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      I hope that you are enjoying these anthologies as much as I am. Getting to know the authors and the feeling of community that it brings is absolutely wonderful. Summer is also my favorite time of the year. Maybe it’s a holdover from when I went to school – I didn’t enjoy school – so maybe that’s why.

      Dive in and read these wonderful short stories from these fabulous own-voice authors! Each one is a surprise and is guaranteed to make you smile!

      Shane Morton
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      Nick Cavegn stepped off the plane at Newcastle Airport in the North of England, relieved to be finished with his long flight from Seattle. With the layover at Heathrow, he’d been traveling for fourteen hours. Stay awake, Nick. You’ll beat the jetlag faster.

      He made his way through passport control and retrieved his backpack from the carousel. After clearing customs, he strode through the arrivals lounge and paused by a large window to check his directions.

      “Let’s see.” He scrolled through the message from the flat owner and plugged the address into his map app. “Metro Green to Metro Yellow, off at Heaton. Got it.”

      Pocketing his phone, he took the escalator down to the Metro tunnel, purchased a day pass, and waited for the train. The rail ride to the Chillingham Road Station went quickly, and he strolled along the platform, over a pedestrian bridge, and onto the main road. He passed row houses and paused, spying the local pub. Though tempted to continue to his accommodations, Nick decided to grab a pint.

      He approached the large, blue building and pushed open a heavy wooden door. Turning left in the small antechamber, he entered the pub. Lights hung from the vaulted ceiling. A long, wooden bar adorned the interior wall, an upholstered bench seat ran below the large front windows, and several tables were scattered on a carpeted floor. Perched on a barstool, a man chatted with the bartender while soccer—football… You’re in England now, he reminded himself—played on the two televisions hanging from the ceiling.

      Nick snagged a small table next to a fireplace. With the heat of summer, the fire wasn’t lit, but he could imagine sitting here with a mug of hot chocolate on a cold, wintery day. After placing his pack on the chair, he sauntered to the bar, taking in the selections on tap.

      The bartender, a man who looked to be in his fifties with salt-and-pepper hair, strode to stand in front of him. “Hiya. You okay?”

      “Um, hi,” Nick said, concentrating on the taps. “I’ll have a pint of the Moretti.”

      “Coming up. Any food?” The bartender snagged a pint glass from the row of neatly placed glasses and started pouring the beer.

      “No, thank you.” Nick pulled out his credit card.

      The bartender set the full glass on the bar and punched in the amount on the card reader. “Cheers.”

      Nick tapped his card. “I don’t need a receipt.”

      The bartender nodded and returned to his conversation farther along the bar. Nick brought his pint back to the table. He sipped the amber liquid, enjoying the refreshing taste on a hot day. Though not usually a beer drinker, he wanted to get into the character of the place he’d call home for the next two weeks.

      Leaning back in his chair, Nick opened his phone and brought up the massage provider site. Three messages awaited from potential clients. He tapped out responses to the first two, and as he opened the third, a reply came from the first one.

      Are you available this evening?

      Nick glanced at the time on his phone. It’s only 3 p.m. He felt a tired ache in his body, but booking a client would force him to stay awake until a normal bedtime.

      He tapped at the phone screen. Yes. I need to check into my bnb. What time?

      A message appeared almost immediately. 18:00?

      Squinting at the screen, Nick made the mental calculation of subtracting twelve from the time. Six o’clock. He hoped he could stay awake, or at least get in an hour-long power nap, before heading out to the massage.

      Yes, that works. Intake forms attached. He took another sip of his beer, waiting for the reply.

      The message came a few moments later with the address. I’ll fill them out and look forward to meeting you. My name is Pete.

      See you then. Nick continued checking his messages. The notification that the intake form had been completed dinged, and he opened the form. He pulled up the address Pete provided and reviewed the directions from his flat to the client. “Only eight blocks.”

      He responded to the final message and placed his phone on the table. Picking up his beer, he sat back and sipped again. He’d barely landed in England, and he already had a client. Off to a good start.
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        * * *

      

      The heat of the day permeated the summer evening. Clad in a pair of shorts and a T-shirt, Nick carried his supplies up the street toward his client’s home. His new massage table had been waiting for him, still boxed up at his flat, as well as the massage oil and towels he’d ordered.

      He strolled along the street of two-story attached houses with the table carrier strapped to his back until he came to number forty-one.  A black wrought iron fence with a small open gate separated a small, unkempt garden from the sidewalk. Using the short walk that separated the mess, he approached the door and rang the bell.

      Soft chimes sounded inside, followed by hurried footsteps. The door swung open, and a handsome man wearing round silver glasses stared at him through blue eyes. Sandy straight hair stuck up at various angles, and a wide grin showing mostly straight teeth spread across his face.

      “Hiya, Nick. You okay? I’m Pete.” He held open the door. “Care to come inside?”

      “Sure.” Nick propped the door open with his foot. “Go ahead. I’ve got a wide load here.”

      Pete chuckled. “Plenty of room.” His smile disappeared, and he glanced behind him. “Hopefully.”

      Nick arched a brow. Curious. He followed Pete into the house, noting the narrow waist and round ass stretching the fabric of his khaki trousers. Peering into the hallway beyond his host, Nick noticed clutter everywhere. Books perched on almost every available space, interspersed with cups, silverware, boxes, and the occasional article of clothing.

      Pausing and facing Nick, Pete frowned. “Sorry the house is in such a state. I have a cleaner coming in two weeks.” Pete held out a hand toward French doors, embarrassment rolling off him. “I’ve cleared a space in the lounge. Shall we go through?”

      Nick hoisted his massage table, barely clearing the cluttered side table in the entryway, and stepped into the indicated room. Two small settees piled with books and papers rested against a wall. A large window dominated another, and Pete hurried forward to close patterned green drapes. An antique wooden coffee table, also piled with books, had been pushed against the other wall.

      He made short work of setting up the table. Surveying the space, he had just enough clearance to maneuver around, although he’d have to nudge a few things out of the way once the massage started.

      “Is there a place where I can wash my hands?”

      “The loo is just through and on the left.” Pete pointed at the hallway.

      “Thanks. Disrobe to where you’re comfortable.” He nodded at the table. “We’ll start facedown. Lay the towel over your behind.”

      Nick hurried out and found the restroom. A painting of the pastoral English countryside in a silver-colored frame hung over the toilet. A litterbox sat under a set of cabinets.

      “Mrowr.”

      Startled by the sound, Nick swung around to find a calico cat prancing into the bathroom.

      “Well, hello.” He reached down carefully.

      “Meow.” The kitty sniffed at his hand, then bumped its nose against his fingers before lifting its butt and rubbing its side against him.

      Nick scratched its back for a moment. “Aren’t you sweet.”

      “Mrowr.” The cat rubbed against his leg, then trotted from the room.

      After washing his hands, Nick strapped his holster around his waist and slipped the bottle of oil into the pouch. Returning to the lounge, he stepped to the table and retrieved his phone. Connecting it to the speaker in his pack, he played some soothing Celtic-inspired music.

      Nick oiled his hands and forearms, pooled some oil on the small of Pete’s back, and returned the bottle to his holster. Beginning the massage, Nick spread the oil up to cover Pete’s back and shoulders.

      “How much pressure do you prefer?” Nick asked, digging his thumbs into tight muscles around Pete’s right shoulder.

      “Medium,” Pete said. “I don’t like it rough.”

      “Sounds good.” Nick moved with the music, working on Pete’s back, legs, and feet. Pete would occasionally moan lightly, and Nick felt the muscles loosen. Halfway through the massage, Nick gently rubbed his hand on Pete’s leg. “How’s it feeling so far?”

      “Heavenly,” Pete said, his voice heavily relaxed. “You’re amazing.”

      “When you’re ready, you can flip onto your back.” Nick lifted the towel, looking away while Pete shifted on the table.

      “Right,” Pete said. “I’m sorted.”

      Nick returned the towel to Pete’s waist, noting the large, thick outline under the fabric.

      “Sorry,” Pete said.

      Glancing at his face, Nick could see red creeping up Pete’s neck and into his cheeks. “No worries.” He patted Pete’s hand. “It happens.” He set to work oiling Pete’s lightly-haired chest. The towel jumped a few times, mostly when Nick ran his hands over Pete’s pecs. Sensitive nipples. He shifted his movements to avoid stimulating Pete.

      Nick did his best to keep the massage professional. Pete made no move to touch him, and Nick appreciated the respect. When he finished the massage, Pete let out a contented sigh.

      “How was that?” Nick asked.

      “Heavenly.” Pete closed his eyes. “You have a lovely touch.”

      “Thanks. Take your time getting up. I’ll be right back.” He returned to the bathroom and washed the oil from his arms and hands.

      Pete was sitting on the massage table wrapped in a blue robe when he reentered the lounge. “I’m sorry I can’t make you a cup of tea. I have supper plans. Would you care for some water?”

      “Yes, please.”

      Pete tightened the belt around his waist and scurried into the hallway. Nick closed up his table and packed it into the carrier. He could hear Pete muttering in the kitchen while cabinets and plates clattered. Chuckling, Nick finished packing up his equipment.

      Returning with a pint glass, Pete handed Nick the water and retrieved his trousers from the settee. He handed Nick three one-hundred pound notes.

      Nick tried to hand back two of the bills. “Uh, this is too much. I’m only charging a hundred for an hour’s massage.”

      With a shake of his head, Pete waved off the money. “You had to cope with my messy house.” Pete glanced around the room, his cheeks tinged with pink. “Would you come back tomorrow for another session? My shoulders and back are still tight, and I’d like to see you again. Half five?”

      “That’s five-thirty, right?” Nick sipped the water.

      “Correct.” Pete’s bright eyes and sweet smile made him look like a hopeful puppy.

