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2022 Top Ten Gay Romance

Edited by J.M. Snyder


Introduction by J.M. Snyder

Here are our best-selling gay romance stories
of the past year. You’ll find a number of new names alongside those
with whom you may already be familiar. I hope you enjoy them as
much as we do!

* * * *

Found in the Storm by Sarah Hadley Brook


Chapter 1

Heavy rain lashed against the house, rattling
the window panes and echoing through the small kitchen. In a
frenzied struggle against the wind, branches from the old oak tree
scraped wildly at the side of the house and dragged at the roof’s
edge. I peeked through the blinds but my vision was mostly obscured
by the wide rivulets of water streaming down the glass; I saw a
sliver of light from the lone streetlamp on my cul-de-sac, some
dark shadows moving with the wind. Clouds had rolled in hours ago,
blotting out the sun long before the rain had started.

Muted thunder sounded in the distance, barely
audible above the roar outside.

At the sound of a whimper, I glanced down at
my dog and smiled. “Yeah, buddy. No way I wanna to be out in this,
either.”

Argus barked in agreement and rose on his
hind legs, pawing at my leg. I knelt and ran my hands through his
thick black fur. “Yes, you’re a good boy, aren’t you?” I cooed. His
tongue lolled out as he sank to the tiled floor, reveling in the
attention. Thunder tended to stress out Argus, so I usually spent a
lot of time distracting him when it stormed. Belly rubs were his
favorite.

Once I’d sufficiently praised him and ruffled
his fur, then smoothed it back, of course, I glanced at the
timer on the stove. Eight minutes left on the pizza. I stared at
Argus and chuckled. Here it was, a Friday night, and instead of
going out to the bars with friends, I was perfectly content to stay
in with my dog, dine on pizza and cold beer, and maybe watch a
movie.

Of course, hanging out with my straight
buddies and watching them hit on women wasn’t always as much
fun as it sounded. It wasn’t their fault, though. Living in a
smaller town, the LGBTQ culture wasn’t exactly hopping. Although
Copperville leaned a bit more liberal than you would think in a red
state.

“You’re getting old, Mason. Acting like
you’re forty when you’re only twenty-nine,” I muttered. My friends
had called earlier, practically begging me to join them for a night
out dancing and drinking, but something—maybe maturity, imagine
that—kept me home. Maybe it was the long week, or the storm, or
maybe I just wanted to hang out with Argus. I wouldn’t have wanted
him home alone on a night like this anyway.

Even on those lucky nights I met someone I
thought I could be interested in, it never progressed beyond a
hook-up. It was always the same: dancing, drinking, flirting,
getting off together, or a quick fuck, and that was it. No real
connection. No real pull.

Or maybe it was watching my best friend fall
head-over-heels in love last year. While I was thrilled Bennett and
Rebecca had found each other, having a front-row seat to their
budding romance had made me begin to yearn for things I’d never
allowed myself to want. The intimate looks that passed between
them, the glow they shared whenever they were in a room together,
and the upcoming wedding where they would affirm their love in
front of others.

I wanted that—all of it. Love, someone to
take care of, someone to share my life with. There were times I was
so envious of Bennett, it took everything I had to shove it down
deep and paste on a smile.

I was also discerning enough to know going to
the bars wouldn’t lead me to what I wanted. Not when I already knew
who I wanted. But no, I wasn’t going to let my mind go
there. Not tonight. Not ever. Over the years, I’d had plenty of
practice at shutting down those thoughts, so I was nearly an
expert.

The timer dinged just as the scent of burning
cheese began to fill the room. A bit of smoke billowed out when I
opened the oven door and I waved it out of my face. Cheese sizzled
where it had dripped to the bottom of the oven. I slid the pizza as
quickly as possible onto the tray, wishing I hadn’t cooked it
directly on the rack. Now I was going to have to clean the
oven.

Guess that’s what I get for being lazy and
not using a pizza pan.

At the sight of food, Argus barked and nosed
my leg.

“Maybe a bite later, buddy. Maybe,” I
stressed. “Too hot right now.” I laughed when Argus tilted his head
as if questioning why the whole pizza wasn’t for him. “I said it
was too hot!”

Oh, God. I’m turning into one of those people
who carry on entire conversations with their dogs.

I rolled the cutter across the pizza,
dividing it into eight equal slices and stared at it. What was I
thinking? Even with my oversized appetite, picking up an
extra-large pepperoni pizza hadn’t been the best idea. At least I
would have leftovers for lunch tomorrow.

I piled some slices on a plate, grabbed a
cold bottle of beer, and made my way into the living room, Argus
hot on my heels. Rain pounded above and I was glad I’d had a new
roof put on less than a year ago—and glad to be out of the storm,
warm and dry inside. Maybe I’d start a fire. It was that kind of
night—the perfect staying-in-and-cuddling kind of weather. Of
course, that only reminded me that I was still alone. As if reading
my thoughts, Argus nudged my ankle, subtly telling me he was
there.

“You’re right, buddy: I’m not alone. I have
you, don’t I? I need to stop being so melancholy.”

Before I had a chance to settle in, the
doorbell rang. Argus beat me to the door, barking loud enough to
raise the dead.

“Argus, hush,” I warned, wondering who would
even venture out in this kind of weather.

I flipped the switch, turning on the porch
light as I opened the door. Lightning sliced across the sky,
followed immediately by thunder so loud, the floor shook under my
feet. Water poured off the eaves in sheets, strong winds blowing
the rain on to the porch, spraying my guest. He stood with his back
to me, shoulders hunched, one hand shoved in his back pocket, the
other holding a tote bag. Even turned away from me, I recognized
the man huddling on my porch. He whirled around and I grinned.

“Boone! Get in here,” I urged, pulling the
door wider and gesturing for him to come inside. Funny, I was
just thinking of you. Yeah, I kept that bit to myself.

He stepped inside, the water dripping from
his hair and rolling off his shoulders. Silently, he pushed the wet
hair from his forehead and wiped his shoes on the mat. Argus danced
around him, eager for a pet. Boone didn’t disappoint, dropping the
tote, crouching, and wrapping his arms around Argus, pulling the
dog in for a hug.

Warning bells went off like firecrackers in
my head as I closed the door and watched the scene unfolding before
me. Boone loved animals, and Argus was one of his favorites, but
this wasn’t the usual way he greeted my dog. His shoulders slumped
and he buried his face in Argus’s fur. Even if I hadn’t been tuned
into Boone’s body language and moods for years, it was clear
something was off with him. Way off.

I knelt and brushed the water off Boone’s
shoulder. “Hey. What is it, Boone?” I whispered, leaning in so
close I could smell the mix of rain and shampoo in his hair.

Boone lifted his head and his lips curved
into a small smile that didn’t quite reach his hazel eyes. We
stared at each other for a moment until he heaved a hard sigh and
let go of Argus. “Rotten day,” he explained as he drew himself up
to a standing position.

I rose to face him and held out my arms,
meaning to offer him a quick hug, but apparently Boone had other
plans. Without a second’s hesitation, he walked into my arms, slid
his arms around my waist, and fisted the back of my T-shirt while
he rested his head against my chest.

Stunned, it took me a moment to react, but
then I wrapped my arms around Boone and brushed my cheek against
the top of his head—not even caring about getting wet—and trying
not to notice how perfect he felt in my arms. Or how there was
barely a centimeter between our bodies. Or how my skin warmed
everywhere he pressed against me. I silently chided myself for even
thinking like that when Boone was clearly vulnerable. It didn’t
matter that my mind was screaming, mine-mine-mine. Boone was
off-limits. Always had been. Always would be.

