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        To those who have to hide.

        May you be free to be you.
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      “What’s your name?” I kissed along his strong jawline loving the rough stubble abrading my lips.

      He pushed me away, breathless. “No, I told you, no names.”

      “We’ve fucked each other’s brains out all night long on three separate occasions. I’m assuming tonight will be no exception.” I loosened the rubber band he used to keep his shoulder-length blond hair pulled back. Rubbing my hands through the silky locks, I massaged the back of his head. “I told you my name, what’s the harm in telling me yours?” Knowing I wouldn’t get an answer no matter how often I asked, I pulled him close for another kiss, while coaxing his mouth open with my tongue.

      He melted into the kiss, allowing our tongues to mate in a sensual dance before he jerked away. “No, that was the deal. No names, no strings. I can’t risk it.” He ran a hand down his face, caught his breath. “Besides, there’s no proof that the name you gave me is even your real name. Mike.”

      The name I’d given was close enough to the real thing that I didn’t even bat an eye at his accusation. “What’s the risk? Neither of us are from around here, we’re both consenting adults, and we’re not doing anything illegal.”

      “Look, it’s just the way it is. I mean, I’d like to continue this little hookup arrangement we’ve got going on for as long as it works out for us. But the name thing is a deal-breaker. Take it or leave it.” His chin jutted, and I recognized the challenge in his blue eyes.

      Not wanting to give up the best sex I’d ever had, I accepted his challenge by stepping closer and grabbing the waistband of his jeans. “Fine. No names.” I realized a split second too late that I’d walked right into his suspicion of me using a fake name. “No more wasting time on small talk. Get naked.”

      I watched as the guy who had to be about the same age as my thirty years began to strip. His shoes were kicked off first. Faded blue jeans that fit him like a damn glove slid over the greatest ass I’d ever seen. A casual black button-up shirt covered way too much of his body, and I bit my lip as he tortuously undid each individual button before sliding the shirt from his shoulders. As he toed off his socks and his eyes never left mine, I gritted my teeth in an attempt to tone down my desire as he palmed his cock through snug-fitting black boxer briefs.

      “I feel a little underdressed.” Nodding toward my jeans, he waited for me to strip.

      Every time we’d met up had been the same. Unexplainable connection, sexual tension that sizzled through the rented room, and a back-and-forth, give-and-take teasing before we would fall into bed in a raging inferno of lust. He set my blood on fire. It had started as a random “swipe right” on the dating app, but after spending a few nights with him, I wanted more.

      I lived a good hour away from the hotel we used for our meetups. He’d said he didn’t live nearby. But could we ever make a go of whatever I felt between us each time we were together?

      Based on the way the guy freaked out about names, I had to assume he was a major closet case. As much as I wanted to be in a solid, loving relationship, I wouldn’t go back in the closet for a guy I barely knew. I came out a long time ago, and I was too stubborn and proud to hide my sexuality.

      Shaking off the intrusive thoughts, I stepped forward; backing him up until his knees hit the mattress. With a quick yank on my shirt, I ripped it over my head and smiled at the fire I saw in his eyes when he took in my chest. Shoes, socks, and pants were next, and then we were both in just our underwear with rock hard cocks weeping and straining to be freed.

      But, who would bend first? Who would make the first move?

      He reached both hands toward my chest and lightly grazed my nipples with his thumbs. My hiss of breath must have been enough to spur him into further action because he pulled my head down for a kiss as he fell onto the bed. From above him, I noticed again that our hair was a similar blond, but I kept mine short while his was much longer. My skin had a more olive tone and his looked as if it would burn easily. My frame, slightly taller, likely only outweighed him by about twenty pounds.

      Stripping him of his last layer, I immediately licked his leaking cock before taking him deep in my mouth. Letting go of his shaft, I trailed my tongue up his torso then pulled him into a hungry kiss. When he whimpered against my lips, I recalled how much he loved to taste himself on my mouth. Thumbing through the liquid beading on his dick, I traced my thumb across his full bottom lip before kissing him again.

      “What do you want?” I knew, but I enjoyed hearing him say it.

