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ABOUT THIS BOOK

Sometimes all you need to overcome the past is a force of nature When burly contractor Rain Engel is employed to build a bar in a rural hotel in the town of Stamford, he doesn’t count on having to rebuild his faith in people too. The day Rain meets the hotel manager, the secretive and feisty Toby Prentiss, Rain’s defences are laid bare. His confidence in matters of romance has been tested before and he doesn’t want to get hurt again.

Former foster child Toby has a dark past too; one that only comes to light when violence strikes, leaving Toby exposed and raw. His emotions are once again shattered, but he needs to pick up the pieces of his life and carry on, as even more shocking news arrives to send his world into a tailspin. Luckily, he has Rain to help him through it—until Rain's ex-boyfriend arrives on the scene.

A stolen, passionate kiss in a lost property room, missing sheep, sexy pole dancing and a winter drought lead two stubborn men to realise sometimes the very thing they’re searching for is in plain sight all along
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​CHAPTER ONE
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Toby

I LOOKED down at the man I straddled, feeling grim satisfaction at the expression on his face.

Trevor is bloody terrified.

Normally when I sat across his hips we were making love, but this time, no one could mistake the look on his face for one of passion. “If you try to hit me again, I will kill you,” I enunciated slowly. “You crossed a line, and now there’s no going back.” My hands curled into tight fists at my sides, my heart beating fiercely in my chest with the adrenaline high. I tasted blood in my mouth from the punch he’d thrown at me.

Trevor looked up at me, his face pale. “Christ, Toby, get the hell off me, you bastard.” His high-pitched voice was strained. I knew that was because I’d just kneed him in the balls. The man might be singing soprano for a while to come. I shifted off him, standing gingerly, fingering my jaw. Trevor was a big man, and he packed a powerful wallop. He grasped his damaged bollocks, curling into a fetal ball. I left him lying in his small, ornately furnished lounge and walked into the kitchen. I opened the freezer, took out some ice cubes, and packed them into a tea towel. I held the cold pack against the already-swelling flesh of jaw and lips, hissing at the sting. Someone entered behind me, and I turned, ready to defend myself again. My soon-to-be-ex boyfriend of only six weeks stood in the doorway. His face was drawn with pain, and the look in his eyes was not pleasant.

“You hurt me, you psycho. Christ, I should have known better than to get involved with someone like you.”

My insides churned at the sneer in his voice. “Someone like me?

What’s that supposed to mean?” But I thought I knew.

Trevor laughed harshly. “A foster kid who lived on the bloody streets and did God knows what with who knows who.”

“Whom,” I said quietly. He frowned. “Huh?”

“If you’re going to fucking insult me, Trev, then at least be grammatically correct.” I have a tendency sometimes to make bad situations worse through what I think is clever use of my snark. Trevor decided he wasn’t a fan. He moved over to me quickly, his hand raised.

He must have seen the look on my face because he stopped and lowered his hand. “You think you’re so clever, Toby. You didn’t have to kick me in the balls like that.” His voice was a mix of aggrieved hurt and suppressed violence.

I looked at him in disbelief. “You punched me across the room, Trevor, because you thought I was having it off with the boy from the coffee shop. You threatened to ‘ram your fist down my throat and fuck me till I was blue.’ Your exact words. You can surely see I might not like that scenario?”

He grunted. “You were being mouthy, as usual. And you can’t tell me you don’t fancy little Brett. You and he are always flirting with each other.”

I shook my head in stupefaction. “He’s only nineteen years old, for God’s sake! Far too young for me, and besides, I had you, remember?” He squinted his eyes at the use of the past tense. “And yes, we flirt, but we both know it’s not going anywhere.” I laid the ice pack down in the sink, moving toward the door. Trevor stepped in front of the doorway, blocking me.

“Trev, let me out,” I said. “We both know this is over. I won’t let any man knock me about like you just did.”

Trevor sneered again. “God, you are so far up your own arse, Toby.

It was just this one time. And you made me do it.”

“One time is too many.” I stood in front of him, holding my ground. Trevor was a bully, and I’d learned most times if you stood up for yourself, they’d back down. “It’s best we just part ways now. I don’t need a jealous arsehole as a boyfriend, even if the pickings in town are lean. I’d rather do without, thanks.” I held his gaze, and finally his eyes slid away. He moved slightly to one side. I brushed past on my way to the lounge, half expecting him to hit me from behind. I picked up my jacket from the back of the chair and slung it over my shoulder. There was very little of me in his flat, even though we’d spent quite a bit of time there. We hadn’t graduated to me keeping a spare toothbrush in the bathroom, or extra clothes. I rarely stayed the whole night anyway, preferring to walk the half mile up the road back to my own place. My apartment room at the hotel I worked at wasn’t suited to booty-call visits. I liked to keep my private life separate from work.

“I’m probably better off without you anyway,” he said vindictively. “There’s loads of blokes who’d like me to bend them over and give them one.” He waved dismissively. “And you weren’t that great in the sack anyway.”

I ignored his attempts to piss me off as I made my way to the front door. My lip stung, my jaw ached, and all I wanted to do was get home, take a painkiller, and fall into bed.

It was almost 9:00 p.m., so I’d even have time to watch True Blood before I went to sleep. As I opened the door, I turned to face him.

“Stay away from me, Trevor,” I said as I stepped out into the corridor. “Let’s just make this a clean break with no drama. I’m sure you’ll find some poor sod to take my place soon enough.”

His eyes narrowed. “You bet I will. And don’t worry. I wash my hands of you. I’ve got better things to do.”

I nodded. “Good. Then we understand each other.” I left, closing the door behind me. For a minute, I leaned against the wall, my eyes closed as I took a few deep breaths. Then finally, I walked down the short flight of stairs to the street below, headed for home.
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ABOUT A month later I had another little contretemps. Mercury must have been in retrograde. I’d never realized what it felt like to be “at the end of my tether” before. I knew the expression, having looked it up in an idle moment once when I was bored. The Cambridge Dictionary defined it as “having no strength or patience left,” and UsingEnglish.com said it was “to be at the limit of your patience or endurance.” Both of these phrases were true. Personally, I preferred “fucked off beyond all restraint and ready to kill.”