      “Sure, that works fine.” Nick had warmed to the goofy man. “I’ll consider this payment for both sessions.”

      Brightening further, Pete nodded enthusiastically. “I must shower before supper. Until tomorrow.”

      Nick finished his water, grateful for the refresher, and hoisted the massage table over his shoulder. “I’ll see you then.”
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        * * *

      

      After a quick shower and more hydration, Nick settled into an overstuffed chair in the living room of his flat and scrolled through the hookup apps. He adjusted his profile to the friends and connections setting, hoping to find some local folks to meet up with.

      “Not much online this evening.” He scrolled down and found a familiar face.  Curiosity piqued, Nick opened Pete’s profile and chuckled. The description was chaotic to say the least. Pete would start a sentence on a topic but finish on a completely different one. “Hmm, forty, single, and an absent-minded professor.”

      Since Pete had his interests set to friends and connections instead of hookups, Nick wrote a quick message. Enjoyed meeting you today. Looking forward to tomorrow. As he hit send, a green light illuminated next to Pete’s profile name.

      Lovely to meet you as well. My evening plans fell through. Would you care to meet for a drink?

      Unsure if he should meet up with a client, he paused. They’d be out in public, and he was seeing Pete the next day. Despite being dead tired, he’d gained a second wind. He needed dinner anyway.

      What could it hurt? He scrolled through Pete’s pictures again, noting the easy smile and the relaxed poses. Nothing without a shirt, although he’d pretty much seen all of Pete’s long, lean body already.

      Sure. When and where? he typed.

      The reply came quickly. My favorite pub has a good selection. Available on your schedule.

      Nick checked the time on his phone. Send me the address. I’ll meet you in half an hour.

      Pete sent the relevant information, and the green dot disappeared.

      Pulling up the website for the pub, Nick scrolled through the offerings. Typical pub fare and a good mix of beer, wine, and spirits. The veggie pie over mashed potatoes caught his eye, and his stomach rumbled. The address showed a five-minute ride on the Metro.

      Nick changed his clothes, opting for a light-blue linen short-sleeve button-up with a pair of charcoal trousers. While tying his black shoes, he contemplated his evening date. Pete’s profile had mentioned travel, history, and books as his primary interests. As Nick hurried to the train station, he mulled over topics of conversation.

      The train arrived quickly, and two stops later, Nick got off at Wallsend and headed into the neighborhood. The old buildings captivated him, especially the beautiful church crammed between other buildings. Making a mental note to visit the church, he continued on and found the pub.

      Wood paneling covered the interior, and portraits hung from wires suspended from picture rails running the length of the walls. The ornate wooden bar covered in intricate carvings of cherubs and animals dominated one wall. Dark tables with a mix of high-backed, wooden, or overstuffed chairs dotted the room.

      Pete stood from a green fabric-covered chair with carved mahogany arms and waved Nick over to a table in the back corner. He had an adorable grin on his face. “Would you prefer a handshake or a hug?”

      “A hug works.” Nick opened his arms, and Pete stepped in, giving him a quick embrace.

      “I’m pleased you reached out.” Pete patted his back and gestured to the available chair. “Please, sit. Would you like a drink?”

      Nick glanced at the bar. “I had a Moretti earlier and liked it. I’d take one if they have it on tap.”

      “Right.” Pete scurried to the bar.

      Sitting, Nick took in his surroundings. A marble fireplace dominated the corner. He could imagine a crackling fire warming the pub on a cold winter’s night, much like the first pub he’d visited that day. With the current warm weather, he was grateful the fire wasn’t lit. A portrait of an English king hung over the mantel, and a bust of another man rested on a round wooden stand. The small table between the chairs had a votive candle in a small glass holder and a small metal vase with a bouquet of miniature white roses.

      Pete returned with a pint of beer and placed it on the table. “Here we are.” He took his seat across from Nick and raised his wine glass. “Cheers.”

      “Thanks for the beer.” Nick took a sip. “This is perfect.”

      Pete’s smile lit up the room. “Have you been to Wallsend before?”

      “It’s my first time in the Newcastle area.”

      “Right,” Pete said, settling back in his chair. “Wallsend is named after Hadrian’s Wall. This town marks the eastern end. If you have time, the museum and Segedunum are worth a visit.”

      “Sega-what?” Nick asked.

      “Segedunum.” Pete repeated, and Nick could see the shift to a professor educating students. “It’s the name of the Roman fort. A rather fine example of Roman ingenuity, though there’s not much left except the outlines of the buildings. The bathhouse has been reconstructed but not in its original location. Across the road is a reconstruction of a section of the wall, and the actual wall runs alongside it.”

      Nick sat back in the comfortable chair. “I don’t know much about history, especially British history. I sort of remember something about Hadrian’s Wall, though. Were they trying to keep out the Scots?”

      “Well done.” Pete rattled off facts about the Roman conquest of England. With his tousled hair and his excitement at this topic, Nick could imagine him giving a lecture to enraptured students. He just needed a smoking jacket and a pipe.

      “Do you go out to the ruins with students?” Nick sipped his beer.

      “I’ve not in quite some time. Perhaps I can go with you, should you decide to visit.” Pete quickly snagged a small, paper menu from the table and made a face. “I detest the QR code menus. My phone rarely cooperates.”

      “Mine does fine.” Nick aimed his phone at the QR on the side of the menu and scrolled through the offerings. “I’ve been craving a veggie pie since I got off the plane.”

      “The pie here is exquisite. Most pubs in Britain have them, but I highly recommend this one.” Pete returned the menu to the holder. “Steak and kidney pie for me. I’ll get yours.”

      “Wait, you don’t have to—” Before Nick could stop him, Pete propelled himself out of the chair. He’d already reached the bar and was ordering by the time Nick had stood.

      The buzz of his cellphone drew his attention, and he glanced at it. His brother Jake’s face filled the screen. He snagged the phone and answered.

      “Hey, Jake. What’s up?”

      “Hey, bro.” The cheerful voice of his brother always made him smile. “Thought I’d check in. How was the flight?”

      “Good.” Nick resumed his seat. “Made it without any real problems. I’ve been awake for about eighteen hours, though.”

      Jake laughed. “You’re gonna sleep good tonight. Where are you now?”

      “Newcastle, having a drink and some dinner with a handsome professor.” He grinned across the table at Pete, who’d just returned to his seat. “What about you?”

      “Cleveland.” Jake sounded less excited. “We have a match later today.”

      “I hope you win,” Nick said.

      “Thanks. I won’t keep you from your new friend, but I wanted to see when you’ll be finished in England.” Jake paused. “Brody and I need to set a date for the wedding, and I want you there. And before you ask, Mom and Dad aren’t coming. They’re apparently on safari somewhere in Africa and don’t want to make an effort.”

      Nick shook his head. “Why am I not surprised… I have plans through July, but if you set a date, I’ll be there, no matter what I’m doing. Just give me a little time to rearrange things.”

      “Thanks, bro. Sorry this is last-minute.” Muffled voices came through the speaker. “Gotta go. Stay safe, and I’ll let you know what we decide. Text me dates that you’re busy.”

      “Love you, Jake.”

      “Love you, too, bro.”

      The cell beeped twice. Nick slipped the phone into his pocket and returned his attention to Pete. “Sorry about that. My brother and his boyfriend are getting married. They’re looking at dates.”

      “Splendid.” The crow’s feet next to Pete’s sparkling eyes deepened with his toothy smile.

      “I haven’t met Brody yet, but my brother is head over heels.” He frowned at Pete. “You didn’t have to get my meal.”

      “No worries, mate.” Pete raised his wine glass. “I’m happy for the pleasurable company, and we can toast your brother’s upcoming nuptials.”

      Nick couldn’t help his smile. “Thank you.” He raised his pint. “To Jake and Brody.”

      “May they be happy.” Pete sipped his wine. “We’ve spoken of my teaching and Roman ruins. Now, tell me about yourself.”

      “Oh, well,” Nick said, not sure how much of his story to reveal. In the States, he generally kept things superficial with dates and especially with clients. “Not a lot to tell. I went to college in California, then to massage school in the Bay Area.”

      “That’s San Francisco, correct?”

      “Yes, sorry. I’m from California, so I expect everyone to know where I’m talking about.” He eyed his pint, now half empty. “I have a degree in biochemistry, but I went back for another degree in physical therapy and then attended massage school after graduation. At some point, I want to integrate the PT and massage practices, but right now, I’m enjoying being a masseur. It gives me a lot of freedom.”

      “I wouldn’t think it would be as lucrative as a job in biochemistry,” Pete said.

      “I like helping people. I’d be stuck in an office or doing research with a biochem job. I’d rather be seeing patients.” Nick paused, gauging what to say next. “Just concentrating on my massage practice allows me to travel. I’m in England for eight weeks. No place would give me that much vacation time in the US.”

      “Indeed. You Americans work yourselves to death.” Pete shifted in his seat, crossing his legs. “You clearly have one brother. Any other family?”

      “Just the one,” Nick said. “Our parents pretended to raise us, then took off on their world travels after I turned eighteen.” He felt the grey clouds gather over his mood. “More money than brains.”

      “Ah, I’ve touched a nerve.” Pete’s face fell. “Apologies.”

      “No,” Nick said, not wanting Pete to feel bad about his messed-up family. “I’m tired, and talking about my parents is best done when I’m rested.”

      “A change of subject is warranted.” Pete leaned forward. “What brought you to England?”

      “I enjoy travel. My last trip abroad was to London, and I loved it, so I wanted to see more of the UK.” Nick waved his hand around. “My friends told me Newcastle was a great place.”

      “I think so,” Pete said with a grin.

      The bartender brought their plates of food. “You okay? Need another pint?”