      “Fuck me,” he begged and thrust against me, his cheeks pink and eyes dark with lust.

      “You want it slow and gentle?” I stroked his cock as I teased him with my words.

      “No.” He ground out while thrusting his cock into my fist.

      “Tell me how you want it.” I demanded.

      “Hard and fast. Fuck me hard.”

      His words were gasoline to my already burning blood. A fire shot straight to my dick as I ripped off my underwear and dove down to rim his ass. Licking, thrusting, tasting, my tongue went to work loosening his tight hole.

      Tongue first then my lubed fingers worked in tandem to ready his body before I eased back, rolled the condom down my length, and lined up with his body. “Ready?” I bit out, fighting the urge to slam my cock deep inside him.

      He pressed his ass against my dick and moaned. “Yes, just do it. Fuck me.”

      Giving in to his words, I pulled his calves up to rest on my shoulders before pushing my cock into his ass. “You like that? You want it harder?” As much as I longed to know his name, fucking a stranger was damn hot and had my body shaking with the need to spill myself in him.

      He whimpered again, maneuvered so his legs were wrapped around my waist, and then pulled me deeper. “God, yeah, fuck me. Hard.”

      Rocking into his body, I grabbed his cock and began to stroke.

      “Roll over,” he gasped, pressing against my chest.

      I fought against my body’s protest as I slid from his slick hole. Rolling to my back, I held my cock as he positioned himself and slid down my length. Back inside his tight heat, I pumped hard and fast while watching in greedy anticipation as he stroked his cock.

      “I want to come,” he whined, still stroking himself wildly.

      “Do it, come on me.” I wanted him to paint my stomach, to give me something if I couldn’t know his name. Grabbing his hips, I thrust up over and over until I felt his warm release splatter all over my chest. Watching him empty himself onto my body brought my own release, and I moaned as I filled the condom deep inside his ass.

      As seconds turned to moments, our bodies parted long enough for me to dispose of the condom and grab a towel to clean up. Then, we were back together in the standard king-sized hotel bed where I would hold him close until the next round. Times like this made me think we could possibly have more than just random weekly hookups. “I think we should do this more often,” I hedged, using two fingers under his chin to pull him in for a slow, deep kiss.

      “As long as our time together is anonymous, we can do this as often as you like.” His voice held an edge of determination to keep whatever this was hidden.

      So, I resolved to keep myself detached. I wanted more with a man, but never if our relationship had to be a dirty little secret.
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      “Are you ready?” My best friend’s little sister, Sadie, huffed as she tapped her foot outside the bathroom door at my house. “I swear you take longer than any girl to get ready.”

      “It takes time to look as good as I do,” I teased. “Actually, scrubbing the grease from underneath my fingernails takes a long time. You wouldn’t want a grease monkey showing up to your school’s Open House, would you?”

      “Ew, no. You’re not really wearing coveralls are you?”

      “No, I only wear those to work…and if I think some guy with a mechanic kink would like them. Tonight, I promise to look presentable.” Sadie sighed and I inwardly chuckled. I put the finishing touches on my hair and walked into the kitchen with Sadie following.

      My family’s house in Blueridge Junction had been here for several generations and I loved it. Nestled on Blueridge Hill—the actual hill the town was named after—the Edwards homestead shared the land with only two other properties/families. My cousin, Levi Wells’s family had lived in Blueridge as long as we had. And Cody and Sadie Parker’s family was almost as native to Blueridge as we were.

      We traveled down Blueridge Hill into the town of Blueridge Junction in Colchester County. Blueridge Junction was a sleepy little railroad town in the southern hills of Indiana.

      “So, exactly why are you dragging Levi, Cody, and me to your Open House?” I grabbed my keys and nodded toward the front door. I’d promised Sadie a ride down the hill and we’d pick up Levi at his tattoo shop on the way. Cody would meet us at the school once he finished up at the restaurant his family had owned for several years.

      “I don’t know. Just thought it would be nice for some of my family to see the school and meet the teachers.” Sadie shrugged in a way that told me her real reason wasn’t so nonchalant.

