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It's the middle of the night when Landon is jarred out of a pleasant but disorienting dream—something involving quiet laughter, soft grass, and a spaceship for some reason—and he spends several seconds trying to turn off the alarm clock on his bedside table before realizing clocks don't vibrate.

He reroutes and reaches for his phone with a mumbled curse, clumsy but slightly more awake now. He has to unplug the thing to get it anywhere near his face, and then he squints one eye open to glance at the screen. He fully intends to make sure it's not a family emergency and then send whoever's calling to voicemail, since at this hour it's far more likely to be spam or a drunk dial or some kind of oops-forgot-about-time-zones-sorry situation from one of his friends who live abroad. Then he can roll right over and squash his face into the pillow, and hopefully get back to the same contented dreamscape for the remaining hours of his night.

Then he sees the name on the incoming call. Avery. And quick as that, he's wide awake with an inconvenient rush of heat flooding beneath his skin.

Apparently he and his best friend have both been single too long—or perhaps simply playing the friends-with-benefits card too often—because this is all it takes for Landon's whole body to light up, his pulse speeding with a downright Pavlovian surge of arousal. Certainly these past couple months have involved more sex than usual, even factoring in all their years of sleeping together between relationships.

Spontaneous hookups are one thing. Whatever they've been doing this time around feels like something else entirely. And if any other man were making Landon feel this horny and vulnerable, he would long since have cut his losses and put a little distance between them, contrary monster that he is.

But it's not any other man. It's Avery. And Landon rolls onto his back as he swipes his thumb across the screen to answer the incoming call.

"What do you want?" he grumbles. He's eager to hear Avery's voice, even at this unreasonable hour, but he's not going to admit it aloud. That would give Avery far too much ammunition right out of the gate.

Landon blinks at the ceiling—at the distorted glow coming through his windows from the streetlight below—and considers that maybe it's ridiculous to be thinking about a conversation with his closest friend in such confrontational terms. Maybe a man nearing thirty ought to allow some sincerity into his greeting.

He shakes off the idea quickly. He and Avery have been friends for twenty years. Landon isn't going to change the rules of the game over an unexpected call in the middle of the night.

"You sound even grouchier than usual," Avery chirps, instead of answering the question. "Am I calling at a bad time? Do you have a date over?"

Landon snorts and shakes his head, scooting to sit up against his headboard and reaching over to turn on the bedside lamp. The question isn't completely ridiculous on its surface. There's nothing inherently unlikely about Landon bringing a hookup home, if he's in the mood for anonymous sex. But he wouldn't change course without giving Avery some warning first, no matter how casual their understanding might be.

Maybe once upon a time. Maybe when they hooked up once a year at most—a thought that gives Landon pause, when he stops to consider what that says about his romantic life—that even when actively trying to date people, he still ended up single and sleeping with Avery at least once a year.

Still. He would warn Avery, if he intended on fucking around with someone else, and he trusts Avery would offer him the same courtesy.

"You know damn well I haven't." He rolls his head to the side, scratching idle fingers through his beard. His gaze drifts past overstuffed bookshelves to find the window with its foggy, perpetual glow of the downtown skyline in the distance. The glass is scattered with raindrops, landing steadily and rendering the city a blurry and abstract patchwork. Landon hadn't realized it was raining, but now that he's paying attention, he can hear a quiet pattering on the roof and walls. "Do you actually need something, or did you call just to irritate me out of a good night's sleep?"
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