I gritted my teeth, my jaw aching as the little old lady in front of me waved bejeweled and gnarly fingers in front of my face. I wanted to bite them off one by one, watching as they fell in little white and bloody strips onto the very expensive carpeting we stood on. The hotel owner wouldn’t like that one little bit. Not the fact I’d bitten her fingers off but the fact that the blood may stain his carpeting. He was no fan of Esther either.

“Young man, are you even listening to me?” Esther Mountjoy’s face was like crinkled crepe paper, her tone haughty. Faded blue eyes gazed out of a face that was immaculately painted. Her thin lips were twisted in a grimace of displeasure that I wasn’t hearing what she was saying. People passing by in the plush hotel entrance glanced at us curiously. Some were even loitering, waiting to see how the whole “square off” would turn out.

I’ve been listening to you for the last ten fucking minutes, you homophobic, ignorant cow.

My face formed into what I hoped was a reassuring smile and not the visage of a psycho axe murderer wanting to strike the woman’s head off her shoulders. Preferably with a blunt axe.

“Mrs. Mountjoy, of course I am. You’ve made your point loud and clear. But I’m sorry. I can’t ask these two people to leave the hotel simply because you don’t like the fact that they are—how did you put it? Oh yes, ‘poncy nancy boys.’ I’m afraid this hotel has an open policy on things like this, and we won’t judge people who wish to stay here based on their sexual preference.”

My friend and receptionist Tammy watched me carefully from the elegantly paneled wooden reception desk. She peered over the top of her very prim and proper glasses. I think she was getting ready to pull me off the lady patron standing in front of me should I decide to go completely insane. I wanted to pick up and use the stone vase sitting innocently yet alluringly on the polished oak side table in the foyer and bash this woman over her immaculately coiffed head.

“But they’re queer, Mr. Prentiss!” Esther hissed, scandalized, her gaze darting around the busy reception area, no doubt for fear someone might hear her utter a taboo word. I wanted to break into song and chant the old Northern maxim “there’s nowt so queer as folk,” but I didn’t think that would help.

“They are two gay men who have paid to stay here like everyone else, Mrs. Mountjoy.” My smile was starting to crack, my hostility level rising.

Christ, I was so bloody sick of this attitude. I’d faced it all my life. “Mr. Wren and Mr. Carmichael have every right to be here.” I clenched my hands by my sides, my fingernails cutting into my palms. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Tammy twitch and half stand from behind her position at the reception desk.

“Then I shan’t be coming back here, if people like that are allowed to soil these beautiful premises with their presence.” Her satisfied, smug words sent an immediate jolt of fury to my chest. “It’s scandalous, that’s what it is. That God-fearing folk like me and Mrs. Wainwright have to put up with that disgusting filth in the same place we lay our heads at night. Isn’t that right, dear

Selma?” She turned to the tall, spare woman standing quietly at her side, who looked uncomfortable at her proclamation. Her eyes were raised to mine almost in apology. Selma Wainwright had always been open-minded as far as I knew. My head pounded at the description of two gay men as “disgusting filth.” My temper rose, and I groaned inwardly.

Keep it loose, Toby. For God’s sake, don’t go bloody ape shit. Not here. “Well, Esther darling, the man does have a point. They have paid—” “Selma!” Esther was totally floored. “You don’t mean you agree that they should stay here?” Selma’s face colored, and she lowered her eyes.

A man chuckled in the corner, and I glanced over. He was on a mobile phone, and I didn’t think he was laughing at the event taking place. In my present mood I would have whacked him with said vase as well.

“Mrs. Mountjoy—” My strangled voice cut off as I felt a firm clasp on my shoulder. My boss, the hotel owner Simon Winslake, stood beside me. His grip was both a warning and a comfort. His smooth baritone echoed through the hallowed entrance of the venerated Duck and Drake Hotel.

“Mrs. Mountjoy. Mrs. Wainwright. May I ask you to come with me to the Orchid Room, where you can enjoy a lovely afternoon cream tea and we can talk about what it is that concerns you? I can assure you that young Toby here is only carrying out my wishes. Perhaps you might like to address your worries to me personally so I can let him get back to his job.” Simon’s voice had always sounded like sherry to me, rich, warm, and dark, with a hint of smokiness. He was the complete stereotype of the English gentry. About forty, tall, handsome, and wiry, with silver-streaked dark-brown hair, tanned cheeks, and dressed to kill in a tweed suit which looked casual but which I knew was from DAKS.

I felt peeved that I hadn’t been able to let loose on the woman standing before me with the gleam of victory spread across her features, but also relieved that Simon had stepped in when he had. I gave him a slight nod, and he smiled at me warmly. I felt a surge of affection for the man. He was always there for me when I needed him. He was my mentor and a good friend. He touched Esther Mountjoy’s shoulder, and she preened. I scowled.

What would the stupid woman do if she knew she’d been touched by a bisexual man? Go home and take a bloody shower and use her pumice stone to scrub her wrinkly skin? Simon was bisexual but kept his dalliances with men private. Only a select few knew of his sexual proclivities. I was one of them. I wished I could tell her so she’d scrub so hard she bled bile.

Simon continued. “Now do come with me, ladies, and let’s see what we can do about all this. I’m sure we can come to some amicable agreement.” Simon shepherded the two women off toward the richly decorated and extremely plush Orchid Room in the other wing. I watched them go, breathing a sigh of relief. I unclenched my hands and frowned when I saw crescent marks etched into my flesh. One of them was bleeding. I licked it absently, then felt a hard punch on my back. I scowled and looked around to see who was abusing me.

“God, Toby, don’t be so disgusting. You’re licking blood off your hand in public, in front of guests.” Tammy stood behind me, smiling, her eyes watchful. “Come on over here and let’s chat.”