      “Mmm hmm, seems strange that this is your senior year and you’ve never, not once, shown any interest in the three of us going to an Open House. What gives?” I studied her long black curls. When her bright green eyes wouldn’t meet my gaze, my suspicions were confirmed.

      “Fine!” Sadie rolled her eyes and sighed. There’s a drop dead gorgeous new teacher this year. He’s absolutely bring-you-to-your-knees hot.”

      “And? You think having your brother and his best friends with you will make a teacher decide to date a student?” I shot her a look of disbelief. What the hell? I’d known Sadie since she was a baby and now she was after a teacher? Fuck no.

      “No…,” she drawled in a sing-songy voice. “I have no proof and not a single girl in school would ever accept my theory, but I am of the belief that Mr. Pierce is playing for your team.”

      “Again, and?” I didn’t need my best friend’s little sister hooking me up, but I sighed inwardly that she wasn’t chasing after her teacher.

      “I figured either you or Levi might want to take a gander and see if he’s your type.” Sadie shrugged and batted her lashes.

      Crossing the tracks, I rounded the corner and pulled up at Levi’s shop. Putting the truck into park, I turned to face Sadie. “You’re bringing us along to scope out your new male teacher who you think may be gay?”

      Sadie nodded with an excited grin. I rolled my eyes, prepared to explain to Sadie why her plan sucked, but I saw Levi heading our way.

      Levi walked from the shop and climbed into the truck. He always smelled of rubbing alcohol and soap due to sterilizing his machines and washing up.

      “Tell me again why we’re going to an Open House? I didn’t even attend those things when I was an actual student.” Levi grumbled.

      I swear, the man was one of my best friends as well as my cousin, but he needed to get laid. Levi had been a grump for months. “Yeah, Sadie, go ahead and tell Levi why we’re going to the school.” I put the truck into gear and headed toward Blueridge Junction High School.

      “Shit, Sadie, what kind of scheme are you cooking up now?” Levi’s question had merit; Sadie was always setting up things and making plans.

      “There’s a gorgeous new teacher at school, and I think he may be gay. So, I figured you two could check him out and may the best man win,” Sadie quipped.

      Levi rubbed a hand over his face. “Jesus, Sade, I mean I appreciate you trying to get us all married, but you can’t expect Micah and me to walk in there and inspect the man like he’s a side of beef. And then, what? We throw down right then and there? Fight to the finish to see who deserves him? Your heart is good, your intentions are in the right place, but you need to think things through sometimes.”

      “I’m not saying you’re going to take him home and have relations tonight.” Sadie rolled her eyes, and I snorted at her choice of words. “I’m just saying that I’m sure he would like to meet new people and you two pretty much only hang out with each other and Cody, so it wouldn’t hurt for you three to have more friends your age.”

      “Does big brother Cody know why you’re dragging us all to the school?” I asked as we pulled into the school parking lot where Cody was waiting for us near the front doors of the school. “And are you trying to set him up with the new teacher, too? Maybe we should just have a foursome so no one feels left out?”

      Sadie watched her brother as he glowered at Kennedy Marks, one of only a few local law enforcement officers in Blueridge Junction. “No, you guys know Cody is so hung up on Kennedy he’d never go for the new teacher. And, please, no more mention of you three involved in group sex. I’ve heard enough about that to last me a lifetime.”

      Levi laughed as we got out of the truck. “What? You were the one who asked how we all ended up figuring out the others were gay. The story had to be told.”

      “La-la-la-la.” Sadie stuck her fingers in her ears to block out Levi’s words.

      I laughed at the memory. The first time Cody had allowed his little sister to join us at a summer bonfire. She’d sat in front of the fire and boldly broached the subject of the three of us being gay.

      “How in the world did cousins and best friends all end up gay? And how did you figure it out about each other?” Sadie sipped a nasty beer Cody had purposely given her in hopes of discouraging her from drinking for a while longer.

      The three of us had laughed as we recalled the day we figured out we were all gay.

      “Well, Cody and Micah had been playing tonsil hockey and practicing their sword swallowing in the locker room one day after track practice. I happened to walk in. Got caught watching, joined in the fun, and the rest is history.” Levi shrugged as if the story was as simple as that.

