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            FOREWORD

          

          BY RHYS EVERLY-LAWLESS

        

      

    

    
      I’d like to thank all the authors who contributed to this anthology. This book wouldn’t exist without them. Their time, effort and initiative is what made it all possible.

      There are no words to describe the devastating truth in Palestine. There are even less words about the world’s reaction to a genocide that’s been live-streamed right in front of them.

      It’s been heart-breaking, infuriating and all-consuming watching the events unfold for 2 years and the reality still being denied on a world stage.

      It shouldn’t be like this. It shouldn’t matter what color skin you have or what god you believe in for people to care about your life and survival.

      I hope this anthology can give a little bit of hope—however small—to the Palestinians who need it desperately.

      Thank you for picking up this anthology and helping us raise much needed funds for UNRWA and Islamic Relief who offer ground support in Gaza and the West Bank.

      Keep reading, keep sharing, keep shouting, keep being angry. All together we can make a change.
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            SEVEN OF WANDS

          

        

      

    

    
      I wake up, not to the sound of my alarm, but muffled sobs. I sit up, eyelids heavy with sleep but my brain is wide awake. Lance is on his side, his back facing me. He’s covered his face with his pillow. My heart drops into my stomach as I wonder how long he’s been crying without me noticing.

      I start to rub his back. “Lance,” I say loud enough for him to hear past pillow stuffing.

      He lets the pillow drop and lifts his head. He’s a mess, eyes puffy and the skin around his nose dry. Sometimes I wish I didn’t see so well in the dark. “Why didn’t you wake me up?”

      Lance sniffs, opens his mouth and lets out a sad croak.

      “It’s okay,” I tell him before he ends up making himself more upset. I lean down and kiss the space between his thick brows. “Let me hold you…”

      He rolls over as I lay back on the bed. Wrapping my arms around his torso I pull him against my body. I kiss his forehead. Then his crown. I want to kiss him all over– find the spot that will make all of his pain go away.

      When his nightmares first came back that’s exactly what I did. Kissed it better. Fucked him back to sleep. Which– felt good, but I’m not sure it’s great therapy. Lance has told me all about his hookups, how laying alongside a one-night-stand would keep the nightmares at bay. It felt nice knowing out of all the guys he’s been with, he stuck with me.

      Lance nuzzles into my neck. He breathes, “Sorry…” so quiet I’m not sure if I’m meant to hear it.

      But with supernatural hearing, of course I hear it. “You don’t need to apologize, honey.”

      The nightmares have been back for two months now. It started out slow– but intense. I expected the worst when I awoke to screams. So when I found Lance next to me like any other morning, I just felt helpless.

      I’m getting better at comforting him. I think.

      My alarm goes off and I manage to shut it off with one hand and without jostling Lance, now resting his cheek against my chest. “You wanna get coffee? We could split a pastry.”

      He slips his hand under my nightshirt, playing with the little trail of hair below my navel. Despite the flirty gesture, his voice is solemn. “I’m ruining your run.”

      “It’s my rest day,” I lie. Technically tomorrow is my rest day but a switch up isn’t going to change anything. I can miss a morning run. Or two… It’s hard to justify a workout when Lance needs me more.

      Lance buries his face in the crook of my neck again. The soft gesture is somewhat ruined by his teeth nipping at my neck. My body jerks with surprise and Lance’s hand slides under the waistband of my boxers. Cheeky little thing. He replaces his teeth with his lips, sucking softly while his fingertips brush my knot.

      “Hey,” I chide. I take his wrist, dragging his hand out of my pants. I settle his palm right over my heart. “We agreed we’re going to try… Other ways of dealing with our feelings.” Lance has moved up from my neck to my ears. My earlobe might as well be the head of my cock the way his tongue caresses the round shape.

      I am going to lose this battle if I don’t do something drastic. Still holding his wrist, I pin it to the bed as I roll to get on top of him. Lance grins up at me, his breathing heavy. “Shower and I make you breakfast.”

      He pouts. “Shower together?”

      “If you promise to keep your hands to yourself.”

      “Where’s the fun in that?” He scoffs.

      “I get to touch you.” I pause, then clarify. “I’ll wash your hair and scrub you down– but no sex, okay?”

      Lance lets out an exacerbated sigh, but relents. “Fine.”

      He brushes his teeth while I get the shower to the perfect temperature. Once the water is at the right level of steamy, we strip. Lance slips under the water first with me right behind him. It’s a tight fit, and only one of us can stand under the shower head at a time, but that’s part of the fun. Lance turns to face me, tilting his head back into the falling water. I lean down and give him a soft kiss on the lips.

      Lance hums with appreciation. Then when I pull away, he sticks his tongue out in mock disgust. “Dog breath.”

      I snort and grab his shampoo. “You’re just mad I’m holding us accountable.” I lather the shampoo in my hands.

      Lance leans his head forward, his dark blond hair sticking to his forehead. I push the hair back before shampooing his head. “Remind me again why we can’t just fuck through our feelings?”

      “Because sex should be fun and not a way to mask shitty feelings?” That’s more or less what we agreed on. I lift Lance’s chin, tilting his head back into the water. I run my fingers through his sudsy hair. “And they’re your feelings…”

      If I could have night terrors on his behalf I would in a heartbeat. For the past two months I’ve wondered if it’s possible… if there is a spell that could alleviate his pain.

      Lance isn’t cursed. As much as his trauma comes from magic, it’s not a literal spell that keeps him up at night. He’s got to face his feelings, and I’ve got to support him– not just carry him to bed every time he has a panic attack. Though that would be a hell of a lot easier.

      Lance is silent as soap bubbles circle the drain.

      “What do you want for breakfast?” I ask before grabbing the conditioner.

      He hums to himself, eyes shut as my fingers work his scalp again. Finally he murmurs. “Oatmeal…”

      “You want cinnamon and banana? I think we have blueberries too.”

      He sighs dreamily. His green eyes flutter open like he’s waking up for the first time this morning. “God I love you.”

      I smirk. “Do I get a kiss? Or is the wolf-morning-breath too much?”

      Lance gets up on his toes and kisses me, a little more than a light peck but nothing scandalous. Though he does hold my bottom lip between his teeth long enough for me to regret my restraint back in bed.

      It’s like he can sense my shift in mood because as soon as we’re separated he leaves the shower and wraps a towel around his waist. “I’m gonna go journal… Or meditate. I dunno.” He shrugs.

      “Yeah, good idea.” I shut off the shower. There is enough time between now and when I need to get to my shift at Metropolitan Antiques that I can get a quick workout in at the gym that’s in the apartment complex. Not that their weight machine is much of a challenge with or without werewolf strength but beggars can’t be choosers.

      I start breakfast and catch Lance entering the spare room. I’ve only gone in the room once before, the morning after Lance and I hooked up. So, the low point in our relationship. The room is mostly used for storage, things Lance doesn’t really use but he can’t stand to part with. It’s full of clothing made by friends, rare thrift finds, and for reasons I don’t fully get– all the random magic shit he kept from his childhood.

      Random magic shit because I don’t actually know what all he has in there. When I snooped around all I could recognise was an old tapestry and a dagger. I found other things, sure, but I couldn’t say what they were. Definitely couldn’t decipher what they have to do with witchcraft.

      I know more about Lance’s past than I should. I wish I could unlearn all the things I read about him and his family in case files. Maybe it’s that unfortunate history that makes me wish I understood magic better.

      It’s not my place… I’m not sure it’s even Lance’s place. I don’t understand how he feels comfortable sitting in that tiny room doing breathing exercises next to a trunk full of skeletons. Now that I think back, I’m pretty sure I did see a literal skeleton in there– but from an animal. I think.

      Eventually I knock at the door, happy to bring him a mug of coffee with cinnamon and a splash of creamer. Lance pops his head out, perking up when he sees the coffee in my hand.

      “Whenever you’re ready, breakfast is done.”

      His arm snakes out from behind the door. “I’ll be out in a minute.” He maneuvers his coffee out of my hand all without opening the door enough for me to see what’s going on inside. I do catch a whiff of something. The aroma is strong but something I can’t place. Then he shuts the door and the smell wafts away.

      —

      As I climb the steps of the old Victorian I grab the keys from my back pocket. As soon as I put the key in the knob I can tell it’s unlocked. I frown, double checking my watch as I push inside. The shop doesn’t open for another hour, but Taylor and I always have our check-ins at nine.

      My job is weird. When Taylor offered me a position I thought I’d spend my days chasing down rogue supernaturals around the city. That is what I do maybe a fourth of the time. Mostly I’m a watch dog. I touch base with wayward supernaturals who would rather not be found, bring them what they need, make sure their location is still secure

      That and sell antiques. The shop is such a good cover because well, it’s a legitimate antique shop. I know more about art nouveau lamps and cameo pins than I thought possible.

      I poke into the two main show rooms but find no one. So I head upstairs, avoiding the side of the house where Daphne sleeps and instead going towards the kitchen. Sure enough, I can smell black tea steeping before I step inside.

      Taylor sits at the round table, his wife Daphne next to him, and a young woman with bright purple braids across from him. An intricately painted teapot with matching tea cups sits in the center of the table.

      “You left the front door unlocked.” I say to Taylor then glance at the woman across from him.

      Amber, the heir to the Albe coven, who is only less intimidating since I first met her but only because I’ve met her mom. Both women share sharp, broad features– from their chins and noses. They have the same narrow brown eyes, the cool dark color matching their skintone. But Madame Albe always looks at you like she’s just about to figure out what you’ve done wrong. Amber’s gaze is much softer, like how she looks at me right now.

      “My bad,” she says. “I should have locked it when I came in.”

      I lift a brow. “You have a key?”

      “She doesn’t need one,” Taylor mutters, a bit testy. He grabs the tea pot, pouring out four cups instead of three. I join everyone at the table.