“It’s okay. I’ve got you. I’ve got you,” I
murmured, offering what comfort I could.

Boone sank against me and we stood in the
quiet, as though this was something we did every day. As if
embracing Boone wasn’t giving me a taste of what I’d always wanted.
I crooked up my arm and played with Boone’s hair, gliding my
fingers through the wet strands and a hushed sigh escaped his
lips.

I didn’t pry. I’d known Boone long enough to
know he’d talk when he was ready. Argus whimpered at our feet and
Boone huffed out a small laugh, relaxing his grip on me and
stepping back.

My arms dropped and the emptiness was
immediate, my hands itching to touch him again. I hoped the
disappointment didn’t show in my eyes. Boone pressed a palm to my
chest, the heat nearly searing me through the fabric. I trembled
and cursed inwardly at my inability to control myself.

Boone’s tilted back his head until our eyes
met, and I held my breath, hoping I wasn’t revealing too much. I’d
spent years perfecting my reactions—whatever it took to conceal my
true feelings—but that was hard to do when Boone was literally
inches away and had just been pressed against me. I willed myself
to stay in control, yet my body betrayed me by trembling again.

Boone narrowed his eyes. “Are you cold?” He
glanced down at himself and chuckled. “Of course you are. I
probably dripped all over you. I’m sorry. Shit, I’m a mess,
Mason.”

“Well, I wasn’t going to say anything…” I
teased, relieved he hadn’t seen through me.

Boone laughed and let his hand drop, but kept
his eyes locked on mine. I watched as a genuine smile spread across
his face, gratified to see it showed in his eyes. Argus ran circles
around us, barking again with excitement at having a visitor.

“Let me go grab some towels,” I
offered—ignoring how rough my voice sounded in my ears—before
shushing Argus. “Then you can tell me what’s got you out in this
awful weather,” I added over my shoulder as I made my way down the
hall. I quickly grabbed a couple of towels from the linen closet
and hurried back, handing one to Boone so he could dry off and
using the other to wipe up the water on the floor.

I turned to find Boone stepping out of his
wet shoes and kicking them onto the entryway rug before pulling off
his hoodie over his head, lifting his shirt with it. My heart raced
at seeing the strip of pale skin and narrow bit of dark hair that
disappeared into the waistband of his jeans. I knew I was staring
and tore away my gaze. Unfortunately, not quickly enough, because I
found Boone’s eyes on me, his eyebrows raised.

Shit. Busted.

A smile played at Boone’s lips, but he didn’t
mention my little lapse in judgment; instead he just grinned and
handed over the towel. “Thanks.”

My face heated in embarrassment. “Be right
back,” I muttered under my breath and headed toward the bathroom to
toss the towels in the hamper. The short walk there and back to the
living room gave me the time I needed to feel a little more in
control.

I found Boone still by the door, talking to
Argus, who was listening intently to what a good boy he was.

“You want some pizza? Just pulled it out of
the oven a few minutes before you got here.”

“Would love some. And a beer, if you have
it?”

I nodded and gestured toward the sofa as I
headed into the kitchen. I still had no idea why Boone had dropped
by and what had upset him, but I wasn’t going to badger it out of
him. When he was ready to share, he would fill me in. I plated some
pizza, grabbed another beer, and rejoined Boone in the living
room.

He had settled into the middle of the sofa
with Argus nestled in next to him, his head on Boone’s thigh. It
was more than a little irritating that I was instantly jealous of
my dog. I handed over the plate and beer and took my seat at the
end of the sofa, wondering why Boone had chosen to sit so close
instead of at the other end. More unusual behavior. I took a swig
of my beer and tried not to focus on the fact that our thighs were
nearly touching.

“I haven’t been here in a few weeks. You’ve
done a lot,” Boone said, gesturing to the living room before taking
a bite of his pizza.

When I’d bought the house a year ago, it had
needed a lot of work—which also meant I was able to get it for a
steal. I’d been trying to tackle a new project each month, starting
with the kitchen. Bennett had dived right in with me, and together
we’d refaced the cabinets, laid new tile flooring, painted, and
installed new countertops and a new sink.

My house was fairly small, with the living
room and kitchen separated by a half wall, which definitely helped
it feel like more of an open floor plan. This past month I’d been
working in the living room, laying new wood flooring, painting the
walls in a soft gray, and adding bookshelves, which I’d painted
white to match the trim in the room.

“Yeah, Bennett nearly ditched me when it came
to the shelves,” I admitted with a laugh. “In his defense, they
were a bitch to install.”

Boone patted the sofa. “This is new, too,
right?”

As soon as I’d seen the navy blue microfiber
sofa, I knew it was the one I wanted. It was comfortable, went well
with the gray walls, and the art print I had purchased, but had yet
to frame, had a lot of blues and grays. I may not be much of a
decorator, but I thought I’d done pretty well with my choice. “Yes.
Got it about two weeks ago. Bennett helped me pick it up at the
store and carry it inside.”

“Where is my big brother, anyway?”

My heart tripped a little. Of course, Boone
hadn’t come over to see me, he’d come to see his
brother. Shit. The hug earlier was messing with my
mind. “He’s spending the weekend with Rebecca.” I cleared my throat
and asked, as nonchalantly as possible, “Did you come by to see
him?”

Oh, for fuck’s sake, now I was acting like a
lovesick teenager. An image of the face-palm emoji popped into my
mind and I nearly rolled my eyes.

“He might have mentioned going to Rebecca’s,
but I don’t remember,” Boone answered with a shrug. “I wasn’t sure
he’d be here, the closer it gets to the big day, the busier he
seems, but I had something to drop off for the wedding—well, it’s
really for the honeymoon—so I thought I’d swing by anyway.”

“A gift for the honeymoon? I’m almost afraid
to ask…”

Boone grinned and bounced up from the sofa.
He retrieved the tote bag he’d left by the door and with a
flourish, set it on the coffee table. “My coworker, Anna, makes
these and sells them online. They’re pretty popular and she makes
some decent money on the side.” He pulled a rectangular box out of
the bag and handed it over.

I examined it, noting the numerous garish red
hearts scattered all over and the words Naughty Quest: Get the
Lowdown on Your Lover splashed across the front. “A sex game?”
I was more than a little dubious.

Boone rolled his eyes. “Yes and no. It’s not
just a sex game, it’s also got questions that are meant to
help couples get closer.”

“Umm, okay…but really…I don’t see Bennett
playing this,” I said. He would hate something like
this.

“Maybe not,” Boone conceded as he took back
the box, “but I know Rebecca will like it and he’ll do
anything if she asks.”

He had a point. “Yeah. He’s pretty crazy
about her,” I agreed, a sigh escaping my lips before I could catch
myself.

Boone sat back down, folding one leg under
his knee and watched me for a moment. Heat spread across my skin
and I shoved the last bit of a pizza slice into my mouth, scanning
the room for anything to gaze upon—anything other than Boone.

“What’s wrong?”

I chewed slowly, swallowed, and schooled my
face. “What do you mean?” My voice raised an octave—so much for
trying to sound casual.

Boone touched my arm. “Hey, seriously, Mason.
What was that sigh about? Are you okay? Do you not like
Rebecca?”

That had me gaping at Boone. How could he
think something like that? “No, she’s great! She’s perfect for
Bennett.”

“Then what? Is it that you don’t believe in
love?” His eyes narrowed, peering at me with curiosity and
unsettling me.