I was pulled unceremoniously over to a small room behind the reception desk which served as our office.

“I need to get back to work, Tam,” I started to say, but she frowned and held my undamaged hand tighter. I sighed, knowing it would do no good to argue. The woman was a pit bull. I followed meekly. She turned to look at me.

“Are you all right, sweetie? God, that woman was such a bitch. I honestly thought you’d rip her throat out.” Her brown eyes regarded me through the lenses of her designer glasses, her rounded face full of concern. Tammy Whittaker was my best friend and confidante. We’d known each other for nearly four years, ever since I’d been at the Duck and Drake in the town of Stamford in Lincolnshire. Tammy had been here five years, having arrived here as a green twenty-year-old and making herself indispensable. I’d started out as a hotel porter when I was just twenty-three. I’d worked my way up to the position I’d held now for three years as general manager. I was proud of that accomplishment at the tender age of twenty-seven. Seeing where I’d come from, I think I had that right.

I nodded at her. “Yeah, I’m fine. I was getting riled, so it’s lucky that Simon intervened when he did. But I should have been able to handle it, Tam. It’s what he pays me to do.”

“I don’t think he wanted blood all over his hotel, Toby,” Tammy said wryly. “And if he’d left you with her, he might well have had buckets of it.” She touched my cheek, looking up from her five-foot-four height to my six-foot frame, and reached up to plant a warm kiss on my cheek. “It was getting personal for you, darling. Those things she said—I know how you feel about it. And so does Simon.” Tammy was the only other person at the hotel who knew about Simon’s sexual orientation.

I sighed. “That’s no excuse. Just because I’m gay myself, I shouldn’t have taken it so personally.” I shrugged. “She obviously didn’t know that, or I doubt she’d have spoken to me for fear of getting contaminated.”

“Never mind that stupid woman. You’re the best manager this hotel has ever seen, and we all adore you. Now, get out there and go and find someone else to piss off. You’re good at that.” She smiled cheekily. Warmth flooded my body at her ever-present way of making me feel better. I reached out and drew her to me, hugging her tightly.

“Thanks, Tam. If I get a chance tonight to have a break, maybe we can go down to the pub and have a drink?”

She looked at me. “Toby, since when do you give yourself a break? You have no idea how to bloody relax. If I know you, you’ll still be up wandering around this place long after everyone else had gone to sleep.” She hesitated. “Besides, Neil’s taking me to dinner at The Swan tonight.”

She glanced at me, and I pursed my lips. Neil Haydock was her live-in boyfriend, a man I didn’t like. They’d been together about four months. He was a total prick and didn’t like me at all. He was good friends with someone he thought I’d wronged years ago and it rankled with him. He wasn’t so keen on the fact that I was gay, but that wasn’t really the reason, although he needled me about it constantly. I thought he had an underlying streak of violence that Tammy didn’t seem to see. He’d never hit her to my knowledge, or I’d break the man’s legs, but he treated her like dirt. I let her comment pass and noticed the look of relief on her face.

“I do so take a break,” I exclaimed in an injured tone.

Why did people always tell me that? Yes, I worked long hours and was up at the crack of dawn, but—oh, who the hell was I kidding. She was right as usual. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been out on the town with friends or had time to myself. Unless you counted when I was in bed, and even then my mind didn’t shut down. Lately, neither did my hand. It was too busy trying to alleviate the pressure in my cock from nearly a month of celibacy.

“Yeah, right, maybe when you sleep.” She grinned. “Actually, I think that young man from the RAF base may be coming in tonight, the one who fancies you? Cute little Mikey? I think you should definitely take him in hand later and bend him over or let him bend you over—” Her double entendres were not wasted on me.

“Right, that’s enough,” I said coolly even as my face flushed. Tammy giggled, her hands waving around in glee, her dark-brown bob shaking as she laughed.

“He just loves you, Toby. His eyes follow you everywhere you go.

We all think it’s really sweet.”

“He’s only about twenty years old, for God’s sake,” I said in exasperation. “It’d be like fucking a kid.”

Tammy’s eyes widened, and I bit my tongue. One of the things I did not share with her were my sexual exploits, minimal though they were at the moment. Her insatiable questions about who was on top and who was on the bottom and what exactly did we do as gay men when we were in bed together were a constant source of discussion. “So you—err—you actually penetrate—” Her words were cut off by my hand across her mouth.

“Never you mind, missy,” I said silkily. “I need to get back to work.” I removed my hand and walked toward the door.

“God, that is so hot,” she breathed. “The thought of you and some guy actually going at it like that.”

I shook my head, looking at her in disbelief. “What is it with you straight women and your fascination with gay-man sex? I’ve seen those bloody books you read. What’s that all about?”

“Don’t knock it till you try it, buster,” she giggled. “The reading, I mean. Suffice it to say that they are scorching, and we ladies can’t get enough of them. Straight men like woman-on-woman action—what’s wrong with it being the other way around?”

“When I’m in your fantasies” was my parting shot. “It makes me feel a little uncomfortable, Tam.” I walked out into the reception area, nodding at the relief receptionist, Stacy, sitting behind the desk. She smiled. Tammy continued with her diatribe in earshot of anyone close by.

“Toby, darling, you know you look so hot in my fantasies. You have the tightest arse I’ve ever seen on a man. You’re a real dreamboat, you are, my little Max.”

I chuckled at that even as Stacy’s eyes grew rounder. I swore she eyed my arse as I walked away into the foyer. So did the guy standing behind the reception desk waiting to be served. Oh, the joys of having a decent rear. Her reference to Max was one I’d been told before. Some people thought I looked a lot like the actor Max Irons, which was a great compliment, I thought.

I looked at my watch. It was almost 7:00 p.m. Simon would be at me to take the time off and leave the nighttime running of the place to the evening duty manager, the man I thought of as my “understudy.” Chris Mortimer was a decent enough fill-in, but I still didn’t let go of anything that was going on. I saw Chris chatting to someone over in the lounge. He nodded at me, and I nodded back.