      Amber shrugs her shoulders, bashful. “You said I was always welcome.”

      It clicks then. “You broke in?”

      “Did you see anything broken downstairs? I used a spell. Tested a spell, really.”

      Amber says this right as Taylor is about to sip his tea, but stops short. “You practiced on my house?”

      “Sorry– seriously I am. One of the other heirs gave me shit for not knowing it the other day.” She looks into her own cup of tea, grumbling, “I guess he got to me.”

      “Look, it’s fine, because I trust you and your coven. But next time, knock.”

      Without thinking, I ask, “If you messed up the spell, what would have happened?”

      “Thank you Reagan.” Taylor looks at Amber with a raised brow “What would have happened if the spell failed?”

      “I would have owed you a new door lock but it’s a basic spell and–” She stops, closing her eyes and taking a deep breath. “I’m sorry.”

      “Is that what normally happens when spells fail? They destroy things? How do spells even–”

      “Alright we don’t need to keep teasing.” He gives Amber a nod. “So long as it doesn’t happen again.”

      Amber nods in agreement before looking my way. “I know you all take security seriously. I appreciate it, especially right now.”

      Daphne pipes up. “Did something happen, dear?”

      I chew the inside of my cheek, debating if I should be honest. Everyone here knows Lance. They know what he’s been through and know that he still struggles sometimes. We all worry about him, and that’s exactly why I hesitate.

      Except I’m the one who really needs some help right now. “Lance has been having nightmares.”

      Daphne’s voice drips with concern, “For how long?”

      “Two months?” I pay back the past couple weeks, recalling the first night he woke up screaming. It was pouring rain, a spring shower like I’ve never seen. A nice welcome to the midwestern storm season.

      “Before or after the Minerva incident?”

      “Taylor!” Daphne chides.

      “Excuse me, I don’t see why we need to circle the issue like cattle dogs. It’s a pretty obvious trigger to consider.”

      Taylor is right to bring it up, but noticing Amber goes stiff at even the mention of Minerva, I get why Daphne scolded him. Amber and Minvera were close– closer than Lance ever was to Minvera. I get the sense that the two of them were like sisters. Meanwhile Lance and Minerva are siblings only by blood with not much else connecting them.

      Lance cares about Minverva anyway. I love his big heart, I just wish it’s size didn’t burden him. “They started after Minerva…” I hesitate, not sure I want to broach the issue this early in the morning.

      Daphne shakes her head. “Poor boy, he knows it’s not his fault, doesn’t he?”

      “I don’t think that’s the issue, dear.” Taylor tells her. “I feel for him. Family is hard even in the best circumstances.”

      My family isn’t hard. I love my parents and my sister easily. Sure they don’t know I’m a werewolf– but I did come out to them as bi. They took it really well and have been dying to meet Lance. I keep putting it off, our lives are way too complicated right now to throw my human family into the mix.

      I stay quiet for the rest of morning tea, too busy chasing my thoughts. When Amber gets up to leave, I stand as well. “I’ll walk you to the door.”

      “Afraid I’ll fall down the stairs?” We stare at each other in silence. Amber gives Taylor and Daphne a nod. “Thank you for the tea.”

      Somehow it’s easier to blurt out all my thoughts on the sidewalk. Maybe because word vomiting in Taylor’s nice kitchen would be rude. “Do you think magic could help Lance? Like a spell? He’s not really keen on magic but I know you’re really legit. Like is there a tea or a salve or–”

      Amber raises a hand. “Chill. Seriously.” She shoves both hands into her black oversized cargo pants. “You can’t talk magic out in the open.”

      “I know.”

      She lifts a brow, tilting her head ever so slightly.

      “I just need to help Lance.”

      “I hear you. Lance is welcome by the shop anytime but that’s gotta be his decision.”

      Her expression softens. She purses her lips and I wonder what it is she’s holding back. I know I’m not a witch but I’m dating one, doesn’t that make me like an honorary coven member? Not that Lance is part of Amber’s coven. Though maybe he is. I’ve got no clue how that works but the Albe Coven appears to be the coven Lance should have had growing up; welcoming and wholesome.

      Amber finally builds up the courage to speak, or maybe like me she needed time to formulate her thoughts. “He’s not the only one hurting. I hope you get what I mean.”

      “I do.” I assure her, but I doubt I understand the full scope of her words.

      —-

      I wake up before Lance. He’s muttering in his sleep, soft pleas of no accented by whimpers. He shivers despite the comforter covering his shoulders. I watch him, helpless and not sure what to do. It’s too much to bear and I reach over to touch his chest. It’s enough to stir him awake, sitting up in bed like he’s possessed.

      “Lance–” I jump up after him, wrapping my arms around him protectively while he catches his breath. It takes a moment for him to process what’s going on, but when it passes he starts bawling.

      “Lance, honey, it’s okay.” My voice breaks at the end.

      “It’s not fair–” he sniffles. “I just want it to stop.”

      “I know.” I stroke his hair. “I know, baby. Nothing– no one is going to hurt you.” I kiss the mate's bite on his shoulder. Goosebumps tickle my lip as I pull away.  “I’m here. I’ll always be here.”

      “Reagan,” his bottom lip quivers in the dark. “Reagan, I need you– please.”

      I tell him again, “I’m here. I need to show him, but I say it anyway. “I’m here…” I slide a hand down his stomach, stopping on top of his belly button. “Take deep breaths with me.”

      I inhale slowly through my nose. Lance matches me and I feel his chest rise and fall.

      “That’s good…” I praise. “Keep breathing nice and slow for me.”

      My other hand rests over his heart, waiting for his heartbeat to steady. Tears fall down his cheek. I wipe them away before kissing both of his cheeks.

      “Reagan,” Lance cries. He starts to say more but I cut him off.

      “I have you.” I pull us back down to the mattress, laying Lance beside me in bed. Our foreheads touching, I make sure his focus is on me. “I know what you need, Lance. You’ve always needed my cock.” I press my hips into his. “Always begging for it like the desperate slut you are.”

      Lance kisses me hard. I grab his chin, keeping him firm against my lips for a few moments before pushing him back– still gripping his face so he knows who's in control. That’s really what he needs right now, to give himself completely.

      His half hard cock presses against my hip. “Since you’re so needy I won’t make you beg.” I pull down his briefs, his cock bouncing against his thigh. I touch the underside of his cock, dragging my finger from the base of his shaft to the head.

      Lance takes a long, shaky breath. I palm the head of his cock and he goes stiff, shutting his eyes tight. “Keep your eyes open,” I growl. Lance pries his eyes open. “I want my pretty whore to watch me work.”

      Lance lifts his hips, his thigh pressing against my crotch. Fuck me I’m worked up now too– like I should be surprised by how Lance affects me. Even now with his cheeks squished between my fingers and his cock in my hands, a simple flutter of his lashes has me melting.

      “Help me with these clothes.”

      Lance pulls down my sweatpants and briefs just enough to free my own cock. I shift my body so our hips are aligned, arching my back so our lengths brush one another. Lance lets out an airy gasp and I release his face, needing one hand to steady myself as I take both our cocks in my hand.

      I jerk us nice and slow, half hoping these waves of pleasure will be enough to lull him back to sleep. Except now his eyes are wide open, fixated on my face. I can hear myself panting. Hear how I’m coming undone despite being the one in control.

      “Lance, baby, see what you do to me?”

      “Yes.” He starts grinding his hips like when he rides me.

      Is he trying to give me ideas? I wouldn’t put it past him. To try and quell his ever growing desire I kiss him again. Waiting for him to groan in my mouth before I stroke faster. Lance gasps and I bite his bottom lip to keep his lips pressed to mine.

      I know he’s close when he lifts up his shirt. Stomach as pale and soft as moonlight. A perfect canvas for the mess we’re about to make. Shit– if I’m not careful I’ll finish before he does, which is not the point of all of this. We can chase my own pleasure later… maybe when the sun comes up.

      I manage to push the neckline of his shirt aside with my nose, exposing enough of his shoulder to reveal the mating bite. Lance says it’s cheating to make him finish from my bite. He’s probably right but that’s the one bit of satisfaction I refuse to give him.

      I bite down. Lance cries out and I worry he’ll wake the surrounding apartments. My own hips jerk, balls tightening before I release. His cock twitches in my hands. When I lift my head, Lance has his hand clamped over his mouth. Sitting up, I admire his stomach, globs of cum sliding down towards his hips.

      “You want me to clean you up?”

      Lance nods, hand still firm over his mouth.

      “Keep quiet, okay?” I say before leaning down. I drag my tongue up his stomach. As expected, Lance muffles a yelp. I can’t help but chuckle to myself as I clean up both our messes. Lance squirms under my tongue and I have to grab his hips with both my hands to keep him steady.

      Once his stomach is bare I wrap my arms around him and rest my head, glancing up at him. His hand is still over his mouth and his eyes are half hooded, with lust or exhaustion I’m not sure. Probably a bit of both.

      I reach for his hand, gently prying it away from his face. Kissing each fingertip I pepper little words of encouragement between each peck. “Rest.” My lips find his thumb. “Close your eyes…” Then his pointer finger. “Sleep for me.” I kiss his middle and ring finger. “I want you well rested.” Finally I reach his pinkie.

      Lance grumbles. “You’re distracting…” His eyes are closed, breathing slow.

      I crawl up his body, giving him one last kiss on the forehead before rolling over onto my pillow. My vision blurs, my body eager to follow my own advice, but I can’t let myself fall asleep. Not till Lance curls up beside me, his mouth slightly open as he sleeps soundly. Hopefully till morning.

      I close my eyes but my brain is wide awake. Should we talk about this? Maybe I can mention Amber casually… suggest the apartment could really use some new crystals to brighten up the place. I worry if I’m too honest he’ll run away. But if he realizes I want him to use magic, he might feel betrayed.