“What? No. Of course not. I didn’t mean…I
shouldn’t have…” I groaned and ran my hand through my hair in
frustration. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to sound like that.”

Boone squeezed my arm and I took another chug
of beer. Why was I having so much trouble articulating my thoughts
into words tonight? Maybe it was being alone with Boone. Or it
could be that talking about my feelings wasn’t something I usually
did. But it was Boone. I never could lie to him—not that he knew
that. Again, I was acting like a tongue-tied teenager. “Okay, truth
time?”

Boone nodded, his eyes on mine.

“I think Rebecca’s great and I’m really happy
for Bennett…”

“But?” he urged softly.

“But Bennett’s going to be moving out in
three months when they marry. Well, sooner, really. She’s moving
out here in what—two months?”

“Yeah. About two months, I think. And you’re
going to miss him?”

I shrugged and held up my hands. “Yeah. I
mean, yes, of course. How would I not miss him after being friends
for most of our lives? We’ve been roommates since college…”

Boone squeezed my arm hard, his eyes widening
in shock. “Oh, my God! Are you in love with my brother?”

Stunned, I gaped at him. “In love with
Bennett? God, no!”

Boone cocked his head and again narrowed his
eyes at me. “No? You sure?”

“No! I mean, yes, I’m sure, but no. No. He is
definitely not the one I-I mean, no. Just no. No feelings like
that. I love him like a brother, of course. I’m not attracted to
him. He’s not my type. Never.” I laughed at the thought even as I
mentally kicked myself for almost slipping up and letting the cat
out of the bag. I took a swig of my beer to calm my nerves.

“Okay, okay, I believe you. Then what is it?”
He settled against the sofa and kept his eyes trained on me.

“Seriously, Boone. How long have you known
me? You know I’m no good at this…talking about
emotions.”

His eyes crinkled when he smiled at me and I
tried to look away. I really did.

“Well, then you’re lucky I am. Spill
it, Mason. What’s going on?”

I let my head fall against the back of the
sofa and rubbed my eyes. How had my night of hanging out with my
dog turned into a heart-to-heart about feelings? I turned to him
and my heart flipped, just like it always did around him. I may be
a six-two fully grown man, but when Boone looked at me, it was
always a little gut-punch reminding me of everything I wanted—and
everything I couldn’t have. With other men, I was confident, able
to flirt, lead the conversation where I wanted. But when it came to
Boone, I felt unsure, unable to think straight, out of control.
And, just like always, I gave in and answered him. I pretty much
did anything he wanted…huh, kind of like Bennett did with Rebecca.
That was an interesting thought.

“I’m going to miss him. We’ve been best
friends since we were kids. It’s going to be weird not having him
around the house. I know we’ll still hang out. But it’s more than
just that…I think, it’s more like…like I’m jealous. I’m
twenty-nine—I’ll be thirty this summer. I want what he has. Real
love.” I’d said it, but now I just felt like sinking through
the sofa and hiding. Because I was telling this stuff to
Boone.

“Wow,” he whispered. “I’d say you’re pretty
good at talking about feelings, Mason. That’s really sweet. I think
we all want that. I know I do.”

I stared at the new shelving, wondering why I
hadn’t finished putting out all my books. And trying not to make
eye contact with Boone for the moment. This was the weirdest
fucking night of my life.

Boone leaned back against the sofa and inched
a little closer—closer than usual. But with him, I tended to
overanalyze everything.

“So, you going to tell me what was going on
with you when you arrived?” I blurted.

Boone sighed and rolled his head toward me.
“Yeah. Sorry about that…my day was shit.”

I didn’t push again, choosing to wait for him
to continue. Boone worked as a veterinary technician at a nearby
clinic and usually loved his job. Even as kids, Boone had been
drawn to animals, always bringing home strays and convincing his
mom to let him keep them. As a child, I’d loved going over to
Bennett’s because it was like a miniature menagerie and there was
always a new animal to play with.

After a while, Boone finally spoke, his voice
quiet. “Last week, someone brought in a cat—a big orange tabby—that
had been hit by a car. The guy had found him by the side of the
road. We were shocked the cat was even alive, but we went to work
on him and were able to stabilize him. He was in bad shape, though.
Really bad. Multiple lacerations, broken hind leg, and who knows
how long he was out in the elements after being hit?”

“Jesus,” I hissed. “You mean someone just hit
him and left him?” I’d seen animals lying by the side of the road,
of course, but hearing about this cat pissed me off.

“Happens all the time, sadly. He wasn’t
wearing a collar and hadn’t been chipped, but we posted about him
to see if anyone would claim him. Nobody did.”

I reached across Boone to stroke Argus’s fur.
I couldn’t even imagine…

“We named him Tiger—I know, real original—but
he was starting to do better. He was like this gentle giant and
just wanted to be loved. Sometimes when you have a feral cat, they
don’t do well with people. We think he’d been someone’s pet at some
point, but had probably been out on his own for a while.”

He drew in a shaky breath and I absently
moved my hand to Boone’s thigh and squeezed. Boone glanced at me,
his left eyebrow raised in question, and I realized what I was
doing. We weren’t usually touchy-feely with each other, mainly
because I worked hard to keep myself in check around him, and yet
we’d embraced earlier and now I was touching his thigh. And
loving it.

I started to pull away my hand, but Boone
slid his hand on top of mine and squeezed, leaving it there. I was
too surprised to move.

“We all knew it was probably fifty-fifty
whether he’d make it or not, but we—I—was getting attached.
Too attached. I knew better.”

I frowned because I knew what was coming.

Boone slid his other hand into Argus’s fur
and rubbed behind his ears. “So this morning, he was struggling and
we realized he wasn’t going to make it. Of course we didn’t want to
let him go, but…”

“I get that. It’s a hard decision,
though.”

“Yeah, but it’s the right one.” He blinked
back the tears pooling in his eyes.

“Shit, Boone. How do you do that? Make those
decisions every day?” I flipped up my hand and laced my fingers
with his, holding tightly.

Those tears he’d been holding back started to
fall and he shook his head. “Usually I understand it. It’s part of
life. But today just hit hard. Dammit. He’d tried so hard to get
better and I let myself believe he was going to be okay. Even was
considering adopting him.”

Shit.

“So we all said goodbye and I held him while
he went.” A sob escaped his lips and he let his head drop to my
shoulder.

I slipped my hand from his and wrapped my arm
around his shoulders, shifting my body so I could hold him against
me. Damn trying to keep my hands to myself, this was about
comforting a friend who’d had a hellish day—and I wasn’t going to
be an ass.

Boone curled against me, sliding his arm
across my abs, grabbing onto my hip, and holding tight. We sat like
that for a while, my heart beating so hard I worried he could feel
it. I wasn’t used to this new version of him. The one who clung to
me, who didn’t seem to care about crossing lines that had always
been there. The one who was right this second moving his thumb in
soft circles, driving me nearly mad with want. I’d spent so much of
my life trying to pretend I didn’t want this…want him. For just a
moment, just a second, I allowed myself to sink into the
sensations. To imagine this was real and not just a friend needing
comfort.

I lay my chin on his head and breathed him
in, tugging him even closer. He wiggled until he was plastered
against me and a light buzz spread across my skin; I was nearly
floating with the pleasure of it all. It was too good. Too
perfect.

Outside, thunder cracked and Boone startled,
snorting, then laughing. “Shit, this whole day has thrown me off.
Haven’t been scared by a storm since I was a kid.”