      “God, that sounds like a bad porn movie.” Sadie wrinkled her nose. “You sucked your cousin’s dick?”

      “God, no.” I shuddered. “Levi and I have never hooked up.”

      “But you’ve both hooked up with Cody?” Sadie looked as if she was going to be sick.

      “A couple times until we figured out what we were doing. Been a long time since those days, huh?” I swigged my beer and laughed with my best friends.

      “Damn, we were horny little bastards back then.” Cody smiled and sighed.

      “Were? Speak for yourself. I’m still a horny bastard.” I waggled my brows.

      “No, stop. No more.” Sadie held up her hands. “From here on out, I don’t want to hear about your sex lives ever again, especially if it includes my brother.”

      From the bonfire on, we had used the info to taunt Sadie whenever the mood struck.

      As we walked to the school’s main doors, Sadie unplugged her ears and turned to face us as Cody joined the group. “Seriously, I know Cody only has eyes for Kennedy,” she began.

      “I can’t stand Kennedy Marks,” Cody barked a little too loudly. His outburst earned him a scowl from Officer Marks who patrolled the sidewalk a few feet away. Cody gritted his teeth and turned back to Sadie. “We hate each other. End of story.”

      Sadie rolled her eyes. “Whatever you say.” She looked at Levi and me. “But, check out hot teacher guy, see if you get the gay vibe. You don’t have to make a move tonight, just feel it out.”

      Levi and I shook our heads at Sadie’s usual matchmaking tactics. There weren’t a whole lot of people in Blueridge Junction. As far as I knew, Cody, Levi, and I were three of only five “out” men in town. I suspected a few closet cases, but they were all a lot older than me. Hence, my preferred random hookups outside of Blueridge.

      “If he’s really hot, do you want to play rock, paper, scissors to see who gets to take him home?” I joked with Levi.

      “Sure. But, I gotta tell you, I could get all kinds of kinky with some teacher roleplaying.” Levi laughed.

      “You guys are impossible.” Sadie huffed as she threw open the door. “Just shut up, enjoy the cookies and juice and see what you think about Mr. Pierce.”

      As my eyes adjusted to the inside lighting, I scanned the crowd. Some of the teachers had been teaching at BJHS for over a decade ago. The school building was the same, but some refurbishing had given it a more modern feel. As Sadie rushed to join her gang of friends, Levi, Cody, and I greeted people we knew and headed toward the refreshments.

      “Cody, could I talk to you for a minute?” Kennedy Marks’s deep voice asked softly.

      Cody clenched his jaw, but stalked off with Kennedy to talk about whatever they needed to discuss.

      “Heeeey.” The lyrical voice greeted us, and Levi closed his eyes as if steeling himself against an attack.

      I glanced at my cousin, curious over his distress before addressing the young man who had spoken. “Evening, Jay. How’s it going?”

      Jay Owens was a walking stereotype of a gay man. Campy, flashy, flamboyant—and absolutely gorgeous. He worked at the local gay bar on the outskirts of town, Strip Teaze, as a dancer. Jay moved to Blueridge Junction at the tender age of eighteen after he fled a less-than-positive home life. Jay had followed Levi around like a lovesick puppy for two years, batting his kohl-lined eyes and pouting his perfect pink pucker in hopes of catching Levi’s eye.

      “It’s great, Micah. Just wanted to come visit the school, see if it was as terrible as I remembered.” Jay grinned before gathering up six cookies in napkins and stuffing them in his pockets. “And maybe take advantage of the free snacks.”

      I caught his guilty blush. My heart went out the kid. He’d lived here for two years, but at the age of twenty he didn’t seem to be doing all that great on his own. Jay was slightly built, almost wispy, and looked as if he hadn’t had a good meal in ages. Watching him stuff cookies in his pocket, I figured he had come to the open house to scrounge for supper.

      “We’re going over to BJ’s B & B after this. Want to go with us?” I surprised myself by asking. Levi’s harsh intake of breath indicated he was just as surprised.

      “Yeah? Sure, I’d love to.” Jay’s eyes brightened and I could almost see the skinny kid salivating at the thought of a real meal.

