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Stag Weekend




Simon had a plan. 

He'd go to his sister's wedding, he'd keep his head down, and the whole family would finally have something other than his disastrously brief engagement to talk about. 

It was going to be the fact that none of them liked his new brother-in-law, but that wasn't Simon's fault.

It was a simple plan that really couldn't go wrong. Not unless Simon did something really stupid, like wake up the morning after a stag weekend with a stranger in his hotel bed and no idea he’d gotten there.

That was the sort of gossip that was hard to beat.
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Chapter One


The Morning After the Stag Before





That was a mistake. 

Simon Attebary didn’t doubt the judgement squeezed from his liquor-sodden brain to greet him as he woke up the morning after his brother-in-law–to-be’s stag. He’d resigned himself to the fact his future held regret when the best man had revealed the “party bus” he’d rented for a  pub crawl around the island. The only question Simon had—since his memories of the night before ended blurrily sometime around the second strip club—was exactly what regret had pole position.

The hangover that throbbed queasily from his eyes to his hip bones was making a strong showing.

Simon reluctantly peeled one eye open and blinked at the smear of blue, champagne, and jabbing shards of light.

It could be his hotel room in the Granshire. It could be hell. Hard to say.

Before Simon could decide, the mattress pitched under him and he felt a warm, long body brush against his as the other person in the bed rolled over. 

Oh, there it was. The mistake. Good to have that pinned down.

Simon resisted the instant urge to bolt. Instead he held his breath and waited until he heard the contented sigh as whoever it was settled back into sleep. Then he grabbed the sheet draped precariously over his hip and tried to slide out of the bed.

The sheet caught. Simon had to abandon it and slide, naked and hungover sweaty, out of the bed. His legs felt like wet clay under him, and his stomach was sour with acid as it threatened to rise in response to his movement.

He closed his eyes for a breath and covered his mouth. That didn’t help. It just meant he could smell his own breath better. Simon moved his hand away and pulled himself together as he looked over at the bed.

A long, blond, tattooed stranger sprawled face-down on the crumpled sheets. More importantly ass up. 

Simon glanced at the ass in question. It was taut, seamlessly tanned, and that’s where 90 percent of the tattoo lived. His mouth went dry and his mind stuttered—briefly—over the whole “mistake” part of the equation. 

“Mind.” Make that libido and he’d be closer.

As he dragged his eyes north, he paused on the 10 percent of the tattoo that would be visible between tight black jeans and a cut-off T-shirt. The flicker of memory was blurred with whiskey and strobe-lights, but the focal point was a familiar-looking ass as it swung in time to the beat from the strip club speakers.

Great. He’d not just ditched Wyatt’s stag for a one-night stand, he’d picked up a stripper. Today was the day he became the stereotype of the desperate single man of a certain age.

Which was thirty-four, he reminded himself in an aside. He might be feeling sorry for himself, but there was no point in being ridiculous about it.

And being single meant there was nothing wrong with what they’d done.

Simon considered that briefly, then grabbed his chinos from the back of the chair where they’d been tossed the night before. 

It was nice to be on solid moral ground here, but this would still be the topic of family conversation for another calendar year. Simon had spent the past twelve months aware that at any given moment someone, somewhere, was talking about him. Hell, Anita had shown him some of the chat logs.

Half the family had been one—sometimes two!—updates on his life behind for half the year. His Aunt Eliza had only just heard that Simon had come out, while the rest of the family had moved on to the fact he had a fiancé.

And then that he hadn’t anymore.

There’d been a promotion bundled in there too, but…that hadn’t held the family headlines the same way his personal life had.

No. 

It was Anita’s turn to be the focus of family attention. She was getting married, no one liked the groom, and their parents hadn’t met any of his family yet. That was good fodder for at least six months, enough time for Simon to fade back to the periphery of his family’s gossip as the established, responsible oldest child.

He’d served his time.

Simon scrambled into his trousers and looked around for his shirt. The lag between his eyes and his brain that made the room lurch nauseatingly every time he moved his head didn’t help. All he could find was a cut-off vest with a strip club logo on it.

The stranger heaved a sigh in his sleep and turned his face into his arm. There were hickeys on his neck: dark, mouth-shaped bruises that ran from his jawline down to his collarbone.

