he was as turned on as I was. He loved
it when I called him by his name.

But he still didn’t move, so I did, wiggling
down a little so that my head was flat on the mattress. Then I
reached for his waist and tugged, telling him with actions that I
wanted him to move up so I could get my lips around him.

Cooper didn’t hesitate, and used his finely
honed reflexes and skills to move quickly. In a blink, he was
kneeling by my head and his fat cock dripped as he pointed the tip
at my mouth. I licked the slit, and was rewarded with another
shiver. Then I opened my mouth and he slid in.

I loved his taste and the weight of him on my
tongue. Cooper started to thrust—shallow, little movements—and I
licked and laved, making the suction strong every time he pulled
out. I knew what he liked, and the muscle memory came back in
seconds. I knew how to make him come within seconds, if I had to.
But I wanted this to last a little longer than that.

“Look at you,” he murmured, his throat full
of gravel. “All flushed, lips red and swollen. And your lipstick on
my dick. God that’s…Jojo, so fucking hot.” He thrust a little
harder and I took it, swallowing around the head when it hit the
back of my throat.

Cooper moaned long and low, and I did it
again and again until he finally gasped. “Tell me if you want me to
pull out, baby, because I’m about to blow.”

I sucked even harder, and Cooper gave a full
body shudder as he shouted and poured his seed down my throat. I
swallowed fast, but it was too much, and I choked a little on the
excess. Cooper pulled back, and his last spurt landed on my
lips.

Without wasting a second, Cooper dove in and
kissed me hard, licking and tasting, making sure he could get every
drop of himself left in my mouth. He’d once said that tasting
himself in my mouth was one of the things he loved the best, and it
seemed that hadn’t changed.

I tried to catch my breath when he pulled
back, but Cooper wasn’t done. He kissed his way down my body—fast,
nipping kisses that were more teeth than lips—then lifted my hips
and attacked my hole.

I screamed, and his chuckle against my ass
cheeks made me squirm in his hold. But his grip was tight, his
hands strong, and I wasn’t going to be able to get away. Not that I
wanted to. He was making a meal out of me, and the sensation drove
me higher and higher. My dick was dripping constantly, and when he
pushed his tongue past my rim, I nearly came.

“Adrian. God, please. I need…Adrian!”

He slid a finger inside next to his tongue,
then pulled away his mouth to stare up at me. I couldn’t focus, my
world graying at the edges. I wanted him inside, to fuck me hard
and leave me sore and sated. I opened my mouth, ready to beg, but
then he took my cock into his mouth at the same time he rubbed my
gland and I shot.

I lost time. When I came back to myself, he
was peering down at me with a satisfied grin, and my wet, limp cock
lay spent on my stomach.

“You were perfect, baby. I’ve been dreaming
about that for years.”

“I…” I didn’t know what to say. A thousand
thoughts ran through my brain, but they felt too heavy to discuss
when we were naked and spent in bed. So instead, I tried to keep it
light. “Just that?”

Cooper laughed, a deep rolling sound, then he
collapsed next to me. I shivered, both from his nearness and the
cold, now that we were no longer going at it, and he immediately
wrapped me in his arms, sharing his warmth.

“No, not just that. I dreamed about watching
detective dramas with you on the couch. And quiet breakfasts. And
you, like this, all made up for me because you look so beautiful.
And fucking you until neither of us could walk. Jonah, I dreamed
about it all.”

I blinked. Cooper had taken it there, but I
wasn’t ready, so I ignored it.

Well, mostly.

“Why didn’t you?” I couldn’t help snuggling
closer, because he was a fucking furnace and I was suddenly
freezing. “Fuck me, I mean. I wanted you to.”

Cooper’s eyes went wide, and I recognized
that look. He thought it should be obvious. But I didn’t understand
so I kept quiet until he finally explained.

“Because we didn’t talk about that, and I
didn’t want you to regret anything between us. Even if you agreed
in the heat of the moment, I didn’t want…” He shrugged one huge
shoulder, then scooped me against him so he could wiggle the
blankets out from beneath us. It took some finagling, but he
finally got us covered. And as my body warmed, my eyelids began to
droop.

He kissed my forehead, then murmured into my
skin, “We have enough regrets between us, don’t you think?”

Cooper was probably right about that. But I
wasn’t going to admit it. Instead, I closed my eyes and pretended
to sleep until the act became reality.

* * * *


Chapter 7

I woke to an empty bed. I wasn’t surprised.
Two decades in the Army had made Cooper an early riser by
necessity. His internal clock always woke him before the sun. I’d
gotten used to it during our time together, and if he had still
been in bed, I would have thought something was wrong.

I needed to get up anyway. My bladder was
screaming at me, and I knew my makeup was smeared all over my face.
I shouldn’t have slept in it, but I’d been too busy hiding from
reality to get up and wipe it off.

After rolling out of bed, I stretched and
yawned, and was halfway to the bathroom before I realized I didn’t
have dried cum on my stomach. Huh. Cooper must have cleaned me up
at some point. Also not that big of a surprise. He’d always been
considerate.
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