      Amber is right. Lance has to decide how he’s going to handle these nightmares. All the anguish I feel on his behalf pales when compared to his pain. If I can’t feel for him, but I can hold him while he finds his peace. That's enough.
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      COLBY

      “Daddy.”

      The whisper right next to my ear had me jerking awake with a grunt. Elsie Mae’s sweet little face was only centimeters from me when I opened my eyes, and I wondered if a heart could actually stop beating when you were scared awake in the dark of night.

      “Daddy,” my daughter repeated.

      I propped up on my elbow, forever grateful my husband, Kai, and I always made sure to keep a sheet on the bed for quick cover ups after we’d gotten hot and sweaty. And we had definitely gotten hot and sweaty. Honestly, I kept waiting for the newlywed sparkle and shine to wear off, but Kai and I kept it steamy in the bedroom. It had only been a couple hours since we’d collapsed from fabulous orgasms, but luckily our rule to always pull the sheet up was one we held in high regard.

      Exactly for times like this.

      “What’s up, Els?” I asked, aware of Kai shifting behind me. Based on the warm, bare skin of his chest and belly against the equally warm and bare skin of my back and ass, I decided we maybe needed to add put on underwear to our list of rules at least while we had a child in the house.

      Having a five-year-old—how the hell did we have a five-year-old? —meant we were kept on our toes at all times. Between her two daddies, four uncles, and a slew of grandparents, Elsie Mae was well taken care of, doted on, and indulged, but she was also challenged, taught responsibility and compassion, and provided with age-appropriate guidelines.

      One of which was a scheduled bedtime routine which usually led to her going to bed easily and staying in bed until morning.

      “It’s the first day of school!” Elsie said with a happy squeal.

      Like I said, usually.

      I glanced at the digital clock on the bedside table.

      1:17 a.m.

      Fuck.

      “Not yet, Els.”

      “Yes.” Her little head bobbed in the dimly lit room “The numbers went past twelve and the morning dot is on. It’s Thursday, and that’s the first day of school.”

      Kai chuckled softly into my neck. Pressing a kiss to my shoulder before he pushed up to look over me, my husband spoke softly to our little girl. “We have to wait until the sun comes up and the birds start singing, hon.”

      Never short-tempered, never impatient, always so good for Elsie and me, Kai was the miracle who kept my life on-track all those years ago, and he was still my heart and the very cornerstone of my foundation.

      Elsie huffed. “But why? It’s morning, the dot says so.”

      “You’re right,” Kai went on. “But school doesn’t open until the sun comes up.”

      We’d likely regret that little tidbit in the dead of winter when the sun rose much later, but that was a problem for future Colby and Kai to deal with.

      Our daughter, whose shortened night of sleep and anticipation of her first day of Kindergarten were quickly catching up with her, made a tiny whiney noise. “But now I can’t sleep.” She moved as if to join us in bed, and Kai shoved something into my hands.

      “How ‘bout we get you a nice warm sleepy bath and some milk?” My husband somehow managed to squirm into his shorts as quickly and innocently as if he were slipping on his socks.

      Before Elsie could climb into our bed—something she loved to do, but something we kept to a minimum because we all three slept like shit when she was tossing, turning, and kicking all night—Kai was up and around the bed, taking Elsie’s hand. “Daddy will get the milk ready, and we’ll start the bath.”

      “A sleepy bath?” Elsie asked.

      “Yep.” He pulled the door as he exited, leaving only a small crack, but I heard Elsie’s sleepy thank you, Dada as they entered the hallway.

      I yanked on the pants Kai had shoved my way and rolled from bed. Looked like we’d all need some sleepy time milk by the time this night was done.
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        * * *

      

      KAI

      Over the years, Colby and I had figured out the secret to getting Elsie back to bed with the least amount of fuss was a familiar routine. We kept the lights dimmed, lit a lavender candle, gave her a warm bath with lavender-scented salts, and rocked her while she drank her sleepy time milk.

      With Colby busy in the kitchen getting the milk ready—a mixture we’d created and perfected since becoming fathers—I turned on the bath water, lit the candle, and kept my words gentle while Elsie used the bathroom and climbed into the fragrant tub. No toys, no hair washing, just time to rest in the warm, lavender-scented water.

      The milk would take about fifteen minutes. As a baby, a warm bottle and lavender scented lotion paired with a gentle rocking was enough to send Elsie back to the Land of Nod. These days, after clearing it with her pediatrician, we’d concocted a recipe of unsweetened vanilla oat milk steamed with lavender infused honey. Did the mixture truly have sleep inducing properties? Likely not, and it wasn’t like we were looking to knock our kid out, but the calming routine still proved to be just what Elsie needed on those rare occasions when sleep eluded her.

      And hopefully when she was greatly anticipating the first day of school.

      About the time I was drying her off and helping her get back into her favorite pajamas—decorated with the face of Magic, the black lab who lived next door with our best friends Emory and Ivy—Colby arrived at the doorway with a sippy cup.

      “Ready for sleepy time?” he asked softly. There had never been a better daddy, and our little girl was the luckiest. The fact that I got to spend every day of the rest of my life loving my best friend and our daughter proved I had a pretty damn impressive lucky streak too.

      Elsie rubbed at her eyes and lifted her arms up to Colby. He lifted her gently and leaned close to me. “Tell Dadda good night.” Elsie whispered good night and fluttered a kiss to my cheek before Colby brushed his lips over mine. “Love you.”

      Memories of nighttime feedings and diaper changes in Elsie’s early days were something we held dear even while shuddering over how sleep-deprived we were. Five years out, being awakened at one o’clock in the morning wasn’t my idea of fun, but our simple, easy life was full of love, and I couldn’t even be mad when the interruption meant we got to build well-adjusted routines and solid core memories for Elsie and ourselves.

      There’d be time to sleep when we were old and gray and missing our baby.
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        * * *

      

      COLBY

      “Oh god,” Emory groaned. “Are those donuts?” He giggled as Ivy caught his arm and kept him from attacking the box Emory’s brother, Trevor, held.

      “They’re for the daddies,” Trevor’s husband, Blake, said. “Figured they could stand some sugar if they were eating their feelings this morning.”

      Emory pouted for a moment until his eyes landed on Elsie Mae as she pretended to walk a tight rope on the middle of the sidewalk in adorable denim overall shorts, a blue shirt, yellow socks, a yellow hairbow, and her favorite white sandals.

      Emory put his hand to his heart. “Yeah, well, she might not have sprung forth from my loins, but she’s my little girl too.”

      Ivy snorted, but it sounded suspiciously close to a sob.

      All six of us watched an oblivious Elsie, and I had no doubt each of the guys were feeling just as much emotion as I was on my daughter’s first day of school. Emory, Ivy, Trevor, and Blake had all been a part of our lives since Kai dragged my ass back to Peppermint Hollow. They’d pretty much spent at least a bit of every day with Elsie during her entire five years of life.

      Trevor and Blake had married nearly four years ago.

      Emory and Ivy balked at a traditional marriage, but they were as devoted to their relationship and each other as any two people I’d ever met. Even without the reality TV game show they ended up on together, I had no doubt their souls would have eventually found their way to each other.

      Kai, Elsie, and I were so very blessed to have found our village—made up of blood family and found family—to journey through life with.

      With donuts and cups of coffee passed around, the six of us fell into our usual chatter while we watched Elsie giggle and hug Magic—in his usual position right next to her in case he needed to switch from best friend to protector mode—before she squatted to inspect an insect. When she stood up with the ladybug on her finger, she squealed in delight until it took flight.

      Magic sniffed the air as if trying to catch the bug, but he must have caught a whiff of donuts because he moved to sit next to Emory. The dog had mastered the puppy dog eyes, and Em was never able to say no.

      “Why can’t Magic and CoJack go to school with me?” Elsie asked for about the fiftieth time, her little hands on her hips.

      “Because dogs and bunnies only go to school when it’s for their job,” Kai reminded her.

      Elsie scrunched up her nose and crossed her arms, gearing up for an argument for sure, but Blake raised his arm in a wave at three people walking down the sidewalk.

      Elsie screeched and barreled toward her best friend—well, her best friend who wasn’t a grown man—Ivy—or a dog. Zechariah was only slightly older than Elsie, and the two had been thick as thieves ever since his family moved in behind us.

      Pictures and giggles kept us busy for several minutes. Our parents had scheduled a cruise—and then been distraught to find out Elsie was starting school a week earlier than they assumed—and we had strict instructions to take a billion pictures so they could see her first day.

      All too soon, the big yellow school bus pulled up to the corner. Elsie gave Kai and me hugs and kisses, patted Magic on the head, took Zechariah’s hand, and pulled him to the bus.

      I clicked about a million photos on my phone as the kids made their way up steps that seemed about five feet high. Didn’t bus makers realize little legs would be climbing up there?

      The bus door squeaked closed and a moment later it grumbled to life as it slowly chugged away from the curb.

      And just like that, our baby was off to her first day of school.
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        * * *

      

      KAI

      The eight of us stood there in a haze of exhaust, watching until the school bus turned the corner.

      And then we stood there a bit longer.

      The donut sat like a rock in my stomach.

      No more slow, easy mornings of cereal and bananas for Elsie while Colby and I sipped our coffee and checked work emails.

      Gone were the days of an impromptu rainy afternoon nap on the couch for the three of us.

      I already missed the silly giggles we shared while playing with Playdoh and painting pictures at the kitchen table.

      Magic whined.

      Zechariah’s mom wiped at her eyes as she and her husband said goodbye. They’d head off to work knowing their little one would get off the bus with Elsie and spend a couple hours with us on most afternoons.

      Ivy cleared his throat. “Well, this is a bunch of bullshit,” he muttered. “Maybe you should look into homeschooling.”

      We’d all miss having Elsie around throughout the day, but I had a feeling Ivy might be the one to miss his little auto shop helper the most.