Tammy waved as she left to go home. “See you tomorrow, Toby,” she said cheerily. I waved back, making my way up the winding staircase of the lobby to the second floor. My self-contained living quarters were on the opposite side of the hotel, in a small wing that overlooked the street. I let myself into my comfortable but spartanly furnished two-room “suite,” heaving a sigh of relief as I loosened my tie. I had a comfortable, open-plan lounge/bedroom, with space for my double bed and a couple of large beanbags on the floor. I sat there when I wanted to watch my big screen telly mounted on the wall. If I didn’t get to record The Walking Dead I was inconsolable. There was something about mindless zombie movies I enjoyed, and I had a real man crush on Andrew Lincoln. There was a small dining-room table in the corner with a chair covered with clutter.

I had a bathroom off the living area, with a shower, a bath, which was a real luxury, and the usual amenities. I moved to the window, gazing down into the street below. It was still light outside, and sunset wouldn’t be for another couple of hours.

I changed into a pair of sweats. I sighed, noticing they hung off my hips rather loosely. I thought guiltily I really wasn’t eating properly and had probably lost some weight. All I wanted to do now was order room service, watch the evening news and unwind. As I changed, I wondered how things had gone with Simon and Mrs. Mountjoy. I still felt angry. Most of the staff in the hotel knew I was gay. I’d never hidden it, but I didn’t broadcast it. Since I’d broken up with Trevor, the pickings in town for gay-men hookups were slim. I’d intended going into Leicester to one of the gay clubs to find like-minded males, but I’d never really had time. If truth be told, I wasn’t into the whole nightclub and bar thing anyway. Of course, there was always Mikey. But I’d feel like a chicken hawk taking that one down. It depended, I supposed, on how desperate I was getting. I wasn’t far off level five, which was the highest in my book.

The TV was on the Gold Channel, and I watched, intrigued, as a bunch of half-naked men cavorted on the beach in some volleyball tournament. It looked like Baywatch. The men’s well-oiled muscles glistened as their arse cheeks tightened, and I could definitely see myself taking a fancy to one or two of them.

“Down, boy,” I murmured as I caressed my rapidly rising erection. “Time to play later in the shower. I need to eat now. How does a Brie and crispy bacon sandwich take your fancy?”

Being Mr. Cocky, he didn’t reply, but I decided his silence was acquiescence. I ordered food from the kitchen and sat down to read a book. About fifteen minutes later there was a knock at the door. I looked up in surprise. Normally it took at least half an hour for Jerome to fix me up, seeing as how I was staff and took second place behind customers’ orders. I opened the door in just my sweats, expecting to see the cheeky face of the young busboy, Alan, standing there. It threw me when I found my boss on my doorstep. It was a rare occurrence, probably only about the third time he’d been up here. He glanced briefly at my naked chest, and I felt a little exposed. He regarded my low-slung pants fleetingly, and I thought he swallowed. I felt a shimmer of apprehension in my belly at the greedy look in his eyes. That and a frisson of something else that wasn’t entirely unwelcome and started in my groin. My world tilted.

“Simon? Come in. I didn’t expect to see you.” I stood awkwardly, not really knowing how to handle these new emotions surging through my being.

Christ, what the fuck is wrong with me? I must be really bloody desperate.

He smiled and walked into my room. “Obviously. I’m sorry to interrupt what you were doing.” He raised an eyebrow at me, and I felt like a small boy who’d been caught masturbating in his bed. This man had that effect on me.

“Uhm, I’ll just get a tee shirt on—”

He waved an airy hand. “Don’t bother, Toby. It’s your time off. You don’t have to stand on ceremony for me.” He plonked himself down in my easy chair, leaving me to hastily drag on a shirt out of respect, then sit down on the bed. I noticed a slightly crestfallen look in his eyes as I did so.

Christ, did he just look disappointed I got dressed? Crap. I must be seeing things. At least that’s what I wanted to believe. The fact I was finding my boss attractive was really starting to scare me. I hadn’t felt this before in our years together.

He spoke gently. “I wanted to check on you. That bloody woman downstairs was being a real pain, and I could see you were getting riled. Are you okay?”

I nodded. “I’m fine, Simon. I shouldn’t have let it get to me. I thought I was beyond all that shit.”

“One is never beyond ‘all that shit,’ Toby. That horrible woman was testing even my patience.” He smiled like a shark about to bite a surfer’s leg off for fun. “But I think I managed to placate her. She got a free stay here, an invitation to the Butterfly Dining Room for dinner, and a few choice phrases from me from the Bible about suffering one’s unfortunate fellow man to live.” He grinned, his face looking younger. “I find that always helps when dealing with people like her, however distasteful it is pandering to their whims. It’s the nature of the beast we find ourselves with, unfortunately.” He leaned back comfortably and observed me.

“So, you’re okay then? I can’t have my right-hand man in a state about homophobic comments made by a stupid, ignorant woman.”

Warmth surged through my chest at his words about being his righthand man. Or perhaps it was the phrase “right hand” which brought visions of his hand around my cock as he jerked me off. I tried to focus.

“Yes, Simon. I honestly should be used to it by now—”

He stood up and leaned over me, placing his hand on my shoulder again. I could smell his aftershave, the aroma of sweat on his body, and the masculine scent of him. My cock stirred again, and I swallowed. “Never say that, Toby. You should never have to get used to things like that being said. I know I hide who I am, but you know I have my reasons.”

His voice was a growl, and I looked at him in surprise. He removed his hand, sliding his fingertips along my shoulder as he did so.

“You know my views. My private life is my own, Toby. I don’t like hiding, but this hotel is my life. I want nothing to prejudice that. And if that means concealing certain things about me, so be it.” He sighed ruefully. “As you know, there are quite a few councilmen in the local municipality who would make my life a misery if they knew. And I need to keep them on the right side for the sake of this business and everyone who’s employed here.”