      Nick shook his head. “I could use some water.”

      “I’ll have another glass of wine, Rory,” Pete said.

      “That rosé you like should go with the steak.” Rory winked.

      “Splendid,” Pete said with a grin. “One glass of rosé.”

      Rory nodded and headed toward the bar.

      “First name basis with the barman?” Nick glanced at his food. “This looks delicious.”

      “Rory’s a good sort. He takes good care of me when I come round.” Pete placed a napkin in his lap and carefully sliced off a piece of the pie with his knife, then pushed the morsel onto the upside-down fork and took a bite.

      Nick’s eyebrow arched before he could school his expression. He quickly concentrated on his own food, cutting off a slice of veggie pie, setting his knife down, and switching the fork to his right hand before stabbing the piece of food.

      Pausing with his cutlery poised over his plate, Pete chuckled. “Are you enjoying the pie?”

      Nick stopped mid-chew to stare at him. He swallowed, feeling he’d done something wrong. “Uh, it’s good.” He hadn’t really tasted the morsel.

      “Sorry,” Pete said, resuming his meal. “I forgot that Americans’ relationship with their cutlery is different. It’s a way that the Germans could easily spot hiding American soldiers in the Second World War.”

      “How so?” Nick had no desire to stand out. “What am I doing wrong?”

      “Nothing wrong,” Pete quickly said. “In Europe in general, we don’t tend to stab our food, and we use the knife to push the food onto the fork. We also don’t switch hands when using a fork. Observe.” Pete repeated what he’d done earlier, and Nick noted that when Pete returned his knife and fork to the plate, he placed them parallel to each other on one side. “You give it a go.”

      Nick turned over the fork, cut off a piece of pie, and tried to push the piece onto the tines. It fell off the second he lifted the fork. “Damn it.”

      Pete chuckled. “It’s fine. I didn’t mean for you to change how you eat.”

      “No, no,” Nick said. “I want to blend in. Thanks for telling me.”

      With a large grin that had already become endearing to Nick, Pete nodded in encouragement. “Give it another go.”

      Nick tried again, and this time, managed to get the morsel up to his mouth. He caught the piece with the knife before it could fall off and tucked it into his mouth without further mishap.

      “Well done,” Pete said. “We’ll make a Brit out of you yet.”

      With a smile, Nick tried to mimic Pete as he ate his pie. The crust and veggies inside tasted amazing, and even the mashed potatoes under the pie had good flavor. He made short work of his meal, washing it down with the last swallow of his beer. He switched to water for the rest of the evening, not wanting to get any more dehydrated than the airplane had already made him.

      “Splendid. Would you care for pudding?”

      Nick shook his head. “I’m not a big fan of pudding, thanks.”

      “You don’t like pudding?” Pete scrunched his face for a moment before laughing. “Sorry, I’m asking if you’d like dessert? They do a fantastic Eton Mess.”

      “Why did you ask me if I wanted pudding?”

      Pete chuckled again. “In England, we call American dessert pudding, but it encompasses more than just custard.”

      “And an Eating Mess?” Nick asked, confused at the new vocabulary. “Doesn’t sound very appetizing.”

      “Eton. As in the college. It’s actually quite good. Strawberries, meringue, and whipped cream. Delicious.” He rubbed his hands together. “I’ll order one, and we can share.” Pete paused in thought for a moment. “Unless you want your own. Or you don’t want to share…” Pete trailed off, looking worried.

      “I’ll have a bite of yours, that’s fine.” Waves of drowsiness washed over Nick. “I’m not sure how much longer I’m going to last.”

      “You look done in. Let’s get you back to your flat. We’ll save the Eton Mess for next time.” Pete stood. “Are you ready?”

      Surprised at the abrupt shift, Nick blinked. “Oh, uh, sure.” He stood and followed Pete to the door.

      “Good night, lads,” Rory called from the bar.

      “Cheers, Rory,” Pete said and held the door for Nick.

      They rode the rail back to Chillingham Road, and Pete accompanied Nick back to his flat.

      “You okay to get in?” Pete asked.

      “Yeah, I’m good.” Nick focused on the key and opened the door. “Thanks for walking me home.”

      “Just making sure you arrived safely.” Pete shook his hand. “Right. I’m off to check on Brigid.”

      “Who?” Nick hadn’t remembered Pete mentioning this friend at the pub.

      “My cat. Did you meet her?”

      Realization dawned. “Oh, yeah. She said hello when I was in the bathroom.”

      “She’s the queen of the castle, and I adore her.” Pete nodded. “Right, off to bed with you, and I shall see you tomorrow afternoon at half five.”

      “Good night.” Focusing on bed, Nick stepped inside, locked up, and headed for the bedroom. As he drifted to sleep, he reflected on the nice evening with Pete and looked forward to seeing him again.
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      Nick ended his two weeks in Newcastle somewhat sad to continue his trip schedule. The client-patient relationship ended after the second massage, and he’d enjoyed Pete’s company on dinner dates, seeing a play, and a host of different outings and explorations of the local area. He’d said farewell to Pete the prior evening, reluctant to leave his new friend.

      The train pulled into Leeds Rail Station. Nick collected his backpack from the luggage shelf and hurried to the end of the car to retrieve his massage table. Finally off the train, he made his way to the ticket scanner, pressed his phone screen on the reader, and manhandled his carrier through the swinging glass doors. Pausing outside the station, he opened a rideshare app and scheduled a car, not wanting to walk to his rented flat in the city center with his massage table.

      “Nick, is that you?”

      Nick swung around, surprised at the familiar voice. “Pete?”

      “Are you following me?” Pete asked, an amused lilt to his voice. “I must have made quite the impression.”

      “What are you doing here?” Nick peered at Pete. “I thought you were lecturing.”

      “I am.” Pete grinned. “I have a lecture tomorrow at the University of Leeds. There’s a concert at Leeds Cathedral in the city center this evening. Would you care to accompany me?”

      Two beeps drew Nick’s attention. A black sedan pulled up to the curb, matching the car description on his rideshare app.

      “That’s my ride.” Nick turned back to Pete. “Let me get settled, and I’ll text you.”

      “Lovely.” Nick’s face lit up. “I’ll get myself sorted as well. Perhaps dinner later if you aren’t fully booked with massages.”

      Nick couldn’t help the smile pulling at his lips. “I’m sure I have time in my schedule for you.”

      “Off you go.” Pete nodded at the car. “He won’t wait long.”

      A bit flustered, Nick hoisted his massage table and hurried to the waiting car. Just before he climbed inside, he glanced back at Pete, who stood watching him. Pete gave a wave, and Nick returned it before taking the back seat and closing the door. The car sped off, and Nick sat back. Not goodbye after all.
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        * * *

      

      Nick stepped inside the Leeds Cathedral, a mere ten-minute walk from his flat. The church had beautiful stone arches with golden highlights on the wooden altar. The stained glass over the wood caught the waning late afternoon sunshine. Panels around the altar showed angels, the Virgin Mary, and Jesus in various tableaux. Musicians were seated on chairs in front of the altar, up four steps from the stone floor. A small crowd occupied several of the wooden pews.

      Making his way up the center aisle, Nick searched for Pete. His phone dinged with a text saying Pete would be a few minutes late. Nick found a spot not far from the front with an empty space beside him. He set his phone on the pew and took his seat.

      The musicians warmed up, and a choir took their places behind the small chamber orchestra. Polite applause filled the cathedral when the conductor stepped to the front of the orchestra.

      “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. Please turn off your cell phones during the performance. No recordings are allowed. Thank you.” She turned, the choir rose, and the concert began.

      Soaring contralto voices filled the cathedral with beautiful song. More voices joined, and finally, the orchestra played. Nick closed his eyes, letting the music lift him and fill his soul with joy.

      A hand rested on his, and he opened his eyes to find Pete beside him, his own eyes shut, enraptured with the concert. Nick closed his eyes again, rolling his hand to grasp Pete’s. They held each other through the first song. When the final notes and their decay through the room ceased, the audience applauded.

      Reluctant to move his hand from Pete’s, he glanced at his companion. Pete smiled, gave his hand a squeeze, and joined the rest of the room in applauding the musicians. Nick clapped, but his thoughts turned to Pete.

      “Marvelous,” Pete said, smiling at him. “Such a lovely sound.”

      The room hushed again, and the conductor lifted her baton. A lone oboe played, and again, Nick found himself listening with his eyes closed. Pete’s hand returned to his. Through each song, Nick enjoyed the intimacy of Pete holding his hand. He’d already touched Pete nearly everywhere on his body, but this intimacy felt different.

      At the end of the concert, Pete kept hold of his hand, and they stayed seated while the rest of the audience made for the exits.

      “Do you have plans this evening?” Pete asked. “Any clients or meetings with friends?”

      “Nothing planned.” Thinking about spending more time with Pete, Nick found himself more than willing. “What did you have in mind?”

      “Reiterating my dinner invitation.” Pete glanced down, and Nick followed his gaze to the small suitcase under the pew. “There was a miscommunication with the university, and I need to sort my accommodations for this evening.” Pete sighed. “But afterward, I’d enjoy a meal with you.”

      Considering for a moment, Nick’s mind flashed to the spacious flat he’d booked. One of the two bedrooms held his massage table where he planned to have clients, but the large bed in the other room would more than accommodate the two of them.

      “Well, I have room, but we’d have to share a bed.” Nick stared at Pete. “Are you okay with that?”

      “I am,” Pete said without hesitation. “Are you? I don’t want to impose or make you uncomfortable.”

      “Let’s bring your suitcase to the flat, and we can go from there.” Nick stood and reached out his hand.

      Pete smiled and took his hand, then stood and grabbed his case. “Lead on.”