Argus shuffled closer, whimpering and wanting
to get in on the snuggling, which made Boone chuckle again.

“You want to join us, buddy? I don’t blame
you. Your daddy is fantastic at cuddling!” He tilted his head until
I could feel his breath on my ear and whispered, “I’ll bet you’re
fantastic at a lot of things, huh, Mason?”

My heart slammed against my ribs and my skin
prickled, heating at Boone’s insinuation—and the warm breath still
on my neck. What the fuck was happening? If this was any
other guy, I’d have taken that as an invitation and made a move—see
if it led to anything. Which it usually did…just nothing that ever
led to something in the way of a relationship. But this was
Boone. My best friend’s brother. Off limits since the first
day I’d noticed him—really noticed him—as more than just
Bennett’s younger brother. I remembered everything about that
day.

I’d been at Bennett’s house for dinner—as I
was many nights. Boone was turning eighteen in a couple of days,
but their dad had to go out of town for work, so his mom had made a
chocolate cake to celebrate early. We’d all sung the obligatory
birthday song, and just before Boone had blown out the candles,
he’d glanced across the table at me, his warm hazel eyes intense,
boring into mine. His lips had curved into a sly smile as he’d
spoken, his words aimed directly at me. “I know exactly what I’m
going to wish for.” And then he’d winked.

Bennett’s shy little brother had
winked at me. And heat had spread through me, so hot, I’d
worried my skin was bright red, as it dawned on me that Boone
wasn’t so little anymore. And those two years between us didn’t
seem as big a gap as they once had.

I hadn’t been able to take my eye off him all
night—which apparently hadn’t escaped Bennett’s notice. Later that
evening, after Boone had taken off to hang out with a friend,
Bennett had pulled the “big brother” card.

We’d been watching a movie—some action flick
I don’t remember—and he’d turned to me, staring at me until I’d hit
PAUSE.

“What?”

“Don’t date my brother.”

At first, I’d tried to laugh it off. Even
though he’d been all I could think about that night. “What? Are you
crazy?”

He’d only stared at me. “Seriously. It would
be too weird. Plus, I know you.”

“What does that mean?”

“You’re a player, Mason. Boone’s a shy kid
and he’s got a big heart. I think he’s the kind that will fall in
love once and that will be it.”

“You think I would break your little
brother’s heart?” I’d been more than a little hurt at his
words.

“Not intentionally, no. But you’re too into
the party scene. I’m not saying that’s bad. I’m just like you. I
don’t want to be with just one woman either. I want to date around,
have fun.”

He’d been right, though. I’d been far too
into partying, hooking-up, moving from man to man back then. I’d
been too immature to be the kind of man Boone deserved.

And so I’d stayed away, shoving down my
feelings, ignoring the growing—almost desperate—attraction to
Boone. Not that I’d ever seen anything to indicate he felt the
same, other than the wink that night many years ago. Although, over
the years, I’d convinced myself he’d just been joking around.
Besides, I didn’t even know if Boone was into men. It’s not like we
ever talked about his love life.

Now, I blew out a harsh breath and tried to
get a grip on my careening emotions.

“Me? Fantastic at a lot of things? Bennett
might disagree with you on that—especially after working with me on
all my projects here. I dropped a wood slat when he was helping
with the shelves and narrowly missed his foot.” Could he hear the
tiny tremor in my voice?

“Please, my brother wouldn’t know how to do
anything if it weren’t for you and your dad! You two are the ones
that taught him, actually both of us, how to use basic
tools. My dad’s great, but he sucks at DIY.”

Memories of hanging out in my dad’s garage
flooded my mind and I smiled. My dad had been the ultimate fix-it
guy in the neighborhood, always lending a helping hand to a
neighbor or letting someone borrow a tool. He was also incredibly
patient with me and my friends whenever we wanted to build
something like a skateboard ramp. “Yeah, my dad was pretty great
about that. When I’m really missing him, the times we hung out
working on something always come back to me.”

Boone patted my chest and smiled, his eyes
twinkling. “Hey, I had a lousy day! Let’s do something fun!” He
pulled away and grabbed the box from the coffee table.

I watched him warily. “What are you doing? I
thought that was for Bennett?”

Boone dismissively waved his hand at me.
“Bennett won’t even know. C’mon Mason…it’s coming down in buckets
outside, my day sucked, and it’s Friday night—let’s play!”

Play?

“Umm, I thought this was for couples?”

Boone faced me, tucking his foot under his
knee like before and heaving a deep sigh. “Yes, Mason,” he began,
in his best let-me-explain-like-you’re-a-child voice, “but it could
still be fun. Anna said the game is kind of based on a study that
helped people get to know each other. I mean, unless you have some
deep dark secret you don’t want me to know about,” Boone added and
raised his eyebrows in challenge.

Secret? Oh, you know, just one that would
destroy my friendship with Bennett and send my carefully planned
life careening into a brick wall. How the hell was I supposed to
handle this? My whole body felt off kilter and I didn’t like it one
bit. All these years, I thought I had a handle on my reactions to
him, but this wasn’t the Boone I was used to. It was
almost—almost—like Boone was flirting with me. I had no idea
how to act. I felt like a virgin with a first crush. What did I do
with my hands when he was this close to me? Touching me?

For fuck’s sake, I was acting like a teen
again. This night was messing with my head. It was all I could do
to remember to breathe when he looked at me with those big
beautiful hazel eyes. Memories of those awkward months after I’d
first fallen for him rushed back to me and I felt a little
panicky.

Boone watched me, waiting for an answer, but
I knew saying no wasn’t an option. As if I could say no to him. Not
when he looked so hopeful and adorable. I blew out a breath and
shook my head in defeat. I glared at him when he laughed.
Bastard.

“I think I’m going to need more beer,” I
admitted. “Want another?”

“Thanks.” He shot me a grin. “I’ll get the
game set up.”

I carried our empty plates and bottles into
the kitchen and grabbed a couple more beers from the refrigerator,
but set them down and braced my hands on the counter. Lightning
flashed outside, bursting through the blinds and illuminating the
room for a split second.

Why was I so nervous? Over the years, I’d
hung out with Boone more times than I could count. Yes, Boone was
touching me more than usual, and yes, he was even acting a little
flirty, for want of another word—but I’d never gotten so twisted up
about a guy like this. Other than Boone.

If this was any other guy…but it
wasn’t any other guy.

“Don’t cross the line, Mason,” I whispered
into the empty room. Boone was just looking for some comfort from a
friend, nothing more. I could probably chalk the flirtatiousness up
to him feeling vulnerable after a shitty day. But if Boone kept it
up, I’d have to make it clear nothing would happen between us.

How ironic that all I’d wanted for more than
a decade was to be with him and now that he was sending a few
signals—albeit mixed—I’d have to turn him down.

There was just too much at stake.

Of course, my lonely heart could just be
reading more into the evening than was there. I did tend to do
that. Dad used to say I always made a mountain out of a molehill—so
yeah, I could be way off on my perception. Considering my heart was
hammering, my mind was racing, and my skin still felt electric
everywhere Boone had touched me, it was more than possible I was
way off base.

I pushed off the counter and made my way into
the living room. “Okay, show me how to play this game.”

* * * *


Chapter 2

Boone had the box open and two card decks
laid out on the coffee table. A cardboard spinner sat between the
decks, with pink and red hearts alternating around the edge—and one
gold heart.

“No game board?”