      “She’ll do great in school,” Emory said with a sniffle. “It will just take a while for everyone to get used to not having her here during the day.”

      “Plus, she’ll have breaks and summer,” Trevor offered.

      Ivy shrugged. “I guess it at least frees you two up for nooners now.”

      And with that, a tiny bit of the sadness floated away with the scent of bus exhaust as we all shook our heads at Ivy’s crass sense of humor.

      “Let’s go get some breakfast,” Ivy said, hooking his arm around Emory’s neck.

      Colby took my hand. “You think she’ll be okay?”

      I nodded, my chest tight, but my answer sure. “Absolutely. She’s one hundred percent ready to learn and grow at school. It’s just her daddies who aren’t ready.”

      We made our way to the Peppermint Café for eggs, bacon, toast, and coffee before the six of us went our separate ways for the day. While Elsie was off living her best life in Kindergarten, the rest of us still had jobs to do.

      At least staying busy would hopefully help the hours fly by until she climbed off the bus in seven hours.
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        * * *

      

      COLBY

      “Didn’t expect you guys here,” I said when Ivy, Emory, Trevor, and Blake joined us at the corner that afternoon.

      Blake wrapped an arm around Trevor. “We might have purposely taken late lunches today to make it work.”

      Ivy shrugged. “I don’t see anything wrong with a daily three-thirty break.” He tapped the name tag embroidered into his Ivy’s Auto uniform shirt. “One of the perks of being the boss.”

      Emory smacked a kiss to Ivy’s cheek. “And a perk of sleeping with the boss is that I can make this time work every day.” He rested his back against Ivy’s front and snuggled into the embrace. “If you guys ever need someone to get the kids off the bus, we’re always available.”

      Ivy snorted. “Only for true emergencies. If your nooner runs long, I’m not babysitting just so you can—” He laughed when Emory elbowed him.

      Just as Ivy started to go on, the big yellow bus rounded the corner.

      Once the beast had pulled to a stop with red lights flashing, stop sign out, and the stop arm in place, the doors squeaked open.

      Zechariah made his way down the steps and turned to wait for Elsie.

      And there she was maneuvering down the steps and hopping onto the sidewalk.

      Like the little poster child for morning of the first day of school versus afternoon of the first day of school, Elsie’s lopsided smile was sunshine personified despite her sandals being filthy, a blob of something on her overalls, and her yellow bow mysteriously missing.

      Dropping to my knees, I hugged her close. She’d been gone seven hours, but it felt like years. Was she taller? She definitely didn’t smell like my sweet little baby. “How was school?” I asked as she patted my back before moving to hug Magic.

      “It was great!” Elsie squealed. “Our teacher says you have homework.”

      She and Zechariah thought that was the funniest thing they’d ever heard.

      “Oh, really?” Kai teased. “Well, let’s get a snack, and you two wahoos can tell us about school while we do our homework.” He groaned as if it was the worst thing ever, and the wahoos in question nearly collapsed in giggles.

      We made plans to grill out later that night before everyone headed back to work. Then Kai got the kids washed up, changed into play clothes, and seated at the table with apple juice, carrots and ranch, and apple slices.

      While the kids talked a mile a minute about everything they did at school, I rummaged through Elsie’s backpack and found a folder. Inside was a simple sheet of paper. “This doesn’t look too bad,” I said.

      Kai peered over my shoulder. “What’s that QR code?”

      I scanned it and groaned. “Like five pages to fill out.”

      “She said you don’t have to finish until Monday, but I get a smelly sticker when it’s done,” Elsie said. “She has smelly stickers that smell just like bubble gum, grape, and popcorn.”

      “We’ll do our homework,” I promised my daughter.

      Kai wrapped an arm around me and pressed a kiss to my temple. “Good thing we got that nooner in today,” he whispered, his teasing grin tickling against my ear.

      “What? Why?” Don’t get me wrong, the midday sex had been hot and was definitely a perk of Elsie being off at school for two work-from-home daddies. But I got the feeling Kai was telling me we wouldn’t be exploring the hot and sweaty type of bedroom fun that evening once Elsie was asleep.

      “You’ve got homework.” He smacked a kiss to my lips and joined the kids in laughing over my plight.

      “Maybe I can get my best friend to help me with it like he used to back in high school,” I said with a wink.

      Kai glanced at me over the table as he helped the kids gather up their trash and dishes. “Maybe. He was pretty much willing to do anything for you back then if I remember correctly.”

      My eyes held his as I recalled the years Kai had stood by my side. “And now?”

      “Now? Well, now he loves you even more than he ever thought possible.”

      “So, he’ll help?”

      Kai smiled and shrugged. “Guess we’ll see how good your skills of persuasion are these days.”
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        * * *

      

      KAI

      We had the meat and veggies ready for the grill by the time Emory, Ivy, Trevor, and Blake showed up. The six of us stood around chatting as we sipped from bottles of beer and water. When Magic came trotting over and nudged Ivy’s hand, we all paused and listened.

      “It’s too quiet,” Emory said.

      “I refuse to play Timmy and Lassie,” Ivy grumbled, but he followed Magic just as quickly as the rest of us.

      We found the kids in the playhouse part of Elsie’s swing set.

      Sound asleep.

      And then the six of us stood there and just watched them.

      There was dinner to cook.

      Paperwork to fill out.

      A bedtime routine to stick to.

      But for that one moment in time, everything stopped.

      “I can’t believe they’re in school,” Trevor said.

      “She was just a baby yesterday,” Blake added.

      Emory sniffled. “I’m going to lose it when she goes to her first dance.”

      “Gets her license,” Ivy added, his words gruffer than usual.

      “Graduates,” I whispered, wrapping an arm around Colby’s waist.

      “Goes off to college,” he choked out, a tremor traveling through his whole body.

      Magic sat in front of us and whined, picking up on the emotionally wrecked energy of six grown men.

      Trevor reached down to give Magic some loving.

      Blake drained the rest of his water in one long swallow.

      Emory sniffled again and wiped his eyes. “Well, this sucks.”

      Colby cleared his throat. “How can it be so exciting to see your kid reach each new milestone while being like a dagger to the heart at the same time?”

      “At least we can all be here to go through it together,” I offered.

      “This is a bunch of shit.” Ivy made a noise halfway between a snort and a sob. Emory snuggled closer to his side.

      “Misery loves company, I guess,” Colby said.

      I wasn’t looking forward to the heartache that came with watching your child grow up, but I also knew Elsie Mae was going to do amazing things.

      I glanced at our friends.

      Our family.

      We’d one hundred percent travel the bittersweet journey together.
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        Have you visited Peppermint Hollow yet? Come fall in love with these two steamy, swoony M/M romance stories by A.D. Ellis.

        Start with Ivy and Emory in Once Upon a Christmas House. Grab it HERE.

        Kai and Colby’s story is A Touch of Christmas Magic. Grab it HERE.
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        Six years later

      

      

      LUKE

      Her name is Riley, just like her godfather and my best friend, and as far as her daddy and I are concerned, she’s the cutest thing to ever grace this earth. Riley. I’ve loved her from the moment I first saw her, just like I’ve loved him, my Cody, from that first day in the locker room when he looked all shy and cute and so fucking mine.

      He cried that day, my husband, when they called from the adoption agency and told us they had a little girl for us. She was only six months old. As soon as the caseworker told me her name over the phone, I knew she was mine. Riley. There was no other way around it. Written in the stars and all that, just like her daddy is mine, too. Her teenage parents sounded like good people. They’d tried for a while there to make it work for their little girl, but they were just too young, and in the end, they decided to give us the best gift we’d ever received.

      Everything else fades away whenever I hold my baby daughter in my arms and stare into her huge blue eyes—all the wins and the awards, all the money I’ve earned and that I’m still earning as a pro hockey player—none of it matters. Not now, when I have the most precious thing in the world staring up at me like I hold her entire future in my hands. In a way, I do, but I’m not alone. I have my man, my Cody, by my side, and like always, he has my back just like I have his. Along with our families and friends, I have no doubt that we’re ready to begin this new chapter in our lives.

      “Babe, don’t forget the diaper bag and her fluffy blanket. Oh, and her zebra!” Cody calls to me while he bounces Riley up and down in the baby carrier strapped to his chest. He’s nervous, I can tell. He’s got that telltale flicker in his eyes, and there’s an edge to his voice that tells me his head is working overtime. He doesn’t need to be, but I understand why he is. There’s a lot at stake for my husband, not just today when his dad and Lydia are meeting Riley for the first time, but most days. My man wants to be perfect in everything he does. The perfect player, the perfect husband, the perfect son. And now, the perfect dad, too. It’s the way he’s built, a combination of his personality and what he experienced as a child. I get it. But I know what to say and do, and these days he rarely spirals. The last time he did was a year ago, when the doctors finally called it quits on his knee. It took him a few weeks to recover from that, but then a new dream replaced the old one. Now he’s in school part-time, studying to be a physiotherapist, specializing in sports medicine, and, instead of playing, he gets to watch every one of my games from the sideline, as my number one fan. He’s even had a custom baby onesie made for our daughter with the number five and Carrington on the back. Yeah, we’re cute like that.

      “I’ve got it. Relax, baby. Power Daddy to the rescue.” I wink at him, smiling, as I flex the arm holding the bag. He rolls his eyes before his face splits into a wide smile, too. Riley babbles something unintelligible, and we both get all goofy and googly-eyed as we stare at her.

      “Ready to meet Grandpa and Grandma?” Cody coos at our daughter, who sends him a toothless grin, drool trailing down her chin. Lydia’s been a long-distance Grandma with a capital G from day one. She knits baby clothes like nobody’s business, just like she’s been knitting ridiculous matching Christmas sweaters for Cody and me every year. She’s great like that, and I know it means the world to Cody that he has not only been reunited with his dad and Danny but that he’s also gained a stepmom and two stepbrothers.