      They hurried through the streets of Leeds back to Nick’s flat. Nick enjoyed holding hands with someone in public, though he did find himself checking reactions from passersby. Of those who noticed, most of them smiled.

      The large wooden door to the white marble building opened when Nick punched in the code, and they went up to the staircase to the second floor, across a bridge over an atrium, and up the elevator to the third floor.

      “Quite the journey to get to the room,” Pete said. “Well done on finding such a gorgeous building.”

      Nick punched in the room’s code and opened the door. “Our room is the one on the left.”

      Stepping inside, Pete took in the flat. “I love it. Thank you for sharing with me.”

      “I’m happy to,” Nick said and meant it.

      Pete took his case into the bedroom and placed it next to the window. “Well, here we are.”

      “Here we are,” Nick said from the doorway. Pete looked good in his tweed jacket and linen trousers. “What now?”

      Approaching him, Pete reached out a tentative hand. “Are you hungry? I could buy you supper.”

      Nick felt drawn to Pete. He’d thought he wouldn’t see him again and regretted not making any sort of move on him. “There’s no obligation,” Nick said, taking Pete’s hand and rubbing his thumb over the knuckles, “but I’d like—”

      Leaning in, Pete let go and brought his hand to Nick’s face. “I’d like to kiss you.” Pete’s gaze held longing and desire.

      Nick obliged, wrapping his arms around Pete and drawing him close. Pete whimpered, his body relaxing. Nick held him, darting his tongue into Pete’s mouth. Coming up for air, Nick drew Pete’s head to his shoulder and held him.

      “Fantastic,” Pete murmured, placing small kisses on Nick’s neck.

      “Let’s move this to the bed.” Nick tugged Pete into the bedroom and faced him. “Are you okay with this?”

      “More than, love. I’ve been fantasizing about this since I met you.” Pete fidgeted. “Are you?”

      Nick pulled his shirt off and let his trousers fall to the floor. Standing before a slack-mouthed Pete, Nick kicked his clothes to the side and stepped forward. Their kiss had him hardened in his briefs, and he couldn’t wait to get Pete on the bed.

      Pete looked like a deer caught in headlights. His gaze raked over Nick’s body in almost cartoonish shock.

      “Like what you see?” Nick grinned. “I’m all yours if you want me.”

      In answer, Pete clumsily stripped down in a flurry of movement, almost tearing the buttons from his shirt and ripping his trousers off.

      Nick stepped forward and placed a hand on his bare shoulder. “Slow down.” Pete stopped his frenzied movements and gazed at Nick. “We’ve got plenty of time.” He brought his hand to Pete’s face and traced a finger down his cheek. “Let’s enjoy ourselves.”

      Taking a breath, Pete nodded. “I’m rubbish at this. I get too excited. It’s been a while.”

      “You’re fine.” Nick kissed him gently. “Get on the bed. I’ll take care of you.”

      With a whimper, Pete again nodded and sat on the edge of the mattress. Nick pressed his hand onto Pete’s chest and gently pushed, following as Pete slowly lay back on the bed. Nick glided his hand down Pete’s abdomen and tugged at his boxers. Lifting his hips, Pete stared at Nick with an aching vulnerability Nick hadn’t seen in him before.

      Nick tugged the boxers down Pete’s legs and hooked his thumb into the top of the remaining sock, removing both articles of clothing. Completely naked and slightly shaking, Pete’s tall, thin body lay across the mattress, his narrow feet nearly hanging off the bed. Nick ran his fingertips over the lightly haired and sturdy calves and caressed his inner thighs while he took in the view. Though he’d seen Pete mostly naked during the massages, he’d kept their meetings professional. He hadn’t seen what Pete kept covered by the towel. The unruly curls framing Pete’s package matched the sandy blond hair on top of his head. His uncut cock curved slightly to the right. He looked to be around six to seven inches with a medium thickness. Medium-sized balls rose toward the shaft, and Pete looked ready to explode.

      Gently pressing his hand downward on Pete’s balls, Nick took the hardened shaft into his other hand and slowly stroked. “Does this feel good?”

      “Yes,” Pete gasped, his legs tightening and feet pointing. “I’m trying to last, but your touch feels amazing.”

      Nick stopped his stroking but kept hold of Pete’s dick. “It’s okay if you come.”

      “Not yet.” Pete closed his eyes and scrunched his face. “I’ll be alright in a moment.” He took a few breaths.

      Giving Pete a momentary rest, Nick stood and peeled off his briefs. His cock jutted out, and his balls felt better freed from the tight confines of his underwear.

      “Are you ready?” Nick asked, raking his gaze over the rest of Pete’s body. A trail of sandy hair made a line from his cock to his pecs, and Nick couldn’t wait to run his fingers through it, and over the quarter-sized nipples he’d carefully avoided touching during his massages, remembering their sensitivity.

      “Come to bed,” Pete said with more control in his voice.

      Climbing next to him, Nick straddled Pete’s thighs and rubbed his chest. “You don’t shave or trim?”

      “Je suis tout naturel,” Pete replied in French.

      Nick’s cock pulsed.

      Pete grinned up at him. “Did you like that, mon cher?”

      Another thrill surged through Nick. “Oui.” He brushed his fingertips over Pete’s hardened nubs, and Pete shuddered with a gasp. “Did you like that?”

      “Oui,” Pete breathed.

      Despite wanting to take things slow, he lay forward, ground his cock against Pete’s, and kissed him. Pete’s arms wrapped around him, returning the kiss with fervor. He widened his legs and lifted them to wrap around Nick, shifting him downward.

      Breaking the kiss, Nick kept his lips close to Pete’s and whispered, “What do you want next?”

      “I want you inside me.” Pete released Nick, pushed him up, and adjusted their position, pulling his legs back.

      With his cock brushing Pete’s hole, Nick resisted the urge to slide inside. “We need some lube and protection.”

      “In my suitcase,” Pete said before a furious blush consumed his face, and his eyes widened.

      Pausing a moment, Nick eyed him. “You brought supplies?”

      Pete shrugged, but Nick could see the waves of embarrassment rolling off him. “I do try to come prepared.”

      Squeezing Pete’s cock, Nick grinned at him. “I can make that happen.”

      “I reckon you can,” Pete said with a chuckle.

      Nick pushed off the bed and hurried to Pete’s suitcase. He unzipped the bag and found a box of condoms and a small bottle of lube in a plastic baggie. Quickly returning, he pulled open the bag and tossed the lube onto the bed, then ripped open one of the packages, discarding the others onto the floor.

      Sitting up, Pete reached out to cup Nick’s balls. He had softened while retrieving their supplies, but Pete’s touch had him hardening again. After a couple of strokes, Pete leaned forward and sucked on the head. Delicious warmth enveloped Nick’s cock. Working his way down the shaft, Pete gagged and pulled back momentarily before resuming. His pace quickened, turning frenzied.

      Nick held Pete’s shoulders and pulled back. “Easy, tiger. You’ll have me coming too quickly.”

      His gaze full of need, Pete turned over and flopped onto his stomach, pushing his ass into the air. “Please fuck me.”

      Quickly lubing and sheathing his dick, Nick rubbed lube onto Pete’s hole, dipping his slick finger inside. Pete squirmed and moaned, thrusting upward. Placing his hand on Pete’s ass cheek, he lined up and pressed against the tight rosebud.

      With a gasp, Pete tensed and reached a hand back to Nick’s thigh. “Sorry, it’s been a while.”

      “Take your time.” Nick maintained his pressure against Pete’s entrance, but he didn’t push forward. Pete ground his ass against Nick, suddenly relaxing and taking a couple of inches of Nick inside him.

      They both gasped, and Pete’s body tightened around Nick’s cock in a velvety grip. Nick concentrated on letting Pete set the pace, desperately wanting more of him, but not wanting to hurt him. Pete relaxed again and took more of Nick inside him, increasing the delicious feelings until he bottomed out.

      Holding still, Nick focused on his breathing, knowing he wouldn’t last long if he started fucking Pete. “You feel amazing.”

      “My God, you’re so deep.” Pete moaned and shifted his ass, slowly stirring and grinding. “I’m ready.”

      Nick pulled back and pressed forward, keeping his pace slow to start. Each deep thrust threatened to push him over the edge, but he kept going. After several slow strokes, Nick increased the rhythm, eliciting more moans and whimpers from Pete.

      “Are you doing okay?” Nick asked, his breathing heavy.

      “Fantastic.” Pete turned his head to the side. “I want to see you.”

      Reluctantly, Nick eased out and sat back. Pete rolled over and pulled his legs back, opening himself. Nick leaned forward, pressed his cock to Pete’s entrance, and slid inside.

      Pete’s eyes rolled back. “Bloody hell.”

      The warm grip wrapped around his dick again, and Nick focused on Pete’s pleasure. He adjusted his thrusts to hit the spots that Pete responded best to while flicking his thumbs over Pete’s nipples. Increasing his rhythm, Nick careened toward his orgasm. He took Pete’s pulsing cock in his hand and stroked, the ample precum lubricating the head and foreskin.

      “So close,” Pete moaned out. His back arched, and long strings of come coated his stomach.

      Each spurt produced a tight grip around Nick’s cock, pulling him to the edge of orgasm. He let go of Pete’s dick and concentrated on his release. Pete’s gaze locked onto his, and Nick saw vulnerability and trust shining up at him.

      “Pete,” Nick gasped out, unable to tear his gaze away.

      “Give it to me, love.” Pete used his legs to pull Nick deep and tightened his muscles around Nick’s cock. The delicious pressure coupled with Pete’s adoring gaze brought Nick over the edge.

      “Oh, Pete,” Nick cried, eyes widening but keeping his gaze locked. His cock throbbed and blasted his load in the condom deep inside Pete.