He shook his head. “It’s pretty basic. You
spin, and if you land on a pink heart, you pull a card from the
corresponding deck, same with red. But if you land on the gold
heart, you have to pull from this deck.” Boone held up a third set
of cards. “It’s not a win or lose kind of game. It’s supposed to
help you grow closer to your lover—and have fun while doing
it.”

“Lover…” I nearly choked on the word.

Boone rolled his eyes. “Companion. Boyfriend.
Husband. Whatever.”

I guzzled my beer. This was going to be
harder than I thought.

“So, I’ll start, if that’s okay?”

Definitely. But I nodded and tried to look
anywhere but at Boone. Argus had settled in at the other end of the
sofa, clearly ready for a nap and irritated we were talking and
moving too much. He tended to get a little grouchy when he was
tired.

Boone scooted to the edge of the sofa and
grinned at me. “Here we go,” he announced as he spun the little
plastic arrow.

We watched it spin around until finally
landing on a pink heart. I had no idea what the differences were in
relation to the colors, but at this point, I figured it didn’t
really matter. I was playing this game whether I wanted to or
not.

Boone grabbed a card and turned it over,
smiling when he read it out loud. “How do you dress when you go to
bed? And why?”

“Wouldn’t they already know that about each
other?” Seemed like kind of a weak question.

“Probably. Maybe that’s a question for new
couples. It’s in the Puppy Love deck. But maybe it’s a
chance for a couple to explain why they like to sleep in what they
do. Anna said it wasn’t just about sex—it’s about learning about
each other. So—” he tapped the card against his lips as his eyes
twinkled at me “—what do you wear?”

I shook my head. “I thought since you
pulled the card, you had to answer it.”

Boone shrugged and smiled mischievously.
“We’re making our own rules. How about we both have to
answer each card?”

I huffed a breath. I’d forgotten what it was
like playing games with Boone. He almost never followed the rules.
“Um, okay. I like to sleep in my boxers.” Simple enough answer.

“Nothing else?” Boone raised an eyebrow.
“Mmm…”

Was he moaning? I cleared my throat
and tried to pretend I was unaffected. “Sometimes a T-shirt.”

“Same here. Mainly just boxers, but sometimes
a shirt. If it’s colder, though, I have a pair of flannel sleep
pants I like.”

Damn. Now I had images of Boone sprawled out
on a bed in nothing but boxers. No doubt about it, I was going to
need a lot more beer to keep playing.

“Your turn.” He passed the spinner to me, so
I flicked it and watched it spin, finally landing on pink. I
reached for a card from the pink deck and flipped it over.

“Read it,” Boone ordered.

“Have you ever taken a nude picture of
yourself?”

“Well?”

“Hell, no.”

Boone laughed. “Why not? I have.”

Oh, God, that was too much fucking
information for my brain to handle. Then my gut twisted. “For who?”
I hadn’t meant for my voice to come out that harsh.

His eyes widened in surprise. “You don’t
approve? I didn’t think you were that judgmental, Mason.”

I rubbed my hand across my face and tried
again. “Sorry. Not judging. At all. It’s not my business who you
sent it to.”

“Who said I sent it anywhere?”

Now I was confused. “You didn’t? Then why
take it?”

He took the card from me and placed it back
on the bottom of the deck, before turning back to me. I watched him
lick his lips and press them together and I wondered—as I always
did—if they were as soft as they looked. Jesus! Snap out of
it.

“One night about a year ago, I was feeling
lonely. Like I was unlovable, if that makes any sense?”

I’d definitely felt that way, but Boone? Who
wouldn’t adore him? Still, I nodded, waiting for him to
continue.

“Well, I was…touching myself,” he admitted,
his cheeks growing as pink as the card. “I was feeling kind of
daring, so I set up the camera on my phone and took some pics.”

Holy shit. That was so hot. I
leaned forward, my heart thunderous in my ears. “Some? You took
more than one?”

He swallowed hard enough for me to hear it.
“Yes.”

His whispered confession nearly did me in. I
couldn’t hold back my next question. “Did you keep them?” My voice
was like gravel and I had to fist my hands.

Boone’s eyes met mine, and I saw the
challenge there. “They’re on my phone.”

“Have you ever shown anyone?” I couldn’t help
asking.

“No. I wanted to, though.”

Like a knife to my chest, that burst through
me. He’d wanted to share them with someone. I had to move, to get
away. I had to…to walk. I was up and striding down the hall to my
room before I could think clearly.

“Mason?”

I didn’t answer him. What the fuck was wrong
with me? Knowing he wanted to send naked pics to someone shouldn’t
be a shock. People did that all the time. No matter how much I
wanted him, he wasn’t mine. I wasn’t allowed to feel
possessive.

Huh…I was the jealous type. Who knew? I’d
never felt like that about anyone I’d dated before. I sat on the
edge of my bed and stared at my reflection in the mirror hanging
over my dresser. My dark brown hair was mussed from running my
fingers through it and I looked a little wild.

A quiet knock at the door got my attention.
Boone was standing in the doorway. “Are you okay?” he asked as he
slowly meandered to the bed.

I barked a laugh. “Yeah, I’m just…I don’t
know what I am, Boone. This is messing with my head,” I added
honestly.

“I didn’t mean to upset you.” The bed sagged
under the added weight and he was so close, I could feel the heat
of him.

I stared at the tiny freckles sprinkled
across his nose, the tiny dimple in his left cheek, those sweet
pink lips, and I closed my eyes and groaned. “You didn’t do
anything wrong, Boone. I’m sorry. I’m just a mess tonight.”

His hand squeezed my knee and my carefully
constructed walls began to crumble. The protection I’d spent years
building was falling brick by brick and my heart would soon be laid
bare. How long was I supposed to hide my feelings? How long was I
supposed to fight this? I opened my eyes and found myself gazing
into his, the green flecks shining like emeralds in his warm hazel
eyes. “I got jealous,” I whispered.

It was out there, the words hanging between
us. I’d just ripped my world apart.

His eyes rounded as the realization of what I
had said fell over him. “Mason, can I tell you a secret?”

“Yes.” My answer was so quiet, I wasn’t even
sure I’d said it out loud, but he went on.

“The person I wanted to send those pictures
to? The ones of me naked and touching myself—and well, doing
things…”

Oh, sweet Jesus…doing things?

“I took them for you. I was fantasizing about
you when I…was touching myself…and took the pictures.” He blushed
red and chewed his lower lip.

My heart stopped. “Me?”

He nodded. “I-I’ve had a crush on you for so
long. Years, really. But I never…you’ve never given me any reason
to think you felt the same way.”

Before I had time to change my mind, I
brushed my lips against his. Softly. Just once. Yet it set my heart
on fire. Flames licked at my skin, heating me from within. I cupped
his cheek and pressed my forehead to his as I tried to calm my
mind. I couldn’t remember ever feeling this way from a sweet,
simple kiss.

He moaned and angled closer, turning so he
could grip my hips. “Kiss me again,” he whispered.

How could I say no? I pressed my lips to his
and gave in to the heat, holding his face in my hand. I nipped at
his lower lip and he moaned again, trying to pull my body closer.
Sitting next to each other on the bed made it awkward, until he
swung his leg over mine, settling in my lap, and letting his hands
glide around my waist.

I crushed my lips to his and this time didn’t
hold back. Our lips glided together, taking, giving, tasting. I
nipped his bottom lip and a soft moan escaped him, our lips gliding
together in a soft kiss. My skin hummed with pleasure; my mind
floated. We kissed and touched, giving into the desire. My hands
skated over his back until I was able to slip them under his shirt.
My fingers traced muscles under soft skin and he shuddered in my
arms.