      Before we reach the porch of the small bungalow flanked by trees on each side, the front door swings open, and a middle-aged woman, followed by a middle-aged man, storms down the stairs, a flowery apron wrapped around her waist.

      “Oh goodness me!” She clasps her hands in front of her, her face glowing with excitement. “Let me have a look at you!” She steers directly toward Cody, her arms held out, ready to pull him into a gigantic Mom hug.

      “Easy now, Lydia,” Cody’s dad laughs behind her. “They’ll be here all week. You’ll get your fill, honey.” He looks equally excited, though. His eyes are wet from unshed tears as he heads towards me, holding out his hand. We shake, and then he pulls me against him in a side hug, before he heads for the open trunk to help me with our bags.

      “Thanks, Glenn.” I smile at him. If I thought I had a lot of gear to carry around as a pro hockey player, it’s nothing compared to being a baby daddy. The amount of stuff Riley needs that we have to drag around with us is crazy. Diapers, formula, bottles, blankets, cute outfits, toys; you name it, our precious little girl has it. Last week alone, we had a special delivery from Finland with stuffed Moomins toys, baby clothes with Moomins prints on them, and a ton of other stuff such as Moomins cups and cutlery, all courtesy of Greta and Virtanen. They have a little gang of kids themselves now, so I’m going to get them back, eventually.

      “Matt and Chris here yet?” I ask as I close the trunk and place the last of our bags in the driveway.

      Glenn smiles, then nods towards the back of the house. “They’re in the back just getting the grill started.”

      Although Cody didn’t grow up with Lydia’s sons, Matt and Chris, over the years, they’ve become just as close as he and Danny. “Danny sends his love,” Glenn smiles, then turns toward his son and granddaughter. “He’ll be there at Thanksgiving instead, son. Another big case he couldn’t get away from.” Glenn looks as proud as can be. A son who’s a human rights attorney for the UNHCR and another who’s a retired NHL player.

      “Cool,” Cody croaks, then disappears into his dad’s embrace, with a babbling baby Riley squished between them. “Hey Dad. You good?” he sniffles.

      “Couldn’t be better, son,” Glenn rasps, and then he starts, too. It’s the same every time we get together, father and son crying in each other’s arms, clinging to each other just as tightly as they did when they were reunited six years ago. They no longer cry over the years that were stolen from them, but with gratitude for finding each other again. Cody tried to explain it to me once. The best thing about having his dad back in his life. ‘It was the not-knowing that was the hardest, Luke. The not-knowing if he ever thought about me and missed me as much as I missed him. If he… if he still loved me.’ As it turns out, Glenn did little else. He loves Cody as much as my dad loves me; there’s no doubt about it.

      “Glenn, honey, be careful of Riley,” Lydia scolds him good-naturedly. “C’mon, boys, you must be exhausted from the flight.” She ain’t wrong. Almost eight hours from Toronto to Idaho Falls with a baby is enough to test even the coolest and calmest parent, aka me. Riley was good, though, and spent a lot of the flight in her daddy’s arms or on my chest, sleeping. Still, I’m glad to have both of my feet back on the ground and a small army of relatives to help out.

      We all head to the backyard, where Chris and Matt are flipping burgers like it’s an Olympic discipline. They both returned to Idaho after college and started their own real estate agency in Idaho Falls.

      “Hey man,” Chris waves at Cody from the grill, while Matt places a large bowl of salad on the table, then jogs towards us.

      “Well, fucking finally,” he pretend-scowls at us. “We’ve been waiting for ages.” He looks serious for all but two seconds before his face cracks and he winks at Cody. “Almost ruined my prize-winning burgers.”

      “Sorry.” Cody smiles, his voice muffled as he speaks against Riley’s downy curls. “We had a little projectile vomit incident on our way from the airport.”

      “Oh, right.” Matt winces. “Say no more. Ew.”

      I can’t resist my usual dig at my brother-in-law. “We’re not that late, and from what I can tell, his doucheship still hasn’t graced us with his presence.” Matt’s cheeks instantly catch fire at the mention of his live-in boyfriend, and my archnemesis for as long as I can remember. “He’s out for a run,” Matt defends his man, and it would be kind of adorable if it wasn’t fucking Crane. Okay, so maybe I’m exaggerating. I don’t exactly hate him-hate him anymore. It helps that we’re no longer teammates, and that he’s one of us now, so to speak. Yeah, who would’ve thought that wannabe macho man Crane was into guys, but after one look at Matt acting as DJ at mine and Cody’s wedding, Crane has had hearts in his eyes ever since. It makes him tolerable, I guess, that he’s now with Matt. I adore my brothers-in-law, and Matt is Crane’s one redeeming factor.

      “Oh my god. Is that my baby niece?” Chris pops up out of nowhere like a jack-in-the-box, grinning broadly before he smacks a loud kiss on top of Riley’s forehead. She frowns at him for exactly two seconds before she starts wailing like she’s been stung by a bee. “Oh shit, Cody. I’m so sorry!” Chris rushes out. He looks absolutely crestfallen as he shifts nervously on his feet.

      “It’s okay, man,” Cody chuckles while bouncing up and down, shushing Riley. “She’s still cranky from the flight.” Chris still looks distressed, though, as Riley continues to tell the entire world her tale of woe.

      “Give me that precious baby girl,” Lydia moves in and efficiently snaps Riley out of the baby carrier. “Grandma’s got just the thing for you, haven’t I?” she coos, brushing her nose against my daughter’s. “Homemade apple purée. Doesn’t that sound yummy, sweet pea?” She presses a soft kiss against Riley’s head of brown curls, then cradles her against her chest, as she heads inside.

      “Lydia, you don’t have to—” Cody heads after them, but I rein him in, clasping him in my arms.

      “Baby, it’s fine. Let her.” I press a kiss against his neck, and he smells of a combination of baby drool and my Cody. He fights me for a few seconds, then relaxes against me with a sigh.

      “Okay, okay. You’re right,” he says as he turns in my arms and buries his face against my shoulder. “Fuck, I’m exhausted,” he murmurs against me as he gets all heavy in my arms. I snake my arms around him and hold him close as I maneuver us backward toward the other end of the back porch, away from the grill. I ease him down onto the wooden swing and drop next to him.

      “Me too, baby,” I groan, leaning my head back against the soft cushion. “But we’ve got reinforcements now. And plenty of them. Let’s make the most of it,” I yawn.

      Cody sighs next to me, and I feel him relax as he leans his head against my shoulder. I wrap my arm around him, squeezing him tight.

      “You think Lydia will be okay? Riley’s not exactly an easy baby.”

      “She’ll be great.” Then I can’t help laughing. “She did raise Doofus One and Two, so I’m sure there’s nothing she can’t handle.”

      “Yeah, you’re right,” Cody laughs too. “Matt and Chris were a handful from what Danny told me.” There’s an edge of sadness to Cody’s voice. I know it still pains him that he lost such a big part of his childhood with Danny, and that Matt and Chris had all those years with his dad that he didn’t. But it’s gotten better over the years. “I just… I just wanna be a good dad, you know? I just… wanna be there for Riley.”

      “You are,” I say, pressing a kiss into his hair. “You’re the best dad. Our baby girl loves you, and so do I. Always.”

      “I know. Fuck, you’re right. I know. I’m just… scared, I guess.” He pulls away from me and looks out at the forested area surrounding the house, a faraway look in his beautiful eyes. I sit up too.

      “I know you are. I’m scared shitless, too,” I admit.

      He turns his head and looks at me, all stunned, with a deep frown between his blond brows. “You are?”

      “Of course,” I chuckle as I shake my head. My bangs tumble onto my forehead, and I realize I need a haircut. All our focus has been on Riley, as it should be, so my hair has gotten way too long during the off-season. “I’m afraid that I’ll mess up too. But then I remind myself that we’ve got the most important thing that Riley will ever need.”

      “What?” Cody whispers, his eyes not leaving mine. “What, Luke?”

      “Endless amounts of love, baby,” I croak as I reach out and cradle Cody’s chin in my hand. “We’ll love her always and with such fierceness that she’ll be the happiest little girl in the world. And she’ll grow up to be a young woman who believes in herself and her own worth because her daddies have always told her she matters more than anything.”

      A solitary tear slides down Cody’s cheek, and when he blinks at me, another follows. “That’s all I want,” he smiles through his tears. “That’s all I want for her.”

      “And that’s what she’ll get. She’ll get all the love in the world. Not just from us.” I nod at my in-laws, who are gathered around the table, fawning over Lydia, who has now returned and is sitting at the table, feeding Riley apple purée. “Look at them,” I tell him, smiling. “We’ve got an entire army, baby.”

      “We do, don’t we?” Cody laughs through his tears as Matt does a weird dance, causing Riley to snort strings of purée out of her nose.

      “We do. I think your family is even crazier than mine,” I say, recalling how my parents and my sisters FaceTime us every chance they get, making faces at Riley, competing with each other to get her to laugh. They haven’t met her in person yet, but we’ll all be celebrating Thanksgiving together in Burlington in a few months.

      “Not possible.” Cody grins at me, then leans in and kisses me long and hard. He tastes of salt and happiness and everything I hold dear in life. Of endless days filled with love and laughter and moments with our daughter. He tastes just like he did that night on the rooftop under the stars when I kissed him for the first time, and my life changed in a matter of seconds.

      “I love you, Luke,” he mumbles against my lips, then his tongue dips out and swipes along my bottom lip. “I love you so much that I thought I had no more love left in me, but then there was Riley, and my love just grew and grew. I never thought…” he trails off, then kisses me even deeper, almost like he wants to crawl inside my body and live inside me forever. I kiss him back, hoping my kiss will convey all the things I can never tell him because there aren’t enough words to explain to him what he means to me. What he’s done to me. He and Riley. The kind of purpose I’ve found with him and our daughter. The kind I only thought I could ever find on the ice, with the crowd roaring my name back at me. Not only have I found love in Cody’s arms, but I’ve also found myself in every way that matters. As an ace man, as a husband, and now as a father.