      Pete stroked the trimmed hair on Nick’s chest, bringing him tingles of pleasure as he rode out his intense release. His body jerked several times in aftershocks, and he finally lowered himself. Pete wrapped his arms around Nick, holding him close and stroking his hair.

      “You’re an amazing lover,” Pete whispered in his ear.

      “Felt so good,” Nick said through heavy breaths.

      Nick’s cock softened and eventually slid out of Pete. He had no desire to move, enjoying the afterglow in Pete’s arms. Pete tapped his shoulder, and Nick reluctantly rolled away. He reached off the bed and grabbed his underwear, then wiped off Pete’s stomach and chest. Tying off the condom, he wrapped the underwear around it and tossed it to the floor. Turning onto his side, Pete faced away from him and snuggled his back and butt against Nick’s body.

      Wrapping his arms around Pete, Nick held him, enjoying the warmth of his body. He closed his eyes, and his mind drifted, lulled by the amazing connection they’d shared. Though he longed to get lost in Pete’s gaze again, spooning him felt right.

      His thoughts turned to the future and the certainty that he’d eventually have to say goodbye to Pete. He hadn’t wanted to leave him in Heaton, and now that they’d progressed to sex, he was even more reluctant for them to part.
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        * * *

      

      The two weeks in Leeds flew by, and each day together brought Nick closer to Pete. He’d had a few clients and attended a couple of Pete’s lectures, but most of the time was spent either tucked away in the flat or exploring the restaurants, museums, and the incredible Leeds Minster. Pete had secured a few concert tickets for their evenings and Sundays, but for the most part, they enjoyed each other’s company and bodies.

      On their final day together, Nick stood in front of the mirror adjusting his tie. He stared at his reflection while Pete fussed in the bathroom, preparing for a late afternoon meal.

      “Are you really going to leave?” he asked his reflection. The frown meeting his gaze spoke volumes, but he couldn’t figure out how he could possibly stay in the UK. While he knew his feelings for Pete ran deep, massage and physical therapy weren’t skills that could secure him a visa.

      His cell rang, and he hurried to the nightstand to answer. “Hello?”

      “Bro, where are you at now?” Jake’s excited voice alarmed him.

      “I leave Leeds in the morning and head to London. Why? What’s wrong?” He listened intently, ready to change his plans.

      “Oh, nothing, bro. Sorry to scare you.”

      Nick relaxed. “So, what’s up?”

      “Awesome news. Our new goalie and his husband bought a château in the Loire Valley.” The excitement in Jake’s tone ramped up. “And Connor wants us to do the wedding there.”

      “Wow, Jake, that’s amazing,” Nick said, happy for his brother and Brody. “When?”

      “That’s the kicker,” Jake said. “In two weeks.”

      “What?” Nick thought about all the planning that had to happen in a short amount of time. “How are you going to pull that off?”

      “We’re actually already in France with Brody’s drag mom, Chastity Belter.”

      Nick burst out laughing, imagining a bedazzled chastity belt singing. “What a fantastic name.”

      “She’s a force,” Jake said, amusement in his voice. “You’re not that far away. Can you change your plans to come next week?”

      Thinking through his itinerary, he’d planned for three weeks in London and had hoped he could convince Pete to stay with him. He doubted Pete would go to his brother’s wedding, though, even if Jake allowed him a plus-one.

      “Let me check. I should be able to, but I need to talk to Pete.”

      “Wait, I thought Pete lived in Newcastle.”

      “Heaton, to be specific. He came to Leeds for a lecture series.” Warmth surged through Nick as he thought about Pete’s surprise appearance at the train station. “We’ve been staying together in my flat.”

      “Sounds serious,” Jake said, a note of curiosity in his voice. “Could my little brother finally have found the one?”

      Nick laughed, though it came out more nervous than amused. “I wouldn’t say that.”

      “He came to Leeds, and you’ve been basically living together.” Jake paused. “How is that not serious?”

      “I don’t see how it could work out.” Nick sighed. “Let me get back to you. I should be able to shift things and get there by next Friday.” A moment of silence made Nick check his phone to see if Jake was still there. “Jake?”

      “Yeah, bro. I was just thinking that you should probably stay there until you figure things out with this Pete guy.”

      “I’m not Mom and Dad,” Nick snapped. “There’s no way I’m missing your wedding, no matter what.”

      “But, Nick—”

      “No buts,” Nick said, cutting off Jake. “I’ll be there in a week. Shoot me a text with the address. Say hi to Brody.”

      “Okay, bro. If you’re sure.” Jake’s tone dripped with disapproval. “Just don’t cut out too soon if you and Pete are serious.”

      Nick glanced at the bedroom door to see Pete standing there watching him. “I won’t. Gotta go. Love you.”

      “Love you, too, bro.” The phone beeped twice, and Nick slipped it into his pocket. He focused on Pete. “Did you hear any of that?”

      “Most all,” Pete said. “You’re leaving England early?”

      Nick nodded. “That was my brother. His wedding is in the Loire Valley in two weeks, and he wants me to come by the end of next week.”

      With a solemn nod, Pete stared at his shoes. “So, you’re off to France?”

      “I’ll still do a week in London, but yeah.” He crossed the room to stand before Pete. “Hey.” He lifted Pete’s chin with his hand. “We still have a night here.”

      “I should go. The dean texted, and apparently, one of the lecturers called out sick, and they need me to cover. Also, Brigid’s minder hadn’t expected an additional week. I do need to return home.” Pete stared at him, his eyes misty. “I was trying to figure out how to tell you, but it seems that’s sorted now.”

      “There’s no way that you can come to London with me?” Despite knowing they had to part, Nick hoped for a little more time together.

      “The university needs me, and I must get back to Brigid,” Pete said, the dejection in his tone palpable. He retrieved his phone from his pocket. “I’ll change my booking and go today.”

      Nick’s eyes widened. He hadn’t expected their parting to be this soon. “Are you sure?”

      “I’ve delayed my return long enough, and you need to pack for London.” Pete focused on the screen, tapping and swiping until he nodded and looked up. “There’s a seat on the next Newcastle train. I have an hour to pack and get to the station.”

      “Pete.” Nick placed a hand on Pete’s chest.

      Pete’s hand covered Nick’s and squeezed, holding it in place. “It’s alright, love.” Moving their hands from his chest, Pete kissed Nick’s wrist and released him. “I’d better sort my things. Will you come to the station with me?”

      “Of course.” Nick followed Pete, watching him fuss around the bedroom and hurriedly throw his clothes into his suitcase. The pace grew increasingly frenzied, and Nick moved closer, placing a hand on Pete’s arm. “Slow down. You have plenty of time.”

      Pete stopped, staring at his bag and taking a breath. “Sorry. This is more difficult than I’d anticipated.”

      “It’s okay.” Nick wrapped him in an embrace, and Pete rested his forehead on Nick’s shoulder, dropping the pair of trousers he’d been holding onto the floor and hugging Nick.

      Guilt and sadness ripped through Nick. He didn’t want to let Pete go.

      Pete took a deep breath, released Nick, and raised his head. “I’m good now.” He stepped back and resumed his packing at a more measured pace. Zipping up his bag, he turned to Nick. “Shall we?”

      They took their time walking to the train station, stopping in front of stores or pointing out interesting architecture to each other. Pete gave tidbits of information on the history of Leeds and the various styles of buildings. Nick hung onto Pete’s every word, hoping to prolong their time together.

      All too soon, they reached the station, and Nick purchased the cheapest ticket he could just to be able to come onto the platform with Pete. The train had already arrived, and people were waiting at each door.

      Pete checked his watch. “Three minutes.” They found Pete’s car and stood by the door.

      “I guess this is it,” Nick said heavily. “I’ll always remember our time together.”

      “As shall I.” Pete stared at his shoes. “I’ve fallen quite hard for you.”

      More daggers stabbed at Nick’s heart. “I feel the same.” He reached for Pete, pulling him into an embrace.

      With a firm squeeze, Pete held him for a moment, then stepped back. “Goodbye, dear Nick.” Pete kissed him on the cheek. “I miss you already.”

      Nick grabbed his arm before he could turn away and kissed him deeply, pouring as much emotion into their final connection as he could. Pete dropped his bag and wrapped Nick in another tight embrace, lingering in the kiss.

      The conductor’s whistle made them jump, and Pete jolted away.

      “I’m sorry. Must dash.” He grabbed his bag and hurried up the steps and into the car. The doors closed, and a few moments later, the train slowly began to move.

      Nick started walking along the platform, watching as Pete took his seat. His heart ached at the abrupt ending to their final kiss and their time together. He kept pace with the train for a few moments, dodging people on the platform and jogging until the train outpaced him. Pete placed his palm on the window, and Nick waved. He reached the end of the platform and had to stop. The train clattered along the rails and off into the distance.

      A wave of sadness washed over him, and he couldn’t help the feeling he’d made a huge mistake letting Pete leave. Still, he had to face the reality that they lived in different countries, and as much as Nick loved England, he couldn’t stay.

      Trudging back to the station entrance, he noted couples kissing and hugging in greeting inside the main hall. With a heavy sigh, he strode into the sunlight, his mind turning to planning his departure from Leeds and then London to join the wedding in France.

      “Should I have tried?” He glanced back at the rail station. Every fiber of his being screamed at him to chase after Pete and return to Heaton. Reluctantly, he turned away and headed toward the flat, his mind pushing aside his sadness to concentrate on the next leg of his trip.
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      Staring in the mirror, Nick straightened his bowtie. He’d hated leaving England and, more importantly, leaving Pete, but summer had to end sometime, and the accelerated wedding plans gave him a clean break.

      His brother had been sympathetic, offering him comfort and putting him to work to get his mind off Pete. Each night when he’d gone to bed, however, images of what he had and what he’d lost charged to the fore.