“Oh God,” Simon muttered to himself. He pulled the vest on, looked down at the logo for a moment, and then twisted it around to wear it backwards. Add his jacket, zip it halfway, and it looked decent enough. It smelled of sweat and whiskey and last night, but it looked fine.

What exactly is the plan, the responsible oldest child that lived in his head asked caustically, this is your room.

Simon hesitated briefly at that reminder, then decided it didn’t matter. The stranger could have it. Adverse possession, Simon would defend that case in any court in the land. He gave the naked man one last look and indulged in a brief, wistful fantasy of what a non-responsible man might do in this situation. 

It was nice for a bit, until his brain extrapolated to the logical conclusion of him falling stupid in love and the stranger dumping him because even in Simon’s own fantasy he was too boring for someone this hot and tattooed.

Yeah, he should revisit that with his therapist at some point. 

Or, Simon mooted the alternative to himself, he could just get out of here before his new friend woke up. They’d stay strangers and he’d never have to admit this happened.

That sounded like a way better plan.

He headed for the door. Just as he got there, the phone on the bedside table rang with the wake-up call from reception he’d asked for. The stranger in the bed stirred and propped himself up on one elbow, tangled blond hair hanging in his face.

Their eyes met for a second.

Simon ducked out the door and slammed it behind him.

That’s it, the mental ghost of put-together, responsible eldest child Simon noted acerbically, leave with your dignity intact.
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Chapter Two


Hair of the Stag that Bit You





Last night’s stag had started in the Granshire’s on-site bar, the wedding party on the groom’s side gathered at the bar with shots of 100-year-old malt lined up in front of them. The barman had been cute, the drinks expensive enough to savour, and in Tate McDonagh’s opinion they should have put a pin in it there. Instead he’d gotten on the party bus the best man had arranged with everyone else, and this morning the bar was littered with balloons and pink confetti dicks from the hen-do, and 90 percent of the groomsmen were laid up or missing in action. 

Next to Tate, the groom-to-be and his stepbrother, Wyatt, unscrewed the cap of his flask under the counter, glanced surreptitiously around the mostly empty bar, and then tipped a splash of whisky into his coffee. He stirred it in, spoon rattling against the side of the mug, and then glanced at Tate.

“Hair of the dog,” he said as he thrust the flask under Tate’s nose. “Sure you don’t want some?”

The smell of liquor stung Tate’s nose and threatened the fragile peace treaty he’d reached with his stomach. He grimaced and pushed Wyatt’s hand away.

“I’m fine.”

Wyatt snorted as he twisted the cap back on. It took him a bit. His hands were trembling.

“Tell your face that,” he said.

Tate gave Wyatt an offended look. He wasn’t often (that) vain, but Wyatt was one to talk. His eyes were bloodshot, his lip split, and his breath smelled like a dead badger. He’d only just rolled back into the hotel and, unlike Tate, he’d not seen the inside of anyone’s bedroom last night.

Probably.

Hopefully.

He was meant to get married tomorrow, but Wyatt had always self-sabotaged at a professional level. Their parents had married when the two of them were four, so Tate had gotten to see every other week of it.

“That’s rich,” Tate said. “Coming from the Corpse Groom.”

Wyatt took a drink of coffee and shuddered as it burned on the way down. He stifled a burp against the back of his hand and gave Tate a dirty look.

“Yeah, well, whose fault is that?”

“Oh, bullshit,” Tate objected, a little too loud. He winced and paused to turn the volume down before he tried again. “We aren’t seven anymore. ‘It was Tate’s idea’ isn’t going to fly.”

Wyatt boggled at Tate like that was a ridiculous statement. He jabbed a finger at Tate’s chest.

“The best man’s meant to keep a lid on things,” he said. “He’s meant to smooth things over with barmaids, Tate. He’s meant to keep me from sleeping in a hedge. What he ain’t meant to do is fuck off halfway through the night to get laid.”

That reminder made Tate wince a bit. He’d had his share of one-night stands and walks of shame, but he’d never actually had anyone flee at the stroke of six a.m. like Cinderfella from the ball. Plus he was pretty sure that they’d passed out last night before him and the cute…had it been the barman? Max sooooomething?…had gotten up too much but hands and hickeys.

Still, Wyatt did have a point. That was fair enough. There was just one thing…

“I’m not the best man,” Tate pointed out.