Simon had been out and about with various women over the years, some young, some closer to his age. He made quite a splash in the local papers whenever he squired anyone new. Some of the stories we’d shared in the bar about both his male and lady friends were downright lascivious. I could understand why he chose to hide who he was, but I couldn’t come to terms with it. I was out and proud of it. It had caused problems for me in the past when I’d first moved here. But I’d managed to resolve those issues with the people concerned, some of them through a good fight outside the hotel grounds. But then I didn’t own a business and have employees who depended on me for their livelihood.

He chuckled. “Sorry. She’s got me wound up now too. But you are what you are. Never apologize for it.”

I nodded. I was definitely feeling a little out of my depth. Simon had taken me in four years ago when I’d been fired from a job in a hotel in Lincoln for smacking my boss. The boss had been a lecherous fool, and I’d fought back. At my interview, Simon had listened to my story, nodded sagely, and employed me on the spot. I’d been flabbergasted. He’d smiled and said it wasn’t the first time Landon Murphy had been caught harassing his staff. He’d believed in me. Now that same man sat in front of me, and I felt disrespectful thinking about him sexually. It seemed... dirty.

“Well, I’d better get off.” He turned to me. I didn’t want to stand up because my nether regions were in no condition to be seen. Looking around for something to cover my traitorous groin

—a Roman shield, a dustbin lid—I settled for a cushion and fondled it nervously.

“Thanks for coming by. That was very kind of you.” I stood up, holding the cushion in front. If he noticed my discomfort, he ignored it like the gentleman he was. He looked as if he were about to say something, then changed his mind. He nodded as he made his way to the door. “No problem. I’m very fond of you, Toby. You do a great job for me here, and I want you to be happy.” I walked over to the door behind him, heaving a sigh of relief.

He was about to open the door when he turned suddenly.

His move made him stand very close to me, our fronts almost touching. I could smell his scent and feel the heat of his body. He smelled like warm man and something spicy. I swallowed in horror as my cock grew harder.

Dear Jesus, this couldn’t be happening. This was Simon, for fuck’s sake!

His gray eyes bored into mine, and I felt slightly faint at their intensity. Something was happening here. The man was simply exuding sexual tension in my direction.

“You are happy here, aren’t you?” he asked softly. “At this hotel, with me?”

I swallowed again. “Yes, Simon. I’m happy. You gave me a chance here when no one else would, and I’ll always appreciate that.” I held the cushion tightly in front so he didn’t notice the tenting of my sweatpants and the slight wet patch on the front.

What kind of sicko was I that I was getting the hots for a forty-year-old man who was my boss and who I’d known for years?

“Appreciation,” he murmured. “Hmm.” He sounded disappointed. “I had rather hoped—”

I had no idea what he was going to say because there was another knock on the door. He opened it. Alan stood there with my sandwich. The look on his face at finding the two of us in my small room together was nothing short of gob-stopping. His face went beet red as he looked at my relaxed state of dress, the cushion I held, my sweats hanging low on my hips with a slight sight of belly and hair, and the fact I had a man in my room, behind closed doors, the hotel owner no less.

“Alan, my boy. Give me Toby’s dinner before you drop it.” Simon chuckled wickedly. He took the plate, looked down at the sandwich and sniffed, then looked at me. I was still standing there, trying hard to fight the heat in my groin.

He tsked as he passed the plate on to me. “Toby, you really need to eat properly. This isn’t a meal. Honestly, you youngsters think anything between two slices of bread is sufficient to keep you nourished. Alan, my boy, stop looking at me as if I’ve grown another head. This is purely an innocent visit, I can assure you, and I’ll count on you to keep it as such or else.” His threatening tone left no room for doubt as to what the “or else” might be. Death might be preferable.

Alan nodded. “Of course, sir. I didn’t think anything else, I promise.” His panicked eyes found mine, and I tried to smile reassuringly.

I’d certainly grown another head, was still growing in fact.

I held the plate in one hand, the cushion in the other. The hand with the plate was shaking slightly, and I saw the sandwich slide down the plate, as if wanting to escape. I cursed silently, willing it to stay captive.

“Well, let’s be off, young man, and leave Toby to enjoy his nutritional meal in peace.” Simon clapped Alan on the back, holding his shoulder tightly as they walked down the softly lit corridor. Alan winced. Simon waved a hand in my direction. “Toby, thanks for the chat. I’m glad you’re okay. We’ll chat more later. I have something I need to speak to you about.” I nodded dumbly.

He turned as if remembering something. “By the way, there’s a team coming in tomorrow to start building the Canterbury Bar. I took the quote from that carpenter who lives outside of town. He seems like a nice enough chap, and his price was reasonable. So he’ll be moving his equipment and team in tomorrow morning.”

I nodded feebly, managing to squeak out, “Sure, Simon. Thanks for letting me know and for stopping by.” After closing the door, I set the plate and the cushion down on the bed and took a few deep breaths to try and center myself. I looked down at my hardened cock and gave it a light slap. It felt really good, despite it supposedly being a punishment.

“What the fuck was all that about?” I asked. “Are we that far down the abstinence line that I get turned on by my boss? God, the way he was looking at me. I had no idea....” My voice rose to a slight yowl. “Christ, what if he bloody saw it? What the hell then?”

I was hyperventilating by this time, deciding a cold shower would probably be torment enough for us both. I stalked into the small bathroom with its shower, turning the nozzle full on to cold. Dropping my clothes, I stepped in, yelping as the cold water hit my skin. But it did no good. My cock still stood rampant and needy. I took hold of myself and stroked it gently, from root to tip, closing my eyes, trying not to think of Simon. Instead I thought of the brawny men I’d watched on the television. Before long, I was spurting all over the shower wall with a chest that heaved with the intensity of my climax. I moaned loudly, leaning my forehead against the tiles, my hand still clasped around my semi-flaccid member. I closed my eyes.