When I pressed my tongue against his lips, he
opened, letting me sweep inside and taste all of him. I ached at
the sweetness of him.

His hands reached into my hair and I moaned
into him. I was lost in the sensations, the heat blooming through
me, making me want even more. I pulled back and Boone chased me
with his mouth.

“No,” he whispered. “I’ve waited so long to
kiss you, Mason.”

I pressed my forehead to his again, my
breathing ragged as if I’d been running. “What are we doing? I
don’t want to take advantage of you, Boone. You’re vulnerable right
now.”

He cupped my face. “We’re both grown men,
Mason. I’ve wanted you for so long. Don’t you know that? You really
think I didn’t know Bennett was gone tonight? I came here because
I’d had a bad day and I realized you were the one person I wanted
to see. You always make things better—just being with you. Just
being near you gives me strength. I’m just tired of pretending. I
needed to find out if there was any chance you could feel the
same.”

I pressed my palm to his chest and was
surprised to feel his heart racing, just as mine was. “I’ve tried
so hard not to feel like this. To think of you as a brother,
instead of…like this. Even if admitting my feelings causes me to
lose everything, I’m not sure I can stop myself anymore.”

His brow furrowed. “What do you mean, lose
everything?”

“Just that. Everything. Bennett’s friendship,
being an honorary member of your family, as your mom has always
said…and I could lose you.” My greatest fear exposed, I held my
breath and watched him. Did he understand what I was saying? Did he
understand the weight I carried?

“Why would you lose Bennett’s friendship? Or
anything?” He cocked his head and waited, settling his hands on my
hips.

So I tried again to explain. “Bennett’s your
brother. You don’t fall for your best friend’s brother; it’s just
not done. He warned me to stay away from you—”

“He what?” Boone’s voice rose a couple of
octaves as he slid off my lap and stood over me, his hands on his
hips. He looked incredulous.

Shit, he was adorable when he was mad.
Probably wasn’t the best time to mention that, though. “It was a
long time ago, Boone. And he has every right to try to keep you
safe.”

Boone pulled his phone from his pocket and
scrolled through a couple of things before holding it out.
Bennett’s name and face popped up on the screen.

“You’re calling him? Now?”

“Boone?” Bennett’s deep voice burst through
the speaker, bouncing around the room.

“Can you please explain why you told Mason to
stay away from me?”

“What?” Bennett sounded genuinely
confused.

Boone let out a long sigh. “Did you or did
you not tell Mason to stay away from me?”

There was a long pause. “Well, damn, that was
like, what, ten years ago? Why are you asking?”

Boone raised an eyebrow at me, as if asking
if it was okay to let him know I was there, so I jumped in. “Hey,
Bennett. I opened my big mouth. I’m sorry about that.”

“Mason? You’re over at Boone’s?”

“No, I’m over at his place,” Boone answered
before I could.

Silence.

“He just came by—”

Boone cut me off. “I came by to spend the
evening with him. Is that going to be a problem for you?”

Silence again as Boone and I stared at each
other. I wasn’t sure what Bennett was thinking but I was surprised
to see this take-charge version of Boone and I couldn’t help but
feel a little proud of him.

Finally Bennett spoke. “I don’t have a
problem with that. But if you hurt him—”

“I would never hurt Boone, I swear to you,
Bennett,” I promised.

“I wasn’t talking to you, Mason.”

“You think I would hurt Mason?” Boone
demanded.

What the hell was happening?

“He’s my best friend, Boone. I’m just looking
out for him. I know how he feels about you.”

What the actual fuck?? He knew how I
felt?

Boone was smiling at me, the dimple in his
left cheek deepening as I rose from the bed and stepped in front of
him. I settled my hands on his hips and he set the phone on the
nightstand before stepping closer to me, until our bodies were
pressed together. The fear that had held me back all these years
was gone. I’d thought I’d kept my secret so well, and yet my best
friend had seen through me. It was out now. My desires made known
in front of Boone and yet, instead of anxiety, confidence surged
through me. All that worry over losing my best friend or messing up
my life fell to the wayside as Boone looked at me. I was curious
about one thing, though.

“Bennett, why would you ever think Boone
would hurt me?”

I could hear whispering and knew Rebecca was
with him. Boone rested his head on my chest and his fingers played
at the hem of the back of my shirt. As long as I got to hold Boone,
I didn’t really care how long it took Bennett to answer. The
whispering stopped and he started talking again.

“Okay, Rebecca said I’m being an ass. And
she’s probably right, as usual. Look, when I warned you away,
Mason, it was more that I was afraid of my little brother getting
hurt. It was just like I told you, he had—still has—a huge heart. I
didn’t want to see him hurt. And you were just like me back
then—nowhere near ready to settle down with one person. Plus,
Boone, you’d just come out. I don’t know…I was worried about you
falling too hard, too fast.”

What? Boone had come out? I started to
say something.

But Boone held up his hand. “So, let me make
sure I got this…you were being a protective big brother when you
told him to stay away from me?”

I could hear the relief through the phone.
“Exactly.”

Boone rolled his eyes. “Fine, I can let that
go. But you don’t still feel that way, right? I mean, you do
realize I am an adult?”

“Of course.”

“So then explain why you’d think I would hurt
Mason.”

Bennett sighed. “Okay, I should have
approached Mason, and I’m sorry…but Mason, you’ve seemed off this
past year. I wasn’t sure what it was about until I finally looked
at you when we had that BBQ last summer.”

“Over at Johnson Park?” What did that have
to do with anything?

“The way you looked at Boone when he arrived,
Jesus, Mason. It was all over your face. And I couldn’t
believe I hadn’t put it together.”

“Thought I’d been better at hiding it,” I
confessed as I placed a kiss on Boone’s forehead.

“Sorry, buddy. Not at all. Even Rebecca saw
it. But Boone was dating that idiot, Jackson.”

My stomach tightened. Jackson? The asshole
who I thought was simply Boone’s friend tagging along that
day?

Boone wrapped his hands around my waist again
and held tightly.

“And even though you guys broke up, Boone, he
was so completely opposite of Mason, I just thought you’d never
think of him that way.”

I understood his reasoning, even if he’d
overstepped. “I can respect that. You were just trying to protect
us both.”.

“But, Big Brother, from here on out, let
us make the decisions, okay?” Boone’s voice was firm and I
grinned. I was loving this bossy Boone.

“You’re both adults. I’m not going to
say—wait, are you guys together?”

I stared into Boone’s eyes and my heart
stuttered. We would be if I had anything to say about it.
But we had a lot to figure out, to talk about. I mean, although I’d
had suspicions all these years, I hadn’t even realized he was truly
gay, that he had actually come out to Bennett. Besides, people
didn’t jump in with both feet after a few kisses, did they? Even if
kissing him had been the sweetest moment in my life. And nobody had
felt as right in my arms as Boone.

As if reading my mind, Boone answered his
brother. “Let’s just say we’re figuring some things out. But unless
you want to know waaaay too much information, or hear something
that may scar you for life, I suggest you hang up now, dear
brother.”

I laughed and kissed him softly on the cheek.
I really was loving this oh-so-together Boone.

“Bye, Bennett,” I called, “and tell Rebecca I
said hi.”

Boone stepped away to grab the phone from the
nightstand and I missed him instantly. He hung up and grinned at
me. “So, how about we get back to that game?”

“Anything you want, Boone. Anything you
want,” I said as he took my hand and led me to the living room.