Wyatt looked shifty. Before Tate could press him on that the bartender came over with two plates of hangover-buster fry-ups for them. Instead of last night’s cute guy it was a tired-looking middle-aged woman with a blonde ponytail, so Tate couldn’t even test his theory about Cinder’s identity.

“Sauce?” the woman asked as she set the plates down in front of them. 

“Brown,” Wyatt said.

“Hot sauce,” Tate countered, which made his brother gag performatively.

Tate ignored that as he pulled the plate over. 

Two fried eggs googled up at Tate from the plate, the splatter of hot sauce he added making them look even more like blood-shot eyes. A stack of crispy bacon was half-hidden under the almost-burned fried bread, and the sausages were dropped on top of the mushrooms.

If there had ever been anything healthy on this plate, it had been saturated in enough fat to drown it.

Tate couldn’t really tell if the grumble in his stomach was hunger or nausea. Either way he was going to shovel fried food on top of it. He’d feel better or he’d puke and then feel better.

He unrolled his cutlery from the Granshire branded napkin and jabbed the fork into the yolk of an egg. As the yellow oozed out he glanced over at Wyatt, who was aggressively peppering the beans

He’d have to ask eventually, Tate supposed.

“What did you do?” he asked.

“Nothing,” Wyatt said around a mouthful of egg and beans. He scratched a bit of egg from the corner of his mouth and dropped the “not really” down his sleeve.

Tate glared at him. It was too much effort to hold it for long, but he did his best. 

“If you fuck this up,” he said. “You will never do better than Anita.”

“That’s a—”

“Never.”

Wyatt scowled at him. It must have given him the same problems that the glare had Tate, because he folded quickly. He reached for his spiked coffee.

“Brody…I guess, I wasn’t there…got drunk and drove the party bus off the pier,” he said into the mug.

“Sorry, did you say you weren’t there?”

“No.”

“Uh-huh.”

“I wasn’t!”

“Sure.”

Wyatt rolled his eyes and smacked the coffee cup down on the counter. Dark liquid splashed out and stained one of the coasters.

“You want me to spit-swear?” he asked as he lifted his hand toward his mouth. “I can.”

Tate grimaced. “No,” he said and broke his fried bread in half to dip a corner in the egg. “I believe you…I guess.”

Wyatt reached over and jabbed his finger into the middle of Tate’s egg, stirred it around, and then pulled it out. Then he sucked his finger clean noisily. 

Tate made a disgusted noise and used his fork to push the adulterated egg out of the way. “You’re nearly thirty,” he said. “Grow up.”

“That’s rich, coming from you,” Wyatt said. “I’ve got a house, a job, a relationship with someone whose name I know—”

“I have a job,” Tate said.

“You gap-year professionally.”

“I work for a cruise line,” Tate protested.

“Same difference.”

They glared at each other. The urge to shove Wyatt off his stool gripped Tate, but he resisted. At twenty-eight he was too old to roll around on the floor with his brother…and without Mum there to intervene that’s where they’d end up.

“Anyhow,” Wyatt said, having apparently come to the same conclusion, “Brody went back to the mainland–”

Tate felt a twinge of concern for his fellow groomsman. “Was he hurt?”

“No,” Wyatt said. “But apparently he’d no license, and he doesn’t want the party bus owner to catch him? What that means is he can’t be here on the day. So…”

He trailed off.

Tate smirked at him. “Mum said you had to ask me, didn’t she.”

“Dad,” Wyatt corrected him sourly. “Apparently if I want him to pay, you gotta play. Story of my life.”

Tate picked up a strip of bacon too crisp to even pretend he was going to do anything civilised with a fork. He bit it in half and waved the remnant of the strip in the air.

“If I ever get married,” he promised expansively, “I’ll return the favour.”

Wyatt snorted and then grimaced reluctantly. He grabbed his napkin to wipe his fingers and leaned toward Tate. He looked serious, which was off-putting. “Thing is,” he said, “Anita said I can only have you as best man if you promise one thing.”

“Anita likes me,” Tate protested.

“She thinks you’re OK,” Wyatt corrected him. “But that’s not the point. You still have to promise.”

They stared at each other. Tate finally shrugged and set the rasher of bacon back on his plate.

“OK,” he said. “Promise what?”

Wyatt took a deep breath and put his hand on Tate’s forearm. Despite himself Tate felt a squirm of something like worry in his chest. It wasn’t like Wyatt to be serious for this long.