What in hell’s name had that all been about? Christ, I really needed to get laid.
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​CHAPTER TWO
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Rain

“MOTHERFUCKER!” I snarled as I hit my thumb for the second time. I sucked the swollen digit, tasting blood. My business partner and best friend, Lucas Wright, chuckled. He was a broad, short man, with shoulder-length blond hair and hands the size of hams. My dog, a black Labrador called Sheba, looked at me in disdain. She was used to my bad language when I was working in my barn. The current job was making an ornate bookcase for an elderly spinster’s “library,” a small, dingy room with wall-to-wall books on the floor.

“Rain, your mind is not on your game today, mate.” His soft West Country burr echoed in my ears. “Best you give it a miss for a while. We need to get off down to town anyway, to the Duck and Drake. That bar is going to be a bitch to build. That Simon guy is an absolute stickler for detail.”

I nodded. “He definitely knows what he wants. I had to draw that damned bar half a dozen times before he decided which design he liked. I have to say he has good taste. It’s the one I would have said fits the space the best, and the hotel. Cherrywood will look great in that room.”

I winced, putting down the hammer I’d been using to maul my thumb. Lucas looked at me, and I sighed. “Lucas, I’m fine. My mind is just a little off, that’s all.”

“Rain, getting a postcard from your ex-lover in Monte Carlo saying, ‘Wish you were here, having a great fucking time’ is enough to put anyone off their stride. Especially because we know Tommy is probably definitely having a great ‘fucking’ time—”

I growled. “Enough, already. Yes, he’s an arsehole, and yes, I’m better off without him, but I’d rather not talk about it if you don’t mind.”

I stretched, feeling the muscles in my back pull straight, my legs giving a scream of protest. Rivulets of sweat ran down my naked chest. It was warm in the barn, and I worked shirtless when I could.

“Let me go wash up and make myself more presentable. Then we can get into town. I’m looking forward to working on this bar.” I had a passion for creating beautiful things out of wood, and I was good at it. What was it my fellow countryman, Gary Player, had said? “The harder I practice, the luckier I get.” I liked the man’s style.

Picking up my shirt, I walked out of the workshop. Sheba stood up and padded after me. The sun shone, the air smelling of fresh grass. I reached my cottage a few feet away and went into the bedroom. I picked up a fresh denim shirt from the pile in the corner and sniffed at my armpits then snorted in sheer disgust. I sprayed some deodorant all over me, paying special attention to under my arms, then shrugged into the shirt. It felt very tight. I’d been doing a lot of work lately outdoors, shifting wood, using my arms and shoulders, and I’d definitely picked up some muscle. Well, that was tough. My dirty laundry basket was overflowing, so this would have to do.

Most of the tools and gear we needed to work were already packed in Lucas’s Citroen relay van, and the real heavy-duty stuff would arrive by truck tomorrow. I was already looking forward to unpacking those slabs of beautifully crafted cherrywood.

I fed Sheba, scratched her between the ears, and we made our way to town. Known as the “stone town” due to its wealth of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century stone buildings, Stamford was an idyllic place to live with its green fields and waterways, and I was glad I’d made the move here. And the month of June was one of my favorite months. Warmish, without being too hot. But the farmers were already complaining about the lack of precipitation to grow their crops of rape and wheat. It was all a person heard about when you went into the pub for a pint.

We finally parked in the Duck and Drake’s parking lot, close to the service entrance at the back. I jumped down from the van and made my way into the cool, dimly lit lobby of the hotel. It was like something out of a film set. All wood and fancy old-fashioned lighting, with one of the most elegant staircases I’d ever seen spiraling up on the right to the second floor. It was classic old English at its best. The best thing about it was the smell—wood and that vague hint of spice in the air. I walked over to the reception desk and smiled at the young lady sitting behind it. Her name badge said Tammy. She was a pretty young thing, her hair all dark brown and shiny, with a great set of boobs. I grinned slightly as I noticed Lucas’s sudden interest. He was like a pointer dog, all ready and alert at the thought there might be a pheasant in the bushes.

“Hi, Tammy. My name is Rain Engel, and I’m here to start moving my gear into the Canterbury Bar Room. Is it okay if I go ahead? I know where it is.”

“Oh, Mr. Engel. Yes, we’ve been expecting you. Mr. Winslake said you’d be by.” She batted her eyes at me, a slight sexy smile on her face. I smiled inwardly.

Sorry, sweetheart, I don’t bat for your team. But you are cute. Now my friend here, on the other hand, is definitely the right man for you....

“Please go ahead and do what you have to. I assume you know where the tradesman entrance is?”

I nodded. Nothing like coming in via the tradesman entrance.

Made me feel all warm and fuzzy.

“If you need anything at all, let me know.” She batted her eyelashes again at me, and I grinned.

I heard Lucas chuckle beside me but ignored him. “I’ll do that. Thanks.” We walked down the long corridor, through a set of double doors—more cherrywood from the look of them—down past a lounge that looked like it belonged in an exclusive men’s club, then a large library which was filled wall-to-wall with books. It looked incredible, like a bibliophile’s wet dream. I stopped to peer in and heard Lucas’s knowing sigh at my side.

“Rain, if you go in there, we’ll never see you again. Come on. Let’s start getting the gear out.” He scowled. “And can you just leave the ladies to me? Christ, it’s no fun going anywhere with you. You give off sex pheromones like nobody’s business, man or woman.”

I raised my eyebrows at that comment, and he blushed. “You know what I mean. I don’t mean I’m affected by them, it’s just—”

I was laughing now at his discomfort, and he scowled. “Fuck off.”

He almost pushed me into the large room at the end of the corridor which spanned the whole end of the wing. The room itself was just over a hundred square meters, measuring about twelve by nine. It was a comfortable, intimate venue for a bar. I felt the usual avaricious thrill as I surveyed the area that was at my mercy. I’d noticed the service entrance not too far away. The room was perfectly positioned to come and go without disturbing what I imagined were the privileged residents of this rather luxurious hotel too much. I thought drily that Simon Winslake had probably planned the whole thing to a tee. He struck me as a man who left nothing to chance.