      “I love you too, baby,” I smile against his lips for lack of better words. “Now let’s go eat before I end up having you for dinner.”

      “You wouldn’t!” he gasps, then blinks at me, all tired and flushed.

      “Wouldn’t I?” I raise a brow at him, digging my fingers into his sides possessively, as I try to pull him in for another kiss. Before I know it, he jumps up with a squeak, then takes off across the porch and bolts down the stairs to the lawn.

      “You gotta catch me first, Lucky,” he laughs at me, his blond hair all wild, surrounding his face like a golden halo. There’s a teasing glimmer in his eyes, a come here and get me, and before I know it, I fly out of my seat and chase him down the stairs.

      “Boys, don’t run too far!” Lydia calls after me. “Dinner’s ready soon.”

      I catch up with him halfway to the woods. He pretends to struggle in my arms. “You were always faster than me,” he pouts. I press kisses all over his face, and he squirms and giggles.

      “Faster, maybe,” I pant. “But never better. You were always better than me.” It’s true. He was. He was always the better player, the greater talent. If it hadn’t been for his knee, he would still be playing, still the best goalie in the league.

      He freezes in my arms, his face all serious. “You mean that?”

      I nod.

      “Really? I’m the better player?” He frowns at me in disbelief. I’ve never told him before. I nod again, then kiss him.

      “Yes, you are,” I whisper against his lips. “You always were.”

      “Thank you. Thank you, baby,” he says, his voice so frail and humble. “Thank you for saying that.”

      “I mean it.” I blink back the tears stinging my eyes. Then I wink at him. “Luckily, we’re on the same team.”

      “Always.” He smiles at me, tears still clinging to his long lashes. “We’ll always be on the same team, Luke, you and I. You, me, and Riley. It’s written in the stars.”
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      Monumental is an ace MM hockey romance, and you can get the full story here: https://a.co/d/9DTWAZq
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        NOTE: This bonus chapter is for anyone who was left wondering about Julianus’s fate.

        It takes place a year after the epilogue of The Cruelty of Thorns.

      

      

      

      Taking one last look at the twin gold bands nestled in black velvet, I close the box and tuck it into my pocket. I’m still not sure if this is the right move. Is it too soon? Am I reading this wrong? What if he laughs in my face?

      My eyes lift to the bookstore across the darkening Paris street. I never get tired of watching him. Who would have thought, after the events that transpired two years ago at Whitfield, that I would ever find happiness? People like me don’t deserve to be happy, and yet, since I met Alain, I’ve been practically giddy.

      Even now, just the sight of his forest green eyes amid that perfect angular face sets my world-weary veins on fire. And don’t even get me started about my dick. I’ve been hard since the first time we fucked.

      I cross the street like I’m walking on air and approach the store, watching through the window as he rings up a customer. The woman smiles at him, then reaches out.

      Touching his arm.

      Flirting.

      So much for my good mood.

      My rational mind tells me they all do it, and who can blame them? The man is drop dead gorgeous.

      Doesn’t mean I have to tolerate it.

      Sucking in a deep breath, I hold it a second before slowly exhaling.

      Control.

      Sort of.

      I wrench the door open with more force than necessary, causing the bell over the door to jangle urgently. Both Alain and the customer turn toward me, and something in my eyes causes the woman to pull her hand away from him as though she’d been shocked.

      “I’ll call you when the book comes in,” Alain tells her as she gathers her purchases and scoots past me out the door. Alain frowns at me after she leaves and chides, “You can’t keep scaring off my customers.”

      I step closer to him, breathing in his intoxicating amber and spice scent. My cock takes notice. “They should learn to keep their hands to themselves.”

      He walks out from behind the counter and pretends to busy himself straightening the display on one of the tables. He’s so transparent when he tries to act casual, like he doesn’t love making me jealous. He calls it awakening my Italian temper, and I see the lust in his eyes whenever it rears its ugly head. Someday his luscious French mouth is going to bite off more than it can chew.

      “Don’t you have business to attend to?” he asks.

      I step up behind him and wrap my hands around his arms, leaning over to whisper in his ear. “Nothing more important than this.”

      He tries to pull away from me, but my grip tightens while I nuzzle his neck, drinking in his scent. Wanting more than anything to get rid of these clothes that are keeping us apart.

      “I have customers,” he protests.

      I trace my tongue down his skin. “We’re the only ones in the shop right now.”

      I turn him around to face me and start backing him toward the rear of the store while capturing his mouth in a filthy kiss.

      “Julianus,” he gasps as he pulls free of my mouth. “What are you doing?”

      “What does it look like I’m doing?” I guide him into the doorway to his office. “I’m claiming what’s mine.”

      “I’m my own man.”

      “Keep telling yourself that, Tesoro.”

      I close the door and back him up against it, reclaiming his mouth and plunging my tongue in to tangle with his.

      “We can’t do this here,” he gasps, trying to push me away. “Someone could walk in the store at any moment.”

      “Then you’d better be quiet.”

      I crowd him again, bringing my knee up between his legs to rub against his stiffening cock. “You can pretend you don’t like it, but I feel your need, Alain.”

      “Just let me think for a minute.”

      I lick the side of his neck then bite down, sucking his flesh into my mouth as my hand finds its way down to the waistband of his pants. “Better think fast,” I urge as I unzip him and shove his pants down to his knees. The boxers go next, then I close my hand around his fully-aroused length.

      “Somebody’s ready for me,” I murmur as I undo my own pants and slide them down. I grab both our cocks and rub them together, eliciting a moan of pleasure from Alain. The erotic feel of his hot shaft against mine nearly blows my head off.

      He throws back his head, exposing his pale throat to me, and I take the offering, sinking my teeth into his succulent flesh.

      “Fuuuuck,” he moans deliciously.

      I grin and lick my lips, savoring the meaty taste of his blood. Next to having my cock buried in his ass, it’s the best thing in the world. Who knew I would crave the taste of another vampire? But then, why not? I crave everything else about him.

      He ruts against me, seeking friction, and I have all I can do not to drop to my knees and lick the precum from his swollen head, but I need to be inside him right now.

      To claim him.

      I want my cum so deep in his ass he can think of only me when the next customer bats her eyes at him.

      I want him to be unable to take a step without feeling me.

      I want him to need me like oxygen.

      “Still want me to stop?”

      “Don’t you dare,” Alain groans.

      “That’s my boy.”

      I turn him around to face the door while shoving my fingers in his mouth. “Suck.”

      He complies, wrapping his tongue around my fingers. Getting them nice and wet. I slip them out and bring my hand around to his firm ass. Without preamble, I work two fingers at once into his hole because I know how much he likes it when it hurts. He’s as much of a cock slut as I am. That’s what makes us so perfect together.

      His body shudders, his green eyes blown to black. His lips slack, a drop of drool gathering at the corner of his mouth that I can’t resist lapping up. “Julianus…please.”

      “You look so pretty when you beg, baby.”

      I grab my cock with my other hand and smear the precum over my crown before edging it toward his hole.

      “Are you ready for me?”

      “Yes. Just fuck me.”

      I chuckle. “So needy, my Tesoro.”

      I inch my cockhead past the tight outer ring of muscle, taking a moment to relish the feel of his hole squeezing me. Only when I sense he’s getting restless do I start to move. I know when I brush his prostate because he moans again. Now that I’ve found it, I take my time, giving it the attention it deserves until his moans turn to desperate whimpers.

      My mouth hovers over his ear, hot moisture coating his skin. My voice barely a whisper.

      “Who do you belong to?”

      I hold my position, my cock throbbing inside him while his body quakes around me. He whines as he rotates his hips, trying to push me deeper, but I can be a good tease. To amp up the tension, I reach around and grab his shaft, running my precum-slick thumb over his slit.

      “You want me to relieve this?”

      “Please,” he moans.

      I buck against him, teasing his quivering ass before I pull almost all the way out. “Who do you belong to?”

      “Fuck me,” he groans.

      “Wrong answer.” My tongue traces the shell of his ear before I bite down, drawing blood. Another taste of heaven. “Who do you belong to?”

      He rotates his hips against me, a desperate attempt to work my cock deeper, but I maintain my distance.

      “Please fuck me.”

      “You know I will, baby. Just answer the question.” I thrust once. “Who do you belong to?”

      He slumps against me and utters a long sigh. “You, Julianus. I belong to you.”

      “Good boy.”

      I pull back then ram my cock all the way in until I bottom out and my balls slap against his taint. He grunts and pushes back against me, our movements becoming more urgent. Half of me wants to race him to the finish line while the other half wants to tease him until he’s wrecked.

      I know which half Alain is praying for. His body vibrates with need, but I can’t let him come yet. I squeeze and stroke his cock until he feels so tight he might explode, coordinating the movement with my cock’s thrusts until he’s a babbling mess.

      “Please…fuck…Jules. Need to come.”

      I love it when he falls apart. I run my other hand up to his neck, spreading my fingers across the vulnerable flesh before pressing my palm against it. Choking him. He twists his head, his mouth seeking mine. His tongue snakes out and I capture it, sucking it into my mouth.

      Biting it.

      More blood.

      He moans deep in his throat and I squeeze both his neck and his cock harder. His ass retaliates, tightening on my pulsing cock.

      This man.

      The kiss becomes a war of gnashing teeth and spilled blood. It’s a good thing we’re practically indestructible because we would ruin each other.

      I begin to fuck him so hard the door rattles against the frame, and still his moans nearly drown it out. So much for my little Tesoro being quiet.

      Not that I want him to be. If someone comes in, they can deal with it or leave. It’s not like he needs the sales from this place. I won’t apologize to anyone for fucking my man to within an inch of his life. If I had my way he’d scream so loud they’d hear him out on the street.