      “Sounds good.” I checked my watch. “Meet us out front in about thirty minutes.”

      I watched Jay all but skip away.

      Levi growled, “What the fuck did you just do?”

      “Invited a hungry and probably lonely kid to eat dinner with us.” I barely stopped myself from adding, “Duh” to my words. “Why? We were going to eat anyway, what’s it matter?”

      Levi stared hard at me for a moment before taking a deep breath. “Doesn’t matter. Forget I mentioned it.”

      I was distracted from the conversation by whispers, giggles, and sighs from the female students in attendance. Glancing away from Levi to see what the commotion was about, I felt as if I’d been punched in the gut. There, not even twenty feet away, was my nameless guy.

      The best sex partner of my life.

      The man I imagined having more with.

      The guy who refused to disclose his name.

      The one who wanted to keep what was between us hidden.

      He was the new Social Studies teacher? Sadie had called him Mr. Pierce, and I found it hurt that my best friend’s little sister knew his name before I did. And I found my gut churned at the thought of her sitting in his class day after day when I only got him once every week or so.

      I knew the moment he recognized me because his face went ashen then took on a green tint as if he was trying not to vomit. He looked around wildly as if looking for a quick escape route.

      Taking a step toward him, I immediately stopped at the quick shake of his head, warning me away. This wouldn’t be a meet-and-greet of two men who had shared many hot, steamy nights. Mr. Pierce was making very clear he wanted nothing to do with me, at least in public.

      I clenched my jaw and gave him a small nod of understanding before walking away. Something drew me to that man. Something caught in my gut each time I thought of him, but I wouldn’t hide myself for him.

      How the hell had he ended up in Blueridge Junction?
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      Fuck my life.

      I’d moved to one of the most unknown, out-of-the-way towns in America in order to start over, teach a subject I love, and escape the ugliness of my past.

      And the one guy I can’t get out of my fucking mind lives here?

      Fuck. My. Life.

      “Mr. Pierce, I’d like to introduce you to some of Blueridge Junction’s original families.” Mr. Sutton, the principal, motioned me toward him.

      Mike was standing nearby along with two other devastatingly handsome men. The last thing in the world I wanted was walk over and speak to them, but my boss was waiting. No way to gracefully escape existed. Steeling myself against whatever was about to play out, I plastered on a smile and joined Mr. Sutton. So much for keeping distance between us until I could escape.

      “Micah, gentlemen, I’d like to introduce you to Coleman Pierce, Blueridge Junction’s newest social studies teacher. Coleman, this is Micah Edwards and his cousin, Levi Wells. Cody Parker completes this little trio. They’ve been inseparable since birth.” Mr. Sutton puffed out his chest as he made introductions.

      “Coleman Pierce, nice to put a name with the face,” Micah taunted, arching his left brow.

      Micah. The name fit him. Micah. It became a chant in my head. I’d shared more nights of passion and lust with this man than with any in my entire life. He haunted my dreams. He made me want things I could never want again. And now, he had a name. And he lived in the same town as me. Or, I guess I lived in the same town as him. Either way, fuck my life.

      “Dude, you mean a face with a name, right? Cody’s little sister, Sadie has been going on and on about Mr. Pierce ever since the school year started. Nice to meet you.” Levi shook my hand.

      “Yeah, yeah, my bad,” Micah agreed, but I knew the mix up of words hadn’t been a mistake.

      “I go by Cole,” I said, shaking each man’s hand and trying not to visibly shiver when Micah’s touch sent a jolt of lust straight through me. “Nice to meet all of you.” My voice cracked, but I hoped no one noticed.

      “Cole. Got it.” Micah’s grin was wicked and it did terrible things to my insides. Wonderful, hot, delicious things.

      “So, social studies, huh?” Cody’s question pulled me back to the conversation.

      “Yeah, b-best subject ever…uh…in my opinion.” Why was I stuttering and tripping all over my words? I taught classes filled with thirty students. I should be able to speak to three men about my chosen profession. But the heat coming from Micah was short-circuiting my brain. “Um, so, what do you guys do?”