“You have to give your word,” Wyatt said, “not to fuck her brother.”

“You asshole,” Tate said as he pulled his arm away. “I actually thought you were fucking serious.”

Wyatt gave him a sickly grin. “I…am,” he said. “Or Anita is. It’s nothing personal. She just thinks he can do better than you.”

This was probably what having a stroke felt like. Tate rubbed his forehead and then pushed his half-eaten breakfast away. 

“Breakfast’s on you,” he said. “And, just so you know, I’m fucking her brother. Sorry, it’s out of my hands.”

He slid off the stool and left Wyatt to fumble for his wallet while he stalked out of the bar and into the grand stone lobby of the Granshire.

Not personal.

Tate snorted as he shoved the sleeves of his henley up his forearms. It sounded personal. OK, so his job had never exactly lent itself to settling down, but it wasn’t like he had a boy in every port. 

A couple of exes, sure, but who didn’t?

He was halfway across the lobby when one of the receptionists stationed behind the big curved desk caught his eye.

“Mr. McDonagh?” she said, voice pitched to carry as she raised a letter for him to see. “This just arrived for you.”

Tate half-turned in that direction, just in time to see the chased black and silver doors of the lift slide open. The wedding planner—gray-haired in his thirties, which looked good on him—stepped out and held the door with one hand as Tate’s future sister-in-law rolled out.

Usually the sight of his soon-to-be sister-in-law made Tate take a moment to wonder what the hell she saw in his step-brother. It was one thing for Tate to love the guy—they’d grown up together; he could blame that on the step-sibling version of Stockholm Syndrome—but Anita wasn’t stuck with him.

Today, however, Tate was distracted by the man who stepped out of the lift after Anita. The man was tall and lean in a fitted heather-gray sweater and black jeans, with a narrow, stern face under expensively buzz-cut biscuit-brown hair. He reached up absently to adjust his glasses, the lights from the lobby reflected from the lens, as he said something to the wedding planner. 

Tate had only met him briefly before, but he had to say he preferred bedhead and a stolen T-shirt to the more corporate look. That said—Tate tilted his head to the side as he gave his runaway hook-up an appreciative once-over—he could see why he’d decided to ditch the stag last night. 

And now he was here, with Anita.

The wheels had just started to turn—in Tate’s defense, he was still a bit hungover—when Wyatt grabbed his arm.

“No!” Wyatt said, in the same tone of voice that Tate had heard cruise ship old ladies use on their purse dogs. “It’s my wedding. It’s meant to be about me and Anita, not your dick.”

The thing was that—despite what he’d said—Tate had never planned to fuck Anita’s brother from spite. He wasn’t that much of an asshole. On the other hand, he did hate leaving a job unfinished.

He freed his arm from Wyatt’s grip and slung it casually over his brother’s shoulder. The smell of damp, whiskey, and something acrid rose from Wyatt’s clothes. 

“There’s just one problem with that,” he said as he gave his almost sister-in-law a wave. Anita was smart enough to look suspicious, but still waved back before she twisted in her chair to say something to—who else?—her brother. He glanced at Tate and looked just a bit flustered, two patches of colour pinched on those high cheekbones. “You really should have told me last night.”

Never let it be said that Wyatt was slow on the uptake. He glanced from the brother to Tate and then back again before he heaved a cheek-puffing sigh.

“Son of a bitch,” he muttered.
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Chapter Three


A Little Stag Told Me





Simon hovered awkwardly on the sidelines as Anita greeted her fiancé and stiffly ignored the stranger. It would, he thought acerbically, have been easier if the stranger would follow suit. Instead… 

He snuck a quick look in the blond’s direction, just to check. Yes, he still was. Which, obviously, meant he caught Simon’s glance his way. The slightly crooked smile on the man’s face deepened, a flick of a dimple in his tanned cheek, and Simon flushed as he quickly averted his gaze.

The stranger had blue eyes.

They’d been blue last night too, Simon remembered with unexpected starburst clarity.

As opposed to what exactly, he asked himself. Eyes didn’t just change colour because someone had seen most of their owner naked. They’d just been…closer…last night, his pupils dilated until the blue was just a bright rim around them, and he’d tasted like…

Simon squeezed out from under that memory before it could pin him down. He’d embarrassed himself enough already in the last twenty-four hours.