      I know he’s close because my own cock is inching into painful territory. I need to come.

      “Come for me, baby,” I breathe into his ear.

      He cries out as he coats my hand and the back of the door with his hot cum. Just feeling it on my hand brings on my own climax. I thrust once more and stiffen against him as I empty into his ass.

      We don’t move for several minutes until the tinkle of the bell over the door out front rouses Alain from his post-orgasm stupor. He moves away from me and turns around, pulling up his pants and tucking himself in.

      I grab his hand to stop him from rushing out and pull him close to me.

      “Grazie, Tesoro.”

      He looks away then turns back, meeting my eyes. “Anytime, lover.”

      I still haven’t done what I came here for, but it’ll have to wait until his customer leaves since I know how adamant Alain is about his privacy. Instead I smile at him as I release his hand. “Now you’ll be thinking about me the rest of the day.”

      He reaches out and brushes his fingertips across my lips. “I’m always thinking about you, Jules.”

      I can only hope he means that. I follow him out front, determined to get a few minutes alone with him. My plan hinges on that. This is where we started, and this is where it has to be done. I guess I’m still a hopeless fool for tradition.

      The customer is an elderly man looking for a rare book. I block out most of their conversation, intent only on watching my lover. His eyes keep wandering back to me, a question in their depths. Why am I still hanging around, they ask. Normally I leave him to his business while he’s working, but today is special.

      Wouldn’t you know it another customer comes in while the old man is still there. I lean against one of the bookcases and cross my arms, watching him work. As long as no one touches him, I’m fine to observe.

      Finally, the last of them exits the store, leaving us alone. I approach him and bend over him, my mouth teasing his ear.

      “I have something important to ask you, Tesoro.”

      He leans his head back against my chest. “Then ask.”

      I spin him around and slide down his body until I’m perched in front of him on my bended knee.

      Alain’s face registers surprise. “What are you doing?”

      I reach into my jacket pocket and pull out the velvet box I picked up earlier. I suck in a steadying breath, then open the box and hold it out for him to see. This is it, the moment I’ve been both anticipating and dreading, depending on his answer.

      Who would have thought, after 500 years of existence, that I would find someone I wanted to spend my eternity with? I thought I was destined to endure my existence alone.

      “Will you do me the honor of becoming my husband?”

      His mouth falls open and he stares at the rings for an uncomfortably long time, and just when I’m sure he’s going to turn me down, his lips curl up in a smile so beautiful it lights the entire room.

      “Yes, Julianus, I’ll be your husband.”

      I pull one of the rings out of the box and slide it on his finger, then bend over to brush my lips against his hand.

      He reaches for the other ring and slips it on my finger. I stand up and pull him into my arms, our lips finding each other, our tongues tangling in hungry desperation.

      This.

      This is where I want to spend forever. All the years of pain and loneliness, regret and vengeance, have all been worth it to bring me to this spot.

      “I love you, Tesoro.”

      “I love you, too, Julianus.”
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        * * *

      

      If you’d like to read more about Julianus and his origin story, please check out The Cruelty of Thorns, available on Amazon, B&N, Smashwords, Apple, and Kobo.

      

      The Cruelty of Thorns

      

      My name is Julianus. I’m a sensualist, born to chase desire. I’m also a bloodthirsty monster. The ruinous events that led to that fate have ruled my nights and haunted my dreams throughout my centuries of existence. All I’m seeking now is vengeance…and redemption.

      

      https://books2read.com/u/47AMO7
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      From Office Jinx–Hexcuses

      

      The human world changed a long, long time ago. It happened so subtly that no one really knew what had happened — well, almost no one. But they dismissed his account as the foolish writings of an overexcited teenager. Who was this teenager? His name was Pliny the Younger. He was writing the account witnessed by his unimaginably named uncle… wait for it. Pliny, the Elder.

      Now this is a deathbed account, so you can see how some aspects of it were–dismissed as fanciful. Pliny the older one, wasn’t a young man when he saw what he did. He had nothing to gain in adding to his account. Only his nephew now had something to lose. But I have strayed from my explanation. So, let me quickly sum it up for you.

      In 79AD, yes, that long ago. There was a volcanic eruption near Naples, Italy. Yes, that one, the one that rained down so much ash and pumice that it buried two towns and destroyed many others. Well, what was not written by Pliny the Younger was that it was not only ash and lava that flowed from Vesuvius. A fissure had opened up in the mountainside, and a race of ‘Others’ found their way into the human world. In all the confusion, they were mistaken for being the fleeing townsfolk, and were freely welcomed in the surrounding villages. It wasn’t long after that the villagers noticed the newcomers were different. Pliny described them as having un-natural features that revealed themselves in the moonlight, with eyes that turned the same fire red as the mountain they’d sprung from. These Versuvians, as they became known as, were almost all painfully beautiful. They were much stronger and could move far faster. Some showed signs that they had mastered the arcane arts. Over time, two distinct groups emerged. The ones that were seen at night, and those seen by day.

      

      And the villages soon learned to fear the ‘Suvians’ who walked in the day, those of the light or - the Lucem. For they were the bringers of war, treachery, and hardship. The Tenebras, those of the darkness, kept mostly to themselves, living deep in the forests and rarely troubled the villagers. Only venturing out once a month, on the night of the full moon. Some Tenebras would wander the cities - while some said that if they turned towards the forest. They could hear howls carried on the wind.

      INTRO

      Eric blinked at the trio as if the lab had glitched. There was no escape, not after Ryan had fried the door lock, electricity shooting from his fingers. His pulse stuttered—Verity’s aura curled around the room like silk, but it wasn’t her scent that tangled in his gut. No, it was musk and leather and that wolfish grin Jerry wore like armor.

      Troll-shifters weren’t supposed to fall for werewolves. Not in any handbook Eric had read. But the way Jerry’s posture shifted — surprise, then confidence, then something else — it made Eric’s mouth go dry. Verity’s magic hummed in his blood, but Jerry’s smile anchored him.

      He stepped toward the workstation, Jerry shadowing him, too close, too warm. When Jerry whispered into his ear and bit it — gods, the bite — Eric nearly short-circuited the servers with a moan. Trolls didn’t moan. But today? Today was weird.
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        * * *

      

      1. TECH LAB: ERIC

      I didn’t like being cornered. Not by magic. Not by mystery. And definitely not by people looking at me like I was a problem to solve. I had a fair idea of why they were here — the app. The project that I’d been asked to work on off-the-books, by Curtis Jones, the CEO of Newton Industries. I should have known that karma would want to come and kick me in the ass for creating it. I just wasn’t expecting it in the form, or rather forms, of an Electro Mage, a Lycan, and a Succubus.

      The petite red-haired succubus — Verity — was beautiful in a way that made your blood forget to pump properly. Her personality, not so much. But it wasn’t her perfume that made my gut tingle. It was the scent behind her, rougher, like musk and moonlight, and the sound of Jerry’s laugh, rich and amused like he’d cracked a private joke.

      Closing my eyes for a moment, I willed my body not to react and instead forced my attention to the monitor — numbers I understood, systems I could bend. But Jerry was still there. Still too close. Leaning towards me, he acted as if he belonged in my orbit.

      “You gonna help us out?” Jerry murmured. His voice had curled like heat at the back of my neck, and sent a shudder through me. “Or do I need to bite again?”

      Fuuuuuuk. My fingers stalled over the keys. Bite again? Just the thought had my whole-body zinging, troll magic sparked under my skin — not defensive, but… responsive. Like how my pants were strangling my dick. That wasn’t supposed to happen.

      Risking a glance upward. I noticed Jerry’s expression was cocky, almost feral. His eyes sparkled, but beneath it all? A flicker of nerves. Maybe even… curiosity. Did he feel something too? Or was it just my reaction to whatever it was that was happening here?

      I swallowed hard as my senses reeled. This wasn’t me. I was supposed to be immune to glamor — I was supposed to be a tank, a wall, a brute with code. But right now, I was something softer. Hotter. Hungrier.

      The app wasn’t the threat anymore. Jerry was.

      I leaned back in my chair just enough to graze Jerry’s hip. Not an accident. Not a glitch. I just needed to be close to him.

      “You want me to fix it?” I said in a low, gravelly voice. “Say please.”
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        * * *

      

      2. THE TABLES TURN: JERRY

      Sorry what? My brain was slow to turn over, like it was running on steam power. I blinked a few times as realization hit me. Did Eric just⁠—?

      I’d teased enough people to know flirting when I saw it. Hell, I invented half the moves my crew used on full moon nights. But this? This wasn’t cute banter. This was molten lava — slow, hot, and just unescapable as any volcanic eruption, like Vesuvius hitting Pompeii.

      “Please,” I forced the word from my lips, but it came out half-breath, half-growl.

      Eric’s eyes flicked to me. Steady. Unreadable. But his fingers danced over the keys like they weren’t attached to a man built for wrecking concrete. That contradiction — that damn contradiction — clawed at my insides. Trolls weren’t supposed to be sexy. They were blunt-force muscle. Code monkeys with caffeine addictions and zero finesse.

      Except Eric was finesse. Every keystroke. Every glance. Every quiet command. I couldn’t help it. I was drawn towards him; his scent, his magic, it all silently called to me. I leaned closer, just enough for my chest to brush Eric’s shoulder.

      “So,” I murmured, my voice a notch lower, rougher, “is this a one-time thing… or are you going to make me beg again?” My heart was racing, like I was hunting, only I wasn’t sure if I was the hunter or the prey.

      Eric’s lips curled — the barest twitch at the corner. That was it. That twitch undid me. What was happening to me? Normally, I was the charming, confident wolf who never stammered, never second-guessed. Suddenly, I wanted nothing but to flip the lab table and see how loud that troll could moan.