      Jake strode into the room. “Hey, best bro. You ready to stand with me?”

      Nodding, Nick turned away from the mirror and forced a smile for his brother. “Let’s get you married.”

      “Still thinking about Pete?” Jake closed the distance between them. “Bro, you should’ve stayed. You haven’t clicked with anyone like that in years.”

      Pain stabbed Nick’s chest. “I’ll be fine. Sounds like your wedding is going to be epic.”

      Jake laughed. “Yeah, Chastity Belter went all out on the planning. The day should be full of surprises.” He drew his brother into a hug. “Thanks for being here.”

      “We’re the only family each other has.” Nick returned the hug. “Wild horses couldn’t keep me away.”

      Stepping back, Jake rested a hand on Nick’s shoulder. “You really liked this guy, didn’t you?”

      “Yeah,” Nick admitted. “Pete and I fit together well. I just don’t know how a transatlantic relationship would work.”

      “So, you do want to be with him?”

      Nick paused, considering how close they’d become over the summer. “I couldn’t believe it when he showed up in Leeds. He stayed with me even though his lecture series ended the first week.”

      “Sounds like he was committed.” Jake squeezed his shoulder.

      “I don’t know why,” Nick said.

      “You’re kidding, right?” Jake stared at him, shaking his head. “You’re a catch, bro. Anyone would be lucky to be with you. I mean, I got the better looks, but you’re not half bad.”

      “Hey,” Nick said, jostling his brother.

      “Seriously, though.” Jake crossed his arms and stared hard at Nick. “You’re an amazing guy. Don’t let Mom and Dad’s fucked up abandoning of us mess with your relationship. I didn’t let it get in the way with Brody.”

      Nick sighed. “You’re better at dealing with them than I am.”

      “Nah, bro. You’re a boss at taking charge of your life. Look at this amazing trip you took.” Jake winked. “Just a boy and his massage table, rubbing a few out with some hot British guys.”

      Chuckling, Nick shook his head. “I don’t usually give happy endings.”

      “Well, you deserve a happy ending.” Jake slung his arm around Nick’s torso. “Let’s see if we can find you one.” He led Nick out of the room, through a set of French doors, and into the bright sunshine. They strolled along a stone wall, through an arched doorway, and down a set of stone stairs into the château gardens. A gravel path led to the new two-story building built in the style of the sixteenth-century château dominating the far end of the gardens.

      They stepped inside, and Nick stopped, his jaw dropping. “What is that?”

      “That is the altar,” Jake said, his voice full of humor. A wooden arbor stood over a large, square stage. Three steps led up to the main floor, and a raised, bedazzled dais stood in the middle. Gold and silver streamers and pink paper hearts hung over the stage, masking lights and speakers.

      “I don’t remember it looking like that last night at the rehearsal.” Nick frowned. “Is this a wedding or a show?”

      “Likely both.” Jake led him down the aisle between rows of pink sparkling chairs. Jake’s side held several men Nick recognized from Jake’s soccer team. On Brody’s side, a mix of Italian family members dressed to the nines and drag performers filled the section of chairs with several more people standing off to the sides.

      They reached the stage and ascended to their respective spots. Nick scanned the audience, in some ways hoping that his parents would’ve had the decency to show up for their son’s wedding. When he focused on the front row, his jaw dropped again. Amid the soccer players in their suits, one lone man in a tweed jacket, matching vest, beige linen trousers, and a neat, blue bowtie, gave him a small wave and a bright smile.

      “Pete,” Nick breathed. He turned to his brother. “How…”

      “Just one of the surprises, bro.” Jake grinned at him.

      Returning his gaze to Pete, Nick waved back.

      Jake nudged him. “Look out. The show’s about to start.”

      Behind the back row of chairs, Chastity Belter stood with a microphone in hand. Flanking her, two drag queens, Brody’s maid of honor, Fiona, and three groomsmen waited. The lights went up, and a spotlight illuminated Chastity. A chord blared from the speaker.

      “Of all the boys I’ve known, and I’ve known some,” she crooned, sashaying toward the stage. She sang through the first verse of Bei Mir Bis Du Schon, working the crowd as she made her way up the aisle. When she reached the stage, the swing song shifted into full gear, and Chastity stepped up to the stage.

      The wedding party danced up the aisle. Nick had to laugh at Brody’s brothers Kent and Angelo, and Jake’s best friend Niall, whom he’d been introduced to at the rehearsal dinner. The three men awkwardly danced while they escorted three drag queens. Nick hadn’t seen them all decked out. Very little of what was unfolding had happened at the rehearsal.

      Nick leaned in toward Jake. “This is wild, bro.”

      “You haven’t seen anything yet.”

      A wicked thought crossed his mind. “Can you imagine Mom and Dad here?”

      Jake laughed. “Oh, I’m sending them the wedding video.”

      Smirking, Nick imagined the horror on their parents’ faces at the performance opening the wedding. When Brody appeared at the back of the room in his drag persona Olivia Tryst, Nick’s eyes widened. His future brother-in-law stood in a dazzling white sequined low-cut dress with massive cleavage, incredible makeup, and a curly blond wig topped with a white, wide-brimmed veiled hat. The top of the hat was shaped as a three-tiered wedding cake, complete with pink ribbon and a crown at the top.

      Next to Brody stood her father, dressed in a maroon European-cut suit with matching shoes. Nick had seen similar styles in Milan.

      “Holy shit,” Jake breathed. “She’s beautiful.”

      Nick glanced at Pete, wondering what he thought of the proceedings. He stood with the rest of the room, grinning madly and rocking out with the other guests. Throwing his hands in the air, Pete cheered when the song finished.

      The music shifted, and Chastity sang Just The Way You Are by Bruno Mars as the wedding march. Brody gracefully walked up the aisle, beaming. When she reached the steps, Jake stepped forward and helped her up. Nick marveled at the love and happiness radiating from his brother’s face. He glanced again at Pete, who brought a hand to cover his heart and pat his chest.

      Warmth flooded Nick’s body, and he returned the gesture, trying not to tear up. Pete grinned and nodded at Jake and Brody, who now stood in front of Chastity.

      “Dearly Bedazzled,” Chastity began, and the guests chuckled. “We are gathered here today to join this man and this queen in wedded bliss.”

      Throughout the ceremony, Nick continually glanced at Pete. He still couldn’t believe he’d come from England for Jake’s wedding. How did he even know where and when to come?

      At the conclusion of the ceremony, Chastity raised her mic while the disco ball descended. The drag queen bridesmaids moved behind her, and the four of them sang acapella the opening lines of Dancing Queen by ABBA in perfect harmony. The music started, and the queens sang the happy couple, Fiona, and the groomsmen off the stage.

      As Nick passed Pete, he reached out, grasping his hand and pulling him to his feet. “Come with me.” Pete joined him, grooving awkwardly to the song while Nick danced along the aisle.

      When they reached the doors, Pete drew Nick aside. “Hiya, Nick. You okay?”

      Nick threw his arms around Pete, almost lifting him off the ground in a massive hug. “I can’t believe you’re here.”

      Pete kissed his cheek. “I’m rather amazed myself.” He drew back to stare at Nick. “I hope you don’t mind that I came.”

      “How did you know?” Nick asked, still not quite believing Pete stood before him.

      “Your brother reached out, and despite our final conversation, I decided to come and see if there was any chance for us.” Pete’s gaze bored into Nick. “Is there?”

      “Nick, sorry to interrupt,” Jake called from the line of the wedding party. “We need you here.”

      “Coming.” Nick hugged Pete close. “Let’s talk at the reception.” He reluctantly left the embrace and joined the wedding party.
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        * * *

      

      Nick sat at the long table next to his brother. He hadn’t been able to talk to Pete since they’d left the ceremony due to pictures and seating for the banquet. Looking around the room, he tried to find Pete.

      “Did you like my little surprise, bro?” Jake turned to him.

      “He’s adorable,” Brody said, leaning around Jake and clutching his husband’s arm. “I can’t wait to meet him.”

      “I still can’t believe he’s here.” Nick eyed his brother. “How did you find him?”

      “My detective skills are top-notch.” Jake grinned.

      “Actually, I stalked him on your Insta after Jake told me you had to leave him behind.” Brody turned to Jake. “Sorry, babe. I should’ve let you take the credit.”

      Jake kissed Brody. “No problem, babe. We’re married now. Our credit is joint.”

      “You two are too cute for words,” Nick said, surprised they’d found Pete and even more surprised they’d gotten him here.

      Pete approached the wedding party table and stood adorably and awkwardly in front of Nick. “May we speak?” Pete clasped his hands in front of him.

      Jake nudged him. “Now’s your chance, bro.”

      Brody winked. “Don’t fuck it up.”

      Nodding, Nick joined Pete. “Let’s go to the green room. All the performers are still eating.”

      Pete held his hand. “Lead on.”

      They strode out of the hall and up a flight of stairs to a large room filled with clothing racks, large makeup mirrors, and several chairs. Three ornate chaise lounges dominated the middle of the room. Nick led Pete to the nearest, and they sat next to each other.

      “Rather dramatic.” Pete glanced around the room. “Fainting couches?”

      “It fits the château.” Nick chuckled. “If I had to tuck my junk, I’d feel like fainting.” Sharing a laugh, Nick tried to relax.

      Pete took his hand and ran his thumb over Nick’s knuckles. “I’ve missed you, and I’ve spent the last two weeks with Brigid pondering ways to bring you back.”

      “I don’t know how we solve the living an ocean away from each other issue.” Nick sighed. “Long-distance romances don’t work.”

      “I agree,” Pete said.