* * * *


Chapter 3

Thunder cracked loud as we made our way down
the hall. Argus met us halfway, his eyes still sleepy—and a little
accusatory.

“Did you wake up and find us gone, buddy?” I
asked as I knelt to give him some attention. He sat, his big eyes
on me, clearly unhappy upon waking and finding us gone.

“Poor baby,” Boone crooned as he joined me,
lavishing attention on my dog. “Did that old thunder scare
you?”

“He’s definitely not a fan of storms,” I told
him just as another jag of lightning lit the sky, flashing in
through the front window. On cue, Argus whined and plopped down in
front of us, placing both paws over his nose.

“Oh, my God, you’re so adorable, Argus! Come
on, it’s going to be okay. You can come join us on the sofa,” Boone
murmured as he patted his leg. Argus wagged his tail, thumping it
against the floor, but made no effort to move.

I stroked the top of his head and spoke in
reassuring soft tones, as he closed his eyes. “Boone’s right,
buddy—it’s going to be fine. Come back with us to the living room,
okay?” He opened his eyes and pulled himself up as I rose to a
standing position.

Boone stood next to me and set his hand on my
forearm. “I love how kind you are to him.”

I shrugged. “He’s my furry baby.”

Boone laced our fingers together, tugging me
toward the living room, Argus hot on our heels.

It was amazing—and crazy—how great his hand
felt in mine, as if we’d been doing it for years. To be honest, I’d
never been a big fan of holding hands—hated sweaty hands, or how
awkward I felt sometimes. But with Boone, it only filled me with
joy.

Argus raced around us, and we nearly tripped
over him. He beat us to the sofa and jumped onto the center
cushion.

I glanced at Boone and he laughed. “Gonna
have to scoot a little, Argus—not that I mind squeezing in next to
your daddy.”

Daddy. Blood rushed to my cock at the
sound of that word falling from Boone’s lips. “What?”

He stared at me, his eyebrows raised in
question.

I squeezed his hand. We’d had enough
revelations tonight, so I wasn’t sure if I should share that the
whole “Daddy thing” turned me on, even though Boone hadn’t meant it
in that context. I decided to skip it for now. “If Argus won’t
move, I certainly wouldn’t have any objection to you sitting in my
lap,” I whispered.

His eyes widened, his pupils big and dark,
and he bit his lower lip. I smiled as I sat, my hand still in his,
and I dragged him down until he was squished between me and Argus.
I wanted him close anyway.

He laughed when Argus let out a
long-suffering sigh and stood to move over, but Boone still stayed
pretty close to me.

And then the awkwardness sort of fell around
us and I froze. The full reality of what had just happened hit me
and all I could do was stare. Nerves seemed to get the better of
him as well because he leaned forward and grabbed the spinner,
squirming a little. It was easier to use the game as a distraction
then to deal with everything at that moment.

“Whose turn was it?”

“I guess it was yours,” I said. “Didn’t I go
last?”

He grinned, holding the spinner in front of
us and flicking it hard. When it finally landed, Boone set it down,
bounced on the sofa, and rubbed his hands together. “Gold! Woohoo!”
He grabbed the card and handed it to me without reading it.

My eyes widened and I felt my cheeks heat
again.

“Mason! When did you get so shy? Let me see.”
Boone took it without giving me a chance to object. He read the
card out loud. “‘If I caught you masturbating, what would you do?
Would you keep going or stop? Do you like to be watched or do you
like to watch?”

I pressed my lips together and shook my head.
“Um, that’s several questions.”

He tossed the card on the coffee table, his
eyes sparkling. Before I knew what was happening, he’d straddled
me, his knees pressing into the cushion on either side of me. I
moved a few inches away from the arm of the sofa to give him more
room as he pressed his palms to my chest.

“True, but they’re all hot questions Do you
want me to answer first?”

Since all I could focus on was the fact Boone
was sitting on my lap, pressed against my now-throbbing dick, I
told him to go ahead.

Instead of answering, Boone glided his hands
to my shoulders and I trembled. I was still having trouble wrapping
my mind around this whole crazy night. We stared into each other’s
eyes and I pressed a soft kiss to his lips, then nuzzled my cheek
against his. I loved the sensation of his stubble on my skin.

He sighed and I felt his warm breath in my
ear. I leaned back and pulled in a deep breath of my own. “Do you
have any idea how long I’ve wanted to hold you?”

Boone’s lips curved into a soft smile. “As
long as I’ve wanted to feel your arms around me?”

Shit. I’d been an idiot for years.

“Let’s not look back, okay? Let’s just go
forward.” There he was, reading my mind again.

“Okay.”

“Now, let me answer the question. If you
caught me, would I continue? Hell, yes, I would.” He winked. “The
idea of you watching me, naked, my hand wrapped around my hard
dick…God, that’s the hottest fucking thing, Mason. Do you know how
many times I’ve fantasized about that?”

I raised an eyebrow, but I couldn’t speak.
The image he’d painted with his words was burning in my brain.

“I have a thing about being watched,” he
admitted, his eyes glued to mine. “I’ve fantasized about this very
thing so many times over the years. Me naked, all sprawled out on
the bed, stroking myself, whispering your name, then opening my
eyes to find you standing there, watching me.” A blush spread from
his cheeks and down his neck, disappearing under his T-shirt. “In
fact, you’re the only one I imagine watching me…”

Lust ricocheted through me as I wrapped my
arms around his waist. “Tell me, Boone, what do I do in these
little fantasies?”

He swallowed hard and pressed his lips
together. “That part varies. Sometimes you just stand and watch me
until I come. Then other times you strip down and join me in bed.
My favorite is when I imagine you crawling over me and then
straddling my legs and coming all over me when I come. God, this is
hot and embarrassing at the same time.”

I cupped his chin. “I’ve had similar
fantasies about you over the years. I mean, don’t get me wrong.
I’ve had it bad for you for years and it’s not just because
of how attracted I am to you. But you’re so damn sexy and there are
times I can’t even go to bed without wanting you.”

Something flashed in his eyes, a mixture of
desire and heat, and he leaned in until he was whispering in my
ear. “Want to know another secret?”

I nodded and kissed the crook of his
neck.

He moaned quietly in my ear. “I like to be
dominated in bed…ordered to…do things. I like dirty talk, too.
Like, I really like dirty talk.” He pulled back to look at
me, his lower lip between his teeth. “I don’t mean dominated like,
the full Dom/sub, but I like being submissive in bed.”

So. Fucking. Hot. My cock was rock-hard and
pressing against my jeans and I’d never wanted someone this badly
in my life. He had no idea how well our desires matched. “Want to
know my fantasy?” We’d gotten a little off topic from the
cards, but I didn’t care at this point.

He nodded, the adorable blush on his cheeks
darkening.

“I like being dominant in bed.”

His mouth gaped open. “No.”

I nodded and grinned. “Fuck, yes. And do you
have any idea how many times I’ve jerked off to the image of you
begging me to fuck you?”

“Damn. I had no idea.” His pupils were blown
and I was gratified to see him reach down and adjust himself.

We stared into each other’s eyes until I felt
myself falling and I kissed him hard, sliding my hands up his back
and holding him tightly as I slanted my lips over his, taking
possession of his mouth. He let out a moan and rolled his hips, and
I moaned back.

I pushed my tongue against his lips and I
swept in, eager to taste him again and, oh, Jesus, he was
like sweet nectar—I couldn’t get enough. Soon, our tongues were
dueling and we were writhing against each other. I tugged at the
hem of his shirt and he broke the kiss long enough to lift it over
his head, then sent it flying to the floor.