      “I manage my family’s restaurant and bar, BJ’s Burgers & Beer.” Cody threw a thumb over his shoulder in the direction of the establishment

      “BJ’s B & B? Yeah, I’ve seen it and heard tell of the great food.” I nodded.

      “It’s not the only place to eat in town, but it’s got the best food and great prices. Plus, the atmosphere is very open and friendly.”

      Why would Cody throw in that part about open and friendly? Open to what? Friendly to whom? Was Cody implying something? Had Micah said something? No, he hadn’t even known my name. Shit, I would end up with a damn ulcer. “I’ll definitely have to come try it. I don’t do much cooking, so good food at a good price is right up my alley. How late are you open?” I wondered if I could grab something to go that evening. I still had papers to grade after Open House.

      “Open every day, ten in the morning to ten at night for food. Bar is open five p.m. to two a.m. We are open for lunch on Sunday, but we close after three p.m.”

      The info pretty much went over my head because my attention was focused on keeping my gaze from straying to Micah. “Closed on Sundays for church?” I asked the first question that came to mind not really even caring if it made sense.

      The three men snorted, and Mr. Sutton huffed and walked away.

      “Yeah, something like that.” Cody grinned.

      I definitely missed an inside joke, but I was too overwhelmed to think about it.

      “What about you?” I turned toward Levi. Would I need to ask Micah what he did, or would it be okay to just skip him? Too obvious, right?

      “I’m the best tattoo artist in town.” Levi’s face held a smug grin.

      “He’s the only tattoo artist in town,” Cody interjected. “But, he truly is the best.”

      “Ah, good to know,” I sputtered and took in the ink that filled Levi’s arms. The designs and colors were beautiful. “If I ever decide I want a tattoo, I’ll know where to go.”

      And then an awkward and very obvious lull occurred. Turning to Micah and asking a casual question would have made the most sense, but I was frozen. My brain wouldn’t work, body wouldn’t move, and words wouldn’t come.

      Levi gave me a strange look before glancing at his cousin. Clearing his throat, he broke the silence. “And Micah here is a mechanic. Works at his family’s shop.”

      I darted a glance at Micah, nodding my head briefly. “So, I can get food, ink, and an oil change. Sounds like I’m set. Who knew Blueridge Junction would have so many luxuries?”

      The men laughed. Well, Levi and Cody laughed. Micah remained quiet.

      “Yeah, old BJ has pretty much everything we need.” Cody’s use of the town’s initials confused me for a second before my brain caught up. “Didn’t always used to be that way. But, traveling to the bigger towns got expensive and wasn’t convenient, so people started setting up shop here. After a while, we got some extras. Used to be, people moved away from BJ as soon as they were old enough. But now, many choose to stay. It’s a great place to live.”

      “How long have you been here?” Levi tossed another glance at Micah before turning his attention to my answer.

      “I’m not even officially moved in. Driving an hour each way every day was going to suck and add wear and tear on my already beat up car, so Mr. Sutton let me sleep at the school most of this week. I’ll drive back this weekend and load up my car. Should be able to move into the apartment on Saturday.” I was really looking forward to having a place to call my own. I’d be sleeping on the carpet in my apartment until I could buy a couch or mattress, but at least I wouldn’t be squatting at the school and taking showers in the locker room. Plus, Mr. Sutton had been very clear that staying at the school was a limited time offer.

      “Well, be sure to give us a holler if you need help with anything.” Levi nodded out the window toward the hill that towered in the distance. “The three of us live up on Blueridge Hill. We’re the only houses up there, so you’ll be able to find one of us no matter which house you pick.”

      “Okay, that sounds good. Thanks.” No way in hell did I plan on calling any of them. I needed to keep my distance. Levi and Cody seemed nice enough, but Micah was my Kryptonite. I couldn’t allow myself to get close to him. The draw was too strong. If I was going to keep my secret, I had to stay away from Micah.

      “We’re heading to grab dinner, want to join us?” Levi asked but his attention was turned toward Micah. Levi and Cody seemed to be studying him, but Micah only furrowed his brow before frowning at his friends.