      “I highly doubt I’m eligible for living in the UK, and I wouldn’t ask you to give up your university job and your life in Newcastle to come to the US.” Gazing at Pete, Nick again felt the heartbreak he’d experienced when he’d watched Pete’s train depart.

      “I know a way,” Pete said quietly. “In point of fact, I’ve thought of two possibilities.”

      Nick’s eyes widened. “How?” He didn’t dare hope this could actually work.

      “The first possibility is to obtain employment.” Pete eyed him. “The old school tie still has some bearing in England. With your biochemistry degree, I’m sure you are perfectly qualified for a job, and I have connections to find one for you.”

      Nick frowned. “I’m not sure. What’s the second option?”

      “The second requires a leap of faith.” Pete’s hand slipped into his jacket pocket. “Are you certain you want to hear that option?”

      Confused, Nick nodded. What could Pete possibly have in mind that would require a leap of faith?

      “I’ve thought long and hard about this, my love.” Pete slid off the chaise lounge and knelt on one knee. He pulled a small black box from his pocket and opened the lid. “I think we could make a good life together. I promise to adore you if you promise to give me a happy ending.” He grinned and winked.

      Nick stared at the gold ring lined with diamonds and sapphires, and his breath caught in his throat. “Pete, are you asking me to marry you?”

      “I am.” Pete held out his hand. “Option one is still on the table, of course, and there’s no requirement to take option two. I just thought for the immigration aspect, marriage would be the easiest way for you to stay with me in England.”

      Considering the two options, Nick hesitated. He’d fallen hard for Pete, but getting married was a big step.

      “If you’re worried about all the clutter, I’ve hired an organizer. She’s already achieved miracles in the house.” Pete still held out his hand. “I love you, Nick. We can make this work.”

      “Bro, seriously. This is a no-brainer.”

      Nick snapped his gaze to the door, finding Jake and Brody watching them.

      “Say yes,” Brody said, clutching Jake’s hand. “He clearly loves you.”

      Returning his attention to Pete, Nick stared into his wide blue eyes. “You really want to marry me?”

      “Very much so.” Pete nodded. “I want you to come home with me.”

      Nick considered the proposal. He loved England, loved Heaton, and wanted to start a new chapter in his life. The few friends he had left in San Francisco would be thrilled to come visit, and his brother approved. Pete had come to a wedding for people he didn’t know and brought a beautiful ring just to propose to him.

      Taking a breath, Nick smiled. “Yes, Pete. Let’s get married.”

      A broad grin spread across Pete’s face. He plucked the ring from its box and slipped it on Nick’s finger. “A perfect fit.” He kissed Nick’s hand and pulled them both to standing. “May I kiss you?”

      Nick’s chest tightened, and his eyes misted. “Make it a good one.”

      Pete brought his hands to Nick’s face, cupping his cheeks. Nick closed his eyes as Pete leaned forward. Their lips met, and Nick wrapped his arms around his fiancé. He could feel Pete’s love and tenderness in his gentle kisses.

      “Yay,” Brody yelled, breaking them out of their intense focus.

      Pete’s hands slid down Nick’s neck and back, and they turned toward Jake and Brody. Jake had his arm around Brody’s waist, smiling.

      “I guess I’m getting married,” Nick said. He could hardly believe he’d just gotten engaged to the man he thought he’d left behind.

      “Congrats, bro.” Jake let go of Brody. They stepped into the room, and Jake stood before Pete. “Welcome to the family, Pete. I knew he’d say yes.”

      Nick’s eyes widened. “You knew?”

      “Of course.” Jake chuckled. “Pete asked me for your hand when he got here. Quite romantic, actually.”

      “Shall we return to the party?” Pete took Nick’s hand. “We shouldn’t keep the newlyweds away from their guests.”

      Nick hugged his brother. “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “For you and Brody bringing Pete here.”

      Jake patted his back. “I’m always looking out for my little brother.”

      Clasping Pete’s hand, Nick followed the newlyweds back to the reception. A chair and place setting had appeared beside Nick’s, and Pete sat next to him.

      Nick leaned toward Pete. “Jake did this?” He nodded at the plate.

      “If you’d gone for option one, I’d have been over at the table with the queens. Good either way, but I’d rather be here with you.” He gave Nick a peck on the cheek.

      Jake and Brody stood at their spots at the table, and Jake clinked a spoon against his glass. “Hey everyone, can I have your attention for a minute?”

      The room hushed, and one of the drag queens rushed forward with a microphone. “Here ya go, sweetie.”

      “Thank you.” Jake addressed the room. “Brody and I are so happy you all could join us for our wedding day. A special thanks goes out to Brody’s family for making the trip.”

      The guests clapped, and several members of the Rossi family hooted and whistled.

      “Next, I’d like to thank my teammates and all of Brody’s fabulous drag family for coming.” More raucous cheers filled the room.

      “My brother is also here,” Jake continued. “I’m happy to announce that he just got engaged to his boyfriend, Pete.” Jake turned to him and grinned. “Show off the ring, bro.”

      Nick wanted to sink under the table. He glanced at a wide-eyed Pete. “I’m so sorry.”

      Taking a breath, Pete took Nick’s hand, kissed it, and turned his wrist out for everyone to see the ring. The room erupted into applause and cheers.

      “Kiss him!” one of the queens yelled.

      Heat blossomed across Nick’s face, but he rallied and kissed Pete. Another round of cheers went up. Jake continued with announcements and a gracious speech with Brody at his side.

      Pete slipped his arm across the back of Nick’s chair. “Cheeky, announcing our engagement.”

      “That’s my brother.” Nick lay his head on Pete’s shoulder. “When do you want to do it?”

      “Get married?” Pete wriggled his eyebrows. “Or get you in bed?”

      Nick laughed. “Either.”

      “My response applies to both.” Pete kissed his cheek. “As soon as possible.”

      Warmth returned to Nick’s body, and he glanced toward the restrooms. “I have a sudden urge to go to the bathroom.”

      Pete arched a brow. “Indeed. I may need to join you.”

      “I was hoping so.” His brother and Brody had started their tour of tables, and several guests were congregated around the bar while others continued their meals. “Let’s go.”

      Pete rose and took Nick’s hand. “I saw a loo upstairs. Let’s try that one.”

      Attempting to be casual, they moved toward the back of the hall. With the main focus on the happy couple, Nick managed to get Pete out of the room with minimum interaction. Once they cleared the door, they ran up the stairs and down the hallway past the green room to the end. Nick pushed the door open.

      The hum of music from the hall filtered into the small, thankfully empty restroom. Pete entered and firmly shut the door, clicking the lock. “Alone at last, my love.”

      Nick turned, about to say something, but Pete’s kiss silenced him. Goosebumps flared across his skin at the raw passion of Pete’s embrace. Moving from Nick’s lips, Pete kissed over his chin and down his neck, nipping at Nick’s skin while his fingers moved up to flick open the buttons of Nick’s shirt.

      His eyes rolling back, Nick surrendered to Pete. His fiancé slid his hands under the shirt and across his back, continuing to kiss downward to his chest. Nick gasped when lips closed over a nipple and sucked.

      “Oh, fuck, Pete.”

      “Only the beginning, my love.” Pete licked and kissed his way down to kneeling and unbuckled Nick’s belt. Leaving the button, he unzipped the slacks and reached in. Nick’s already hardening cock filled to full, pressing against the fabric of his boxer briefs. Pete freed his dick and maneuvered it through the open fly of his trousers.

      Nick reached back for the edge of the sink. He braced his hands on the counter and spread his legs. Not missing a beat, Pete took Nick into his mouth, a delicious warmth moving down the shaft.

      Trying to stay quiet, Nick stifled a moan into his arm. Pete gagged and came off Nick’s dick with a cough. “Good God, I love this thing.” He wiped his mouth, wrapped his fingers around the shaft, and sucked in the head. More delicious warmth had Nick squirming. He glanced down to find Pete fumbling with his own trousers.

      “I can help.” Nick tried to kneel, but Pete continued sucking him while his free hand went to Nick’s stomach, holding him in place.

      Pete continued the blow job while managing to free his cock and stroke himself.

      “Pete,” Nick gasped, his butt squirming against the edge of the counter. “I’m not going to last.”

      Redoubling his efforts, Pete increased his speed and suction. He swirled his tongue on each upward stroke, and Nick’s legs started to shake. The rush of imminent orgasm made him arch his back and open his mouth.

      At the last moment, before Pete pulled him over the edge, someone banged on the door. Pete jumped, but he didn’t stop. Nick yelped and almost fell off the counter, but Pete held him in place.

      “Hurry up in there. Jake and Brody are about to cut the cake.”

      Nick recognized the voice as Chastity Belter from the wedding.

      “We’re coming,” Nick gasped, clutching the edge of the sink and still on the edge of his release.

      “I’m sure you are, gurl.” High heels clicked their way down the hallway.

      “Time for our happy ending,” Pete said, returning his mouth to Nick’s cock. He continued sucking while his hand flew over his own dick.

      The pressure mounted, and Nick’s orgasm ripped through his body. “I’m gonna…gonna…aaah…” Several shots blasted into Pete’s mouth. The sensations intensified when Pete moaned out his own release a moment later.

      Once their orgasms subsided, Nick let his head rest on the mirror while Pete gently lapped at the remnants of his load until the stimulation became overwhelming.

      He placed a hand on Pete’s head. “I’m too sensitive.”

      Pete drew back, kissing the tip before leaning away with a heavy sigh. “You taste delicious, my love. I’ve missed you.”

      Smiling down at him, Nick summoned the energy to stand. He pulled Pete to his feet and kissed him. Pete wrapped his arms around Nick, careful not to touch him with his hands. Nick could taste the remnants of his come on Pete’s tongue.

      He reluctantly pulled back, remembering Chastity’s interruption. “We’d better get back.”