I was vaguely aware of Argus jumping down,
irritated at our movements, and heading back to the bedroom where
he could get some peace and quiet.

My heart raced as I nearly ripped my shirt
trying to pull it off. My fingers traced his nipple, then down the
soft swirls of hair that met in the middle of his chest, travelling
down his abs, until I curled my hand around his waistband. “These
need to come off now.”

He stood and I watched as he popped the
button, unzipped, and peeled off his pants, stepping out of them
until he was standing there in a pair of light blue boxer briefs
that did nothing to hide how hard he was. He palmed his dick
through his briefs and I grabbed him by the waist and tugged him
closer until I could mouth his dick through the thin fabric.

“God, yes,” he murmured.

“I need to taste you, Boone. Need you in my
mouth.” I yanked the briefs to his ankles and watched his cock slap
against his stomach. The head was swollen and purple and dripping,
and I lapped at it, tasting the sweetness, the muskiness of
him.

He moaned above me as his fingers carded
through my hair, guiding me. We had so much time to make up and so
many things I wanted to share with him. But at the moment, I needed
to taste him. So I cupped his balls, tugged a little as I licked
him like an ice cream cone, then slipped his cockhead between my
lips.

“Mason…oh, Mason,” he cried as I took him
deep, his dick hitting the back of my throat. I swallowed and felt
the head slide in. He was all I could smell, all I could taste. I
was surrounded inside and out by Boone and it was heaven. He pulled
out suddenly and I stared up at him.

He traced a finger over my lower lip. “It’s
embarrassing, but I was going to come already.”

I grinned. “Nothing wrong with that, Boone.
We have all the time in the world.”

He smiled and pointed to my jeans. “Maybe you
want to join me?”

I didn’t need to be asked twice. I wiggled
out of my jeans and boxers, kicking them aside. My dick jutted out,
hard and aching, and I stroked it a few times.

“Get back over here,” I ordered, just enough
that his eyes rounded and he hurried to climb back. His skin was
warm everywhere we touched and when he slid forward, our cocks
glided together and I nearly lost my mind.

It was thundering outside, but there was a
storm of emotions raging in me. One look in his eyes and I could
see he felt the same. His hands skimmed my skin, wherever he could
reach, and it was too much and not enough at the same time. I moved
my palm over my cock and slicked it before wrapping my fingers
around both our dicks as best I could. He gasped as I started to
pump us and I knew neither of us was going to last long.

There would be time for our fantasies later.
We were both already on the edge—both waiting for so many years to
get to this point. I needed to see him come—to feel his orgasm on
my skin. To bring him the ultimate pleasure.

So I focused on that and felt the pressure
mounting in me. I captured his lips in a rough kiss and we found a
rhythm, rolling our hips and thrusting together. Our kisses were
choppy, uneven as need overcame us, until he cried my name. I felt
him spill, hot and wet, on my abs and over my hand.

He gripped my upper arms as he came, my name
on his lips again and again, sending me flying. My orgasm ripped
through me, harder than I’d ever felt before, and my head fell to
his shoulder, my body stuttering as I poured over my hand, my come
mingling with his in what was the hottest moment of my entire
life.

“Boone…Boone,” I moaned, kissing his neck as
colors swirled behind my eyelids, bright and chaotic, and I tumbled
with them. My feet were pulled from under me as I flung through the
heavens, my skin on fire until I finally felt myself falling back
to Earth.

We clung to each other, desperate to find the
ground, as we pressed our lips to one another’s over and over,
murmuring nonsensical words between the kisses. It didn’t matter
what we said. It mattered that we’d found each other. That we’d
opened our hearts to each other. The thunderstorm raged on, but we
were safe. In each other, we’d found our sanctuary.

I’d never been more excited about my
future.

 


THE END

* * * *

The Wingman by Holly Day


Chapter 1

Cole Hudson was hiding in the kitchen. There
was no better explanation, though he pretended he’d forgotten the
time and that he had to decorate the cake right this minute—and for
the following hour or so.

“He’s not going to go away.” Susan, his aunt,
crossed her arms over her chest and leaned against the
doorframe.

“I know.”

“So why are you still here?”

Cole gave her an exasperated look and, as if
on cue, concern stole the amused glint in her dark eyes.

“You have to go out at some point.”

“No, I don’t.” He was perfectly happy never
going out. He loved his job. Working in the bakery was his
childhood dream, and he’d done it since he was old enough to have a
job. After his parents had died, Susan had raised him as if he was
her own. It couldn’t have been easy. He’d been thirteen and not
exactly grateful for her stepping in. He was now. As an adult, he
realized he would have ended up in foster care had she not claimed
him, but at thirteen he believed he could look after himself and
didn’t need an adult.

“Cole.”

He ignored her.

“The cake is done, has been done for half an
hour, so stop messing around and go to Gavin.”

Cole sighed. Gavin was his best friend. He’d
met him at about the same time he lost his parents, and while they
never spoke about what had happened, they’d been almost glued
together back then. Things changed when growing up, but he still
considered Gavin his best friend. Maybe his only friend these days.

“Are you done?” Gavin appeared behind Susan,
dwarfing her. Cole didn’t know what it was about Gavin, they were
the same height, and yet he towered over everyone. He took up
entire rooms simply by walking into them.

“Almost.”

Gavin groaned. “You haven’t even
showered.”

Cole shifted his weight. “No, I…erm…I have an
early morning tomorrow and—”

“Which is why we’re doing this so fucking
early.” Gavin shook his head. The flash of annoyance in his eyes
made Cole flinch. Gavin must have noticed because what replaced the
mild annoyance was burning anger, but the anger wasn’t directed at
him.

“Get your ass over here, dust off the flour,
and smile.”

Smile? Why the heck would he smile? Cole
swallowed a sigh, grabbed the cake, and placed it in the fridge
before untying his apron.

“Good. Let’s go. Don’t wait up, auntie Suse.”
Gavin winked at her. “I’ll have this bad boy back in bed before
ten.” Then he sighed loudly and rolled his eyes.

Susan laughed while a knot grew in Cole’s
gut. He didn’t want to go anywhere, least of all to a bar. He
didn’t want to meet anyone, didn’t want anyone getting to know him,
and he didn’t want anyone close enough to touch him.

He took a deep breath. “Gavin—”

“Yeah, it’s great seeing you too even though
you pretended I wasn’t there for way longer than can be considered
polite.”

Cole sighed. “I want—”

“To get laid and have a beer or two, but in
reversed order, I know. I’m taking you there, cupcake.”

“Do not call me that.”

Gavin grinned at him, and Cole’s heart sped
up and warmth spread inside.

If he hadn’t known Gavin and had met him in
an alley on a dark night, he’d have turned around and walked in a
different direction. He had tattoos everywhere, always dressed in
black, and made a habit of never smiling at anyone—except Cole and
Susan. Cole suspected the reason he smiled at Susan was that she
had fed him cinnamon rolls over the counter in the bakery without
asking why his mother failed to pick him up when she should or why
he always was hungry.

As they grew older, Gavin had more or less
lived on baked goods. You couldn’t tell by looking at him. He’d
always been slim as a teen, but nowadays he was heavily muscled.
The result of hours spent in the gym on top of his job as a
stonemason.

Why he smiled at Cole, he didn’t know, but it
always filled him with warmth when he did.

“I’m not—”

“Yes, you are. You’ve holed up long enough
now, and you’re not getting any younger.”
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