The next couple of hours were spent dragging equipment from the van into the bar room. Lucas and I were sweating like the condensation on an ice-cold Coke by the time we’d finished. I’d just finished straining to put down a particularly big saw blade. As I let it drop to the floor, there was a loud ripping sound, and I felt a cool breeze where no breeze should blow. Lucas broke into peals of laughter as he pointed at my back.

“Fuck, Rain, you’re showing your skin, mate. Your bloody shirt has just ripped in two right down the middle!” His hilarity was not only off-putting, it was also really not on. I was standing in the middle of a swanky hotel with a shirt on my back that was ripped in half, flapping like wings.

“Christ, what do I do now?” This denim shirt had definitely had its day. “I don’t have anything else to bloody change into.” I looked at Lucas in dismay. He was laughing so hard now the tears fell down his ruddy cheeks. I was going to get no help from him.

I growled at him. “I suppose I’d better see if I can find the manager or someone and see if they have a lost property section. Maybe they can loan me a shirt, or it’ll mean driving home to go get one. I don’t fancy that much.”

I walked to the door and down the corridor, shrugging my shirt off as I did so. I rolled it up into a ball, about to throw it in a rubbish cart in the corridor on my way to reception, when I heard a soft cough behind me. I turned to find a man about my age staring at me. His right eyebrow was raised questioningly, and his face was very polite. He was well dressed in a suit and tie, his mid-length dark-blond hair artfully mussed and gelled. He was lean and wiry and very bloody sexy. My groin twitched in interest. I gazed at him, and he gazed back warily.

“Sir, we don’t generally allow people to wander around the hotel shirtless. It’s hotel policy. May I ask what’s wrong?” His voice was quite deep, a mix of Cambridge posh and something else. I scowled.

“I don’t usually make a habit of walking around half-naked. Not in public in hotels, anyway.” The other man’s eyes narrowed slightly, and his nostrils flared. “I can assure you that if I had a choice, I’d still be wearing a shirt. It ripped in half, so it was no bloody good to man or beast. I was going to ask the management staff if they had an overall or something I could put on. Maybe something from lost property—I assume you have one of those?” I raised an inquiring eyebrow at him. He licked his lips. He had very nice ones, I noticed distractedly. Full and pouty, definitely good for kissing.

Christ, Rain, get a grip, man! Stop ogling the staff. I was twenty-eight years old, but I was acting like an adolescent kid.

“I see.” He moved forward and extended a hand. “Toby Prentiss. I’m the general manager here. I’m sure we can find you something to wear, Mr....?” He raised his eyebrows again, looking very alluring, and I gave a mental groan.

It has definitely been too long since I’ve gotten laid.

“Rain Engel. I’m here to build the new bar you guys ordered.” I shook his hand. A slight electric current ran through my palm as he touched it. He pulled his hand away quickly. He tried hard not to stare, but his gaze seemed hypnotically drawn to my hairy, bare chest. I suppressed a grin. This could be fun. I felt the thrill of the chase. My instincts at spotting other gay men were normally spot-on.

“Rain? That’s an unusual name.” He swallowed as I moved a little closer to him. I wanted to test my theory.

“It’s a long story. My name is Reinhardt. It was shortened to Rhine, mostly. But my last boyfriend didn’t like it. He said it was too Germanic. So he called me Rain, and the name stuck.”

I knew I smelled rank, but I could still see his pupils dilate slightly.

He nodded. He’d definitely noticed the word “boyfriend.” “You have a slight accent too. Where’s that from?”

I moved a little closer, watching his lips. He seemed mesmerized by my slow dance forward. “South Africa. I was born in Durban, then moved over here when I was ten. Eighteen years ago. I never seem to have lost some of the accent, though.” I cocked my head at him. “Are we done with the inquisition? I’m getting a little cold.” I looked down pointedly at my nipples, which were indeed hardening—but not from the cold. He cleared his throat as his eyes were drawn to them, and his pale cheeks grew rosy. He looked absolutely fucking adorable. I felt the stirring in my groin and smiled slightly.

Chalk one up to me.

“Of course. Let me try and find you something to wear. I don’t think we have any overalls, but I do have a lost property section with some tee-shirts and such. But if you’re worried about wearing someone else’s clothes, perhaps I might have something that will fit you....” Toby’s voice trailed off as I shifted my shoulders. His face fell, and he shook his head in resignation as he realized we really weren’t a match.

Not in that way, anyway.

“No offense, but I’m not sure your clothes would fit.” I shrugged. “Lost property will do just fine. Let’s see what you’ve got.” I wasn’t sure whether he took the double entendre in my words, but I think he did.

He stared at me, nodded, and motioned at me to follow him. It was a good move. His arse was a really great fit in his fancy pants, tight twin globes that moved with every step he took. I enjoyed the view. I spotted his face in the mirror as we passed down the hall. He was smiling.

My first thought was, shit, he’s seen me watching. My second one was, God, he has a great smile.

“Are you ogling my backside?” Toby asked in amusement. “I kind of think you were.”

I gave the only comeback I could think of. “It’s a nice backside. Who wouldn’t?”

He looked back at me and grinned as he reached a wooden door in the hallway. He took a bunch of keys off his belt, chose one, and inserted it in the lock. The door swung open. The room was dark and musty. He flicked on a light switch and entered, muttering to himself as he checked shelves.

“I know there was a sweatshirt and a bunch of tee shirts that some guy left from the wine-tasting convention we had here about a month ago. And then there was a suitcase that was left behind which had some really good stuff in it.” He sounded envious. “It was all Pierre Cardin and designer wear. I don’t know how anyone could just leave that behind. Where the hell is that bloody stuff?”

I listened to him ramble, thinking I’d never heard anything so completely cute. Although Toby might have boxed my ears for describing him as “cute.” He gave a sudden exclamation of satisfaction and pulled out what looked like a dark-green tee shirt and a large red hoodie, turning to me with a flourish.

“Eureka. I thought....” His voice trailed off as I moved forward, closer to him, and breathed in his ear.