      Pete nodded and released him. “Let me clean you up.” He turned on the water, wetted some paper towels, and wiped Nick off. While Nick made his clothes presentable, Pete washed his hands and cleared away the evidence.

      Unlocking the door, Nick glanced at Pete. “The sooner we get through the reception, the sooner I get you into bed.”

      Pete wrapped his arms around Nick and kissed the back of his neck. “Sweeter words were never spoken.”

      With a laugh, Nick opened the door, and they hurried back to the reception hall. Nick felt like he was walking on clouds. Giddy happiness filled every corner of his soul. Having Pete with him made his brother’s wedding extra special, especially with their engagement.

      The party flew by in a blur of joy and drag performances, and at the end of the night, all the guests lined up to send the happy couple off. Jake stood next to Nick while they waited for Brody to change.

      Jake draped his arm over Nick’s shoulders. “Are you happy, bro?”

      “Yes,” Nick said without hesitation. “Thanks for getting Pete here. It means everything.”

      “Next to Brody, you’re the most important person in my life.” Jake moved in front of him, placing his hand on Nick’s shoulder. “We’ll come visit you guys in England. I know you love it there, and we couldn’t be happier that you get the opportunity to live there with an awesome guy who clearly adores you.”

      Nick hugged him. “You’re the best brother ever.”

      Chuckling, Jake held him tight for a moment, then stepped back. Brody approached them wearing white linen trousers cut perfectly to accentuate his body, a fitted baby-blue short-sleeved button-up shirt, leather sandals, and sporting a wide-brimmed pink sun hat.

      Jake whistled. “Wow, babe. You look stunning.” The love in Jake’s gaze for his husband warmed Nick’s heart. Jake kissed Brody and took his hand. “Ready?”

      Brody nodded. “Let’s do it.”

      Flinging open the French doors, Nick moved out of the way while the guests cheered. Confetti and streamers flew from poppers that everyone fired off while the happy couple ran the gauntlet to a waiting limo. Jake held open the door while Brody waved and slipped inside. Hurrying around to the other side, Jake waved at everyone and disappeared into the car. The limo sped off, and Nick leaned against the door frame.

      “All sorted then?” Pete said, crossing the patio to join him.

      “They’re off on their honeymoon.” Nick slipped his arm around Pete’s waist.

      “They’re not staying at the château?” Pete asked, surprise in his voice.

      “I think they said something about the Amalfi Coast.” Nick gave him a squeeze. “They booked the château for a week for whoever wanted to stay.”

      “And what do you reckon we’ll do tonight?” Pete asked, a glint in his gaze.

      Nick placed a hand on Pete’s chest. “How about you come to my room, and we’ll have a bit of the leftover champagne. We can raise a glass to Jake and Brody and go from there.” He glanced into the hall. “We should probably help clear up, though.”

      “Not necessary, sweetie.” Chastity Belter strode toward them. “My drag daughters have this covered. You two continue with—” she waved her hands in the air “—whatever you were doing in that bathroom.” With an exaggerated wink, she sashayed past them.

      “She’s rather fabulous, isn’t she?” Pete said, watching her go.

      “Fierce is the word I’d use.” Nick chuckled. “Come on. I need to grab my bag, and we can go.” They hurried through the hall and to the stairs to the upper floor. Nick paused and turned to Pete. “Where are you staying?”

      An adorable flush of red painted Pete’s face. “Actually, I haven’t made a booking. It was all rather last-minute, and I hoped I’d be with you. My suitcase is in the green room.”

      Nick shook his head, realization hitting him. “It’s all making sense now. I couldn’t figure out why they had me here for the entire week when they weren’t staying.”

      Pete laughed. “Quite the masterplan.”

      They stopped off to collect Nick’s things and Pete’s bag. The evening air was still warm from the heat of the late August day. The scent of roses filled the air, and music blared from the event building. Nick held Pete’s hand and led him through the gardens and back up the steps to the main château.

      Jake’s teammate waited for them at the entrance. “Nick, I’m glad I caught you.”

      “What’s up, Connor?” Nick asked, annoyed at the interruption to the plans he had for Pete.

      “Change of room.” He passed Nick an antique brass key. “Take the stairs up to the top of the north turret, go down the hall, and turn right. The happy couple left you a note on the door.”

      “What about my stuff?” Nick asked, confused.

      Connor airily waved a hand. “All moved.” He grinned at them. “Enjoy.” He hurried past them and headed toward the garden.

      Glancing at Pete, Nick hesitated at the threshold. “What’s that about?”

      Pete shrugged. “I suggest we go upstairs and find out.”

      They hurried through the ornate dining room and found their way to the north turret. Pete had to stop a couple of times on the unending circular staircase to steady himself on the wall.

      “Are you okay?” Nick furrowed his brow in concern.

      “I detest these winding stairs.” He took a deep breath and let it out, then nodded. “Right. Let’s continue.”

      Reaching the top of the staircase, Nick wrapped his arm around Pete, pausing to hold him. “We made it.”

      “At this point, I’ll be too knackered by the time we reach the flat.”

      “I could carry you,” Nick said, moving to lift Pete.

      Laughing, Pete batted away his hands. “You’re sweet, love, but I can manage.”

      They moved down the long hallway and turned right, stopping in front of a large wooden door with a note taped on the doorframe. Nick opened it and unfolded the paper.

      

      Nick and Pete –

      These rooms are all yours for a week. Pace yourselves, and we look forward to the wedding.

      Love,

      Jake and Brody

      

      Chuckling, Nick passed the note to Pete and unlocked the door. He stepped inside and froze.

      “What’s wrong?” Pete asked, placing his hand on Nick’s shoulder and peering past him. “Goodness, gracious, me…”

      Candles lit the first of the spacious rooms. To the left, Nick could see the white sheets of the bed decorated with a heart of red rose petals in the second room. Soft music played over speakers, and the sound of running water came from an open door off to the right.

      “Do we have the correct suite, my love?” Pete asked, astonishment in his voice.

      “The key worked, and there was the note.” Nick slowly entered, unsure what was happening.

      The water shut off, and a moment later, a man in a tuxedo stepped out. “Bon soir, mes amies. Welcome to the honeymoon suite.”

      “Uh, thanks,” Nick said, taking in all the romantic touches. “What’s going on?”

      “Messieurs Cavegn and Rossi requested the full couple package. I am Claude, your personal attendant.” Claude strode toward them. “I’ve drawn a bath. Salts or bubbles are in containers on the side of the tub. A bottle of champagne is chilled, and a charcuterie board awaits if you’d care to indulge.”

      “Oh, my giddy aunt…” Pete whispered.

      “If there’s anything else you desire, ring the bell or text me.” He motioned to a small cord hanging from the wall by the door. Under the cord, a small plaque with a European phone number hung on the wall. “Have a pleasant night, messieurs.” Claude stepped past them and pulled the door shut behind him, leaving Nick and Pete alone.

      Pete moved to the bedroom and set his bag inside. “How did they manage all this with the wedding going on?”

      The image of Chastity Belter shooing them away came into Nick’s head. “I bet it was the queens. As much as I love my brother, I’m positive Brody instructed his friends to do this for us.”

      Returning to his side, Pete wrapped his arms around Nick. “Care to give the tub a go?”

      Tingles ran through Nick. “Yes.”

      Pete kissed him with soft pecks to his lips. “Shall we?” He slid his hands down Nick’s back, taking a hand and leading him into the bathroom. “Stay still, my love.”

      Nick stood, soaking in the scene. In the corner of the spacious bathroom, a huge tub filled with steaming water sat under large windows overlooking the countryside. Brilliant colors of the setting sun reflecting on the clouds lit up the sky over the treetops of the nearby forest and the château’s vineyards.

      Quickly shedding his clothes, Pete stepped in front of Nick and slowly unbuttoned his tuxedo shirt. “You’re a lovely present to unwrap.” He spread open Nick’s shirt. “I’ve missed you terribly.”

      Melting at the affirmation of his feelings, Nick fixed his gaze on Pete. “I’ve missed you, too.”

      Pete continued to undress him, caressing his skin as he removed each article of clothing. Finally, he knelt in front of Nick and gazed up. “May I?”

      “Yes,” Nick breathed, aroused by all of Pete’s gentle contact with his body. Pete slid the briefs bulging from Nick’s hardness down his legs and licked up the shaft, kissing the head. He ran his fingers up Nick’s sides as he stood and kissed him.

      Clasping Pete’s hand, Nick steadied him as he stepped into the spacious tub. “The temperature is perfect.”

      Pete kept hold while Nick stepped in and lowered himself into the deliciously warm water. “Let me hold you.”

      Nick faced away and settled in between Pete’s legs. His lover’s arms wrapped around his chest and pulled him back to rest against Pete’s body.

      “Comfy?” Pete asked, giving him a kiss on the back of his neck.

      Warmth from both the water and Pete’s embrace wrapped around Nick. He relaxed, settling the back of his head onto Pete’s shoulder.

      “I can’t believe how this all worked out.” Nick turned his head and kissed Pete. “Thank you for coming.”

      Pete held him close. “Thank you for saying yes.”

      They soaked in the warm water for a while before getting out and wrapping themselves in the plush blue robes hanging from ornate hooks in the bathroom. Nick poured glasses of champagne and handed a coupe to Pete, joining him on the small settee in the sitting room.

      He clinked his glass with Pete’s. “To our new life together.”

      Pete raised his glass and sipped his wine.

      Nick cuddled next to Pete. What started out as a working vacation had turned into happily ever after. Despite the challenges they still faced to be together, a new determination washed over Nick. “I can’t wait to marry you.”

      Pete kissed him. “This is the best happy ending I could ever hope for.”

      
        
        THE END

      

      

    