      Verity, bless her wicked heart, giggled while Ryan tried desperately to blend into the background. But I wasn’t listening. Not to her, or my best friend. Not to anyone.

      Eric looked up and murmured, “You already did.”

      I couldn’t hold back any longer; my inner wolf damn near howled.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      3. SPARKS FLY: ERIC

      I knew what line of code I needed to change to deactivate the brain manipulation element of the app. Having created a backdoor effectively a kill switch, all I needed to do was enable it. I didn’t belong to the NI Mafia or follow the Lucem. It was just a case of being in the wrong place at the wrong time, and Curtis Jones and his cronies had me at a disadvantage. Not something I was used to. Much like now. I knew heat. Every troll learns the ways of the forge, where metal sings under flame, but only if they listen. Controlled chaos. That’s what coding was too. Feed the right sequence, hold the structure, don’t let it spiral.

      But Jerry? Jerry was spiraling; I could see it. Right into my lap.

      The word “please” still echoed somewhere deep down in my bones, low, raw and needy. Was he asking me to kill the app or pleading with me for something else? I hoped it was the latter. Not just for show. No pretense. Honest. That was the problem. Jerry’s swagger used to amuse me. The way he glided around the building all dressed in black. Now it hooked claws into the hollow places I kept sealed tight.

      Again, Jerry brushed against me. His touch was light, teasing. Accidental. Intentional. It didn’t matter — it was enough to make my fingers stumble on the keys. Just once. Just enough.

      Verity’s laughter rang somewhere behind me, but it sounded distant. Muted. Like wind outside a pressure chamber.

      Twisting slowly in my seat, I turned around. Jerry hadn’t moved away. In fact, he was staring at me like he’d found something precious in a wreckage site. That look — reverent and sinful — made something inside me tilt that I thought had been bolted down for years.

      “You already did.” The words slipped off my tongue like steel dipped in honey.

      Jerry’s breath caught. He was too close. Or maybe not close enough. I could feel his body heat roll over my skin as his scent clouded my mind with want.

      My hand — the same one used for soldering circuit boards, for grip strength, for breaking locks — rose to Jerry’s jaw. Not rough. But firm. “You want this,” I murmured, “but you don’t even know what ‘this’ is.”

      Jerry leaned in like he wanted to learn.

      Then Verity’s chair squealed as she stood and muttered, “Okay, wow, I’m totally juiced right now. I’m definitely not used to this level of sexual tension. We’ll leave you two alone.”

      “Jer, are we all good?” Ryan’s face looked flushed, his posture tense and ready to bolt for the exit.

      Jerry studied my expression, then a quick glance at the monitor before giving Ryan a up nod.

      “Oh, thank God.” Ryan muttered; his voice strained and more than a little relieved.

      I heard wires sparking before the door slammed closed behind them. I didn’t dare move, let alone blink. My hand shook as my thumb brushed along Jerry’s cheekbone, slow enough to leave an impression. “I warned you,” I whispered. “I don’t play games.”

      Jerry whispered back, “Then teach me something real.”
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        * * *

      

      4. INFERNO: JERRY

      I wasn’t sure when kissing turned into this.

      One second, I was flirting — laughing at Verity and Ryan’s retreat, savoring the tone of Eric’s voice as if it called to the very heart of me. The next? It was like a firestorm engulfed me. No charm. No swagger. Just burning need.

      Eric had me braced against the workstation table, with his hands on either side of my hips as he leaned in closer. His eyes were calm, calculated. But his breath was fast and ragged. Like something primal was clawing beneath the surface, waiting for a chance to get out.

      Then it happened.

      A pulse. Sharp. Electric. It shot through my spine and landed somewhere behind my heart. My wolf howled — not with hunger, but with recognition. Bonds weren’t supposed to happen accidentally. Not with a troll. Not in a lab. Not when half the team was probably watching the security feed and taking notes.

      I couldn’t breathe; my lungs screamed, and my head felt light and floaty. I gasped. Stumbled. Eric caught me in his big muscular arms, of course he did, and held me like he’d known me forever.

      “It’s not glamor,” Eric crooned. “Not anymore.”

      Leaning forward, I pressed my forehead to Eric’s. “Tell me this isn’t…”

      “A bond?” Eric said, his voice more of a rumble. “It’s real. You didn’t fake this. Neither did I.”

      Pressure built up inside me, ready to burst like a shaken bottle of soda. I couldn’t hold it in. I laughed — or maybe choked. “I was just supposed to flirt. Maybe flirt hard. Not to catch feelings. Definitely not soul-link.”

      Eric’s grin slowly spread across his lips. “Guess your animal magnetism finally met its match.”

      This time I groaned. “The succubus is going to kill us.”

      Eric kissed me again, slow and certain. “She’ll forgive us. Eventually.”

      I felt a flutter in my chest where my heart thumped erratically, already syncing to someone else’s rhythm. One I hadn’t expected. One I hadn’t looked for. And, gods help me — one I never wanted to lose.
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        * * *

      

      5. COMPLICATED: ERIC

      As I sat at my desk several months later, I found myself staring at a coffee stain, my mind drifting to the unforeseen changes I’d encountered since I’d become part of the company. In one-way things had become simpler, but also much more complicated. My work after Curtis was arrested was—different. Not just because the Newton Mafia had lost its leaders, or that Giles Merriweather, the founder of NI, was now back at the helm as both CEO and Chairman. It was because of my need for redemption and to be around Jerry. I’d started scheduling in-person updates to the security network, the one that Jerry had access to. I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve had to run an install, defrag and reboot on his machine, any excuse to be close to him. In return, Jerry claims that the maintenance ducts need “random inspections” — which always lead to Lab 3. Where I happened to be resetting the biometric security. The guy was pure temptation, dressed in black and sexy as sin. Keeping away wasn’t an option. Ever since that first time, the day he bit me, our connection, our bond, only grew stronger. We’d met up repeatedly since then. There’s not a storeroom, boiler, or plant room that we haven’t explored each other’s bodies in. We kept it secret, stayed after hours, stealing moments together while I was working hard to redeem myself, to show that I was one of the good guys.
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        * * *

      

      Cyber-attacks were a real risk, and after a late-night firewall breach, my hands had shaken from the adrenaline rush of running system-wide scans. Jerry found me sitting at my desk in the tech lab. Wordlessly, he wrapped a blanket around me. “You can’t keep doing this alone.”

      “I didn’t think I had a choice.”

      Jerry reached out and touched a hand to my cheek. “You do now.”

      I was more appreciative of his support than words could say. Other suvians are wary of my kind, and humans are fearful of a guy my size, yet Jerry couldn’t care less. All I saw in his eyes whenever he looked at me was desire. It didn’t surprise me when I received an email saying that the building would shut down for some heavy maintenance and that only a few people would be on site. Walking into the empty building the following morning felt strange. Like there was too much space in the deserted walkways. I went in search of Jerry, not that he was hard to find. Our bond led me straight to the tech lab, where I found him sitting at my workstation, scrolling through video snippets. The security cameras had captured our quiet moments together without us realizing it. A look, a touch, a pause — it was all there, playing out on the screen. Jerry paused the footage of the two of us kissing. Where I had him backed up against the wall, my hands on his hips, as our tongues battled for domination.

      “We’ve spent eight months hiding something no algorithm could explain. I don’t want a firewall between us anymore. Will you marry me? Public settings optional. Emotional connection mandatory.”

      My mind was spinning, overwhelmed with too many feelings and too many words. What was that saying about actions meaning more? Grabbing hold of Jerry’s collar, I pulled him to me, our lips joining in a kiss so hot that it threatened to set my pants alight. I threw my head back on a gasp as I felt his mouth place butterfly-soft kisses along my jaw. Before his teeth gently nipped at my earlobe, scrambling my brain. Moans slipped from my mouth, my voice rough. In between ragged breaths I whispered, “You’re my favorite glitch.”

      “Is that a, yes?” His eyes bore into mine as if he were trying to read my mind.

      “Yes, it’s a yes.”
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        * * *

      

      6. BEAUTIFUL DAY: JERRY

      The flurry of activity and preparations of the last few weeks faded away. Soft music carried on the gentle breeze. The weather was perfect; not a cloud marred the sky, as the midday sun shone down on the rose garden. Their mixed scent filled the air, making my nose itch. It was a small price to pay for such a beautiful setting. Of all the places that we could have chosen for our wedding, Eric wanted the National Arboretum.

      We exchanged vows beneath a floral arch dressed in matching suits. I’d never seen Eric look so handsome as he stood there wearing a black tux, with a turquoise tie that matched the color of my vest perfectly.

      I don’t think any of my friends thought this day would happen; me getting married, especially not to a man. The look on their faces when I told them I had been seeing someone, then introduced them to Eric. Priceless.

      The moment the celebrant said the words “you may kiss your husband,” Eric swept me off my feet into his arms. Crushed his mouth to mine. His lips, usually soft, were now demanding. The cheers of the crowd faded, replaced by the sound of my hammering heartbeat. Rose petals filled the air while I clung to him, lost in the sensation, until he finally pulled back, a wicked gleam in his eyes.

      “How about we get out of here, and find somewhere quiet, and if you’re good, then I’ll let you play with my floppy disk,” I said once I’d caught my breath.

      “Floppy disk? Is that the best you can come up with?” Eric said, quirking an eyebrow.

      “You got something better?” I challenged back. Not willing to concede.

      My husband’s smirk suggested he did. “Oh yeah, how about I show you how to power up my hard drive?”

      Now there was an offer I couldn’t refuse, I took his hand in mine and led him towards the privacy of the bushes. Who knew what the future would bring or what challenges we’d face? What we knew was that we’d face them—together.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Thanks for reading Jerry and Eric’s HEA story. You can read how they helped bring down the Newton Mafia and meet the rest of their friends in the first story in this MM Urban Fantasy series, OFFICE JINX - HEXCUSES.
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