“Wait,” Anita said suddenly as she leaned back in her chair, away from Wyatt’s attempt to kiss her. She wrinkled her nose and flattened her hand against his chest to push him away. “Why do you smell like fox pee?”

Wyatt fell back a step and laughed. 

“It’s a funny story,” he said. He nudged the man next to him in the ribs for backup, or maybe to stop him staring at Simon. “C’mon. Tell her.”

The blond dragged his attention away from Simon long enough to stoop down and kiss Anita’s cheek.

“Sorry,” he said as he straightened. “I had to duck out early last night, it sounds like I missed out on all the excitement. Well, most of it.”

His attention shifted back to Simon as he said that, and his voice dropped suggestively. Maybe. That might just have been Simon’s guilty conscience.

Guilty about what? he asked himself.

He didn’t have an answer to that. Technically he was single, adult, and legally capable of making his own decisions…even his own mistakes…but somehow that didn’t help. It still felt like he’d done something wrong. 

“Did you see anything?” The blond’s question interrupted Simon’s thoughts. He waited for an answer, one sandy eyebrow raised expectantly, and all Simon could think of was the man’s tanned, toned ass in Simon’s bed.

OK, the ass and all the bits he’d not seen.

“Ummm…I…” He stumbled over his answer.

“He left early too,” Wyatt interrupted. He glared at Simon over Anita’s head. “Work, wasn’t it?”

“Oh, Simon,” Anita protested as she tipped her head back to look at Simon. She reached up to tug at his sleeve. “You promised. No work. Not even emergencies.”

Simon hesitated. He had, but maybe that was the excuse he’d used when he left early. It was better than the truth, after all.

“I…um…just had one last contract to finalize,” he said vaguely. Then he sketched an X over his heart and shifted back to the truth. “No more work this weekend. I swear. I don’t even have my work phone on me.”

Anita gave his arm an affectionate shake. “Good,” she said. “Keep it that way.”

“Simon,” the stranger said with satisfaction. “Of course, the brother. Wyatt was just talking about you.”

The thought of what the two of them—a brother-in-law he didn’t know well and a man who’d seen him naked—might have said made heat flush up the back of Simon’s neck. He forced a tight smile as he stuck his hand out and reached for the old standards perfected over years of uncomfortable party small talk.

“All good things, I hope,” he said dryly. “I’m sorry. I didn’t catch your name.”

“I didn’t throw it,” the stranger joked easily as he grabbed Simon’s hand. The grip dredged up another unexpectedly vivid memory from the night before, of their fingers tangled together as Simon was pulled into an eager, unexpectedly gentle — “It’s Tate. Tate McDonagh. I’m Wyatt’s brother. I guess that makes us…”

He trailed off suggestively, or maybe that was just Simon’s take on it, as he cocked his head to the side. Simon’s breath caught in his throat, hot and sticky, as the actual answer of “in-laws” got tangled up in a lot of much more…sticky, sultry options.

“Late,” Anita answered for him, her voice sharp. She glanced over at the Granshire’s wedding organizer. “Isn’t that right, Mr Moffatt?”

The gray-haired man looked up from his polite pretence that he was distracted by his phone. He glanced around the group, cleared his throat, and dropped his attention back to his phone.

Simon realized his hand was still in Tate’s and flushed as he pulled it quickly away.

“Ah, yes,” Moffatt said. “That’s right. Apparently a few of the bride’s family caught the earlier ferry. We were going to go and pick them up.”

He took a few steps away as a prompt, and Anita quickly followed suit. Simon hesitated briefly as he looked at Tate. Since the whole “run away and never see the man again” plan had fallen through, it felt like he should acknowledge it somehow.

Or, and this was more appealing, he could take the out his sister had offered and leave.

“I should—” Simon gestured vaguely after Anita. “It was nice to meet you, Tate. Maybe we’ll get a chance to talk again.”







OEBPS/images/d60c5415-c6b4-4df4-83eb-b0644674887b.png
7JROGUE FIREBIRD

< PRES S





OEBPS/images/e223eed8-4b05-427f-9f11-44e878059bf4.png





OEBPS/images/d32309a5-c031-4bcc-8bdd-ee3306d1bc1c.png





OEBPS/images/7a360c03-0c6e-48e7-9244-4dae5e417f4f.png