      “Ah, thanks, but no. I need to get some papers graded after this event is over.” My stomach rumbled in protest, but I had some protein bars to hold me over until I could get moved into my apartment and buy some groceries. I’d get takeout some other night—when Micah wasn’t around.

      “Suit yourself.” Levi shrugged. “Good to meet you.”

      Micah seemed to come out of his trance and he reached for my hand. When our skin met, I gasped as electric shocks sparked between us again. “Great meeting you, Cole. Looking forward to seeing you around town. Let me know if you need help getting settled.”

      The heat in his touch, the fire in his eyes, and the promise in his words threatened to undo me. I didn’t hear a word of what Cody and Levi said as they departed.

      My boss had been hovering at the edge of the little meet-and-greet, but once they left, he returned to my side. “That went well. You’ll need to become friends with those three if you want to fit in here. The Edwards, Wells, and Parker names are held in high regard. I can’t say I approve of everything those boys do, but their families rule this town. Founding fathers type stuff.” Mr. Sutton rattled on, but I could concentrate on nothing more than Micah’s perfect ass as he walked away. And on how the hell I was going to make it in Blueridge Junction with Micah Fuckin’ Edwards as one of the Golden Boys.

      Fuck. My. Life.
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      “What the hell were you doing inviting him to dinner?” I rounded on Levi as soon as we were out of the building.

      “Whoa, man. Chill out.” Levi protested. “What? You can invite anyone you want to eat with us, but I can’t extend the same invite to the new guy in town?”

      His question rankled me. “Got the hots for him?” I challenged even though I knew I sounded like a brat.

      “No, didn’t feel a spark between us, but he seems like a nice guy. He seemed lonely. Thought it would be a nice gesture.” Levi shrugged. “Since we’re on the subject though, why are you so damn prickly? You have the hots for him?”

      My cousin had no clue. Hot for Cole—finally a damn name—didn’t even begin to describe what I felt. Desire, longing, anger, confusion, and yes, definitely hot.

      “Still want to take me to dinner, daddy?” Jay saved me from having to answer Levi by strutting up at that exact moment.

      “Damnit, Jay, don’t call me that,” Levi growled.

      “It’s a term of endearment.” Jay pouted, batting lashes anyone would die for. “Means I like you.” Jay blew a kiss to Levi, and Cody and I busted out laughing.

      “It’s inappropriate,” Levi snapped. “I’m thirty fuckin’ years old. You’re barely legal.”

      “I’m almost twenty-one,” Jay corrected.

      “Doesn’t matter. Even if I wanted something to happen between us—which I don’t—you are way too young and definitely not my type.” Levi’s words were harsher than I thought they needed to be, and I winced at the wounded look on Jay’s face.

      Drawing in a deep breath, Jay seemed to fortify himself. “Fine, whatev. I like a challenge.” Jay put a hand on the back of Levi’s neck and stood on his tiptoes to whisper loudly in Levi’s ear. “I’ll wear you down, bit by bit, daddy. You won’t be able to resist me forever.”

      “Watch me.” Levi turned, walked toward BJ’s Burgers & Beer, and then shot a glance over his shoulder. “I’ll meet you guys there.”

      “I’ve never seen someone get under Levi’s skin the way you do, kid.” I slapped Jay on the back and motioned toward my truck.

      “It’s my specialty. I tend to annoy the fuck out of most people,” Jay quipped.

      His words were careless, but I suspected Levi’s cold shoulder hurt more than the young man let on.

      “And, how ironic that I get under the skin of Mr. Badass Tattoo Artist? You know, with him putting ink under people’s skin for a living.”

      We’d covered the few blocks to BJ’s B&B so I just smirked at Jay’s comment as we got out of the truck.

      Cody had a table ready for us when we walked in. Levi entered behind us, scowling for all he was worth. As I sat down, I couldn’t stop thinking about Cole. Jay was grinning ear-to-ear, seemingly oblivious to the tension around him. The kid’s tongue nearly fell out of his mouth when he began scanning the menu. Knowing Jay didn’t have much money, I put him out of his misery. “Get whatever you want, it’s on me.” I gestured toward the menu.
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