“Toby, you are the sexiest thing I’ve seen in months. And I really want to kiss you.” I hoped my gaydar was right, or I could be about to get decked or arrested for sexual harassment. His breathing deepened. Toby was about six foot and I was six three, and I found him looking up at me a real turn-on. His lips parted slightly, and I took that as a yes. I moved in quickly, pressing my mouth against his, feeling the warmth and softness as he sighed slightly and leaned into me. I forced my tongue against his lips, parting them roughly, sliding my tongue in to touch his, slicking it against the underside of his as he slicked back. In that small room, with the smell of unwashed clothing, my sweat, and his cologne, time seemed to stop, and there was only the taste of this man in my mouth and the hardness of his cock against my groin. I felt like exploding. It had been too long.

Toby tasted like coffee and warmth and pure sex. His breathing into my mouth drove me crazy with sheer want, and the movement of his lips and tongue on mine was expert, teasing. I cupped his backside in my hands, pressing him against me, feeling his body shudder against mine. Lost in the moment, I groaned when he pulled away, his lips wet, his eyes unfocused. I reached out a hand to pull him back, and he moved away.

“This is fucking crazy,” he muttered hoarsely. “I’m at work in a bloody storeroom making out with a stranger. I must be completely certifiable.” He thrust the tee shirt into my grasping hands, pushing me out into the corridor. A maid walked past with eyes that just asked what was going on. Toby raised a hand at her as he locked the door. He still held the red hoodie in front of him, no doubt hiding the erection I’d felt against my own, which was chomping at the bit to get out of its very restrained environment.

“Good morning, Joss. I was just helping this gentleman find a spare shirt in lost property. His got ripped.” His face flushed as he realized that might have sounded worse than saying nothing. She was now probably wondering how that had happened—in the throes of passion, no doubt. I made a small sound of amusement, and he glared at me.

“No problem, Mr. Prentiss. I understand. It happens to the best of us.” Joss gave a throaty laugh and moved off down the hallway.

Toby looked after her with complete consternation. “Christ, she’ll tell everyone she saw me in the storeroom with a half-naked man. Hell, what have I done?” He turned to me in anger. “Did you have to do that?”

I stepped back in surprise. “Hey, you didn’t seem to object too much. That tongue of yours could be classed as a dangerous weapon. It’s like a bloody rapier.”

He flushed. “Could you cut that out? I’m being serious. I can’t have people thinking I’m canoodling with the hired—”

He swallowed his words, but the damage was done. My face heated up, and I glared at him. “Canoodling with the hired help? Is that what you meant, Mr. General Manager?”

I heard footsteps coming down the corridor.

“Jesus, Rain, what the hell are you doing? You’ve been gone ages, and we have work to do.” Lucas sounded pissed off. I turned to see him barreling up the hall toward me.

I lifted the tee shirt over my head and pulled it on. “This kind gentleman was just finding me something to wear, Lucas. We’re done now. I can get back to work. The massa has spoken.” My voice was sarcastic, and Toby flinched. Lucas saw the expression on my face and wisely kept quiet. I strode past him, into the barroom, and picked up my hammer. I had no idea what I was going to do with it, but I really needed to hit something. Lucas came in behind me.

“Jesus, Rain, what was all that about? Did you find some nooky in the corridor and give it one? Was it that posh-looking guy I saw you with?”

“No. It was nothing. He was just finding me something to wear.” I pretended to look at the plans of the design, although my mind was elsewhere. My cock was rock hard in my jeans, and it was extremely uncomfortable. “Now can we just forget that twink and get back to work?”

It was only after I’d said the words that I noticed Toby Prentiss standing in the doorway. His face was pale, and he looked as if he wanted to hit me. Perhaps he was taking exception to the word “twink.” But fuck him.

“Mr. Wright?” He moved into the room, pointedly ignoring me. “The owner, Mr. Winslake, says to please order your lunch and drinks at the Baronet Bar and put it on a bar tab. We’ll sort it all out afterwards. He also said he’s very pleased you’re here. He’s really looking forward to having this bar built.”

Lucas nodded uncertainly. “Uh, thanks. But it’s Rain here that’s the boss. Perhaps you should be talking to him.”

Toby’s smile was wolfish. “Oh, I don’t think Mr. Engel and I have anything else to say to each other. So if you don’t mind, I’d rather talk directly to you.” He nodded at Lucas and disappeared.

Lucas stared at me. “What the hell did you do to piss that guy off?

He looked as if he’d like to castrate you with a blunt knife.”

My erect and aching penis gave a twinge of dislike at that comment. “A minor disagreement. He’s an arsehole, and I only like those in certain ways.”

Lucas was eying me with suspicion. “Rain, I don’t know what the hell you did or said, but you need to play nice. This is a big-cost job and could make us. We need the publicity a job like this will get us. Please tell me you’ll leave the bloody staff alone and make peace with that guy. He’s Winslake’s right-hand man, from what I’ve heard, and the two of them are tight.”

“I have no doubt of that,” I sneered, and Lucas shook his head in exasperation.

“Not that way, you twat. There’s about ten years between them, and I’m not even sure the owner is gay.”

I had my own views on that one. Simon Winslake was bi if nothing else.

“That one certainly is.” I motioned toward the door. “Mr. High and Mighty there.” But I hadn’t been lying when I’d told him he was one of the sexiest men I’d seen in a long time. That lean body, the air of authority he had, the way he wore that suit and the dark-blond hair that curled around his face and ears, that malleable mouth and that to-die-for arse....

God, I wanted that arse. And what I’d felt when I’d been pressed against his front had seemed pretty impressive too.

Lucas heaved a long-suffering sigh. “At least it took your mind off Tommy.” He grinned when I looked at him furiously. “Now come on. Let’s get started. We’re working to a deadline, you know.”

He whistled and moved away. I picked up my design and what I called my “blueprints,” a cohesive set of concisely drawn plans for the installation of the bar. Lucas was right. It was time to begin building and forget about the man I’d just kissed and still wanted to kiss some more.
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