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	Parker Rowe has hated vampires with a passion ever since his family was murdered by a gang of malicious vampires, and he has been trying to hunt down the culprits for years.


	 


	A promising clue leads him into a small, secluded town where he meets Josh Summers. Sweet and innocent, Josh is as much out of place in Parker’s world of revenge and violence as he is in his own narrow-minded community, but he can give Parker the peace of mind he craves. When the vampires Parker is chasing use Josh to deliver a very special message, Parker finds himself facing the ultimate dilemma. If what he loves and what he hates the most become the same, which emotion will win?


	 


	While Parker struggles to accept the changes his lover goes through, he comes closer than ever to detecting the truth about his family’s deaths—but then his own life takes a dramatic turn…
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Prologue


	 


	 


	 


	Parker froze midmotion, listening. He felt the familiar cold clasp of fear claw up his spine and settle in that spot right at the base of his skull, but he ignored it. So what. He’d grown used to it. Fear didn’t frighten him anymore because fear couldn’t hurt him. They, however, could hurt him. 


	Tilting his head, he willed his feeble senses to provide him with more information. Information that might be vital for his survival, but, little surprisingly, his senses failed him. He could hear nothing, see nothing, and fuck, smell nothing. 


	Well, of course that wasn’t true. He could hear the soft, almost melodic rushing noise and the faint thuds of the falling rain. He could see it as silvery threads, reflected by the dim light of the singular street lantern at the end of the road. He could even smell it in the air around him, the moisture it brought, and the damp earth it stirred. Rain. Water. One of the major sources of life but entirely meaningless to him. Just like life itself had lost its meaning. 


	There. A movement to his right. A slight disturbance of the air, gone as fast as a shadow and just as impossible to catch. 


	Well, nearly as impossible to catch, Parker thought grimly as he tightened his grip around the gun he was holding. The secret was knowing how to do it—and having the right equipment. Turning slowly around his own axis, he stared into the ghostly darkness that surrounded him. He knew he was at a mighty disadvantage here, but he didn’t exactly have a reputation for his clearheaded approach to pursuing his goal. His quarry. Some might say it was what made him so good at what he did. Some certainly said it was what was going to get him killed. Parker didn’t care about either of them. He didn’t care about anyone or anything apart from what was needed to bring him closer to his enemies. 


	He never even heard his attacker approach. With the sudden, unforeseeable power of a lightning strike, Parker was grabbed, lifted up, and whirled through the air before he hit the ground with a nasty thud. That would have been his skull breaking, he mused with an eerie detachedness, even as bright pain exploded in his brain and nausea threatened to overwhelm him. 


	He ignored both. Like fear, pain was something he’d learned to ignore. It only told him he was still alive. Which he wouldn’t be much longer if he didn’t get a grip on himself and start fighting back. 


	Except, there was nothing to fight. He raised his head gingerly to look around and take stock. A moan slipped out of his mouth before he could stop it. Fuck, but his head did hurt. So much it affected his vision, so maybe the damage was worse than he’d thought. Blinking furiously, he tried to make his eyes focus, but the world around him remained blurry. 


	This time he stifled the sound that wanted out, a little sigh. If it was still around, then tonight might well be the end of it—the end of Parker, to be precise. Shivering from a sudden gush of cold air, Parker reached into his pocket and curled his fingers around the familiar, smooth round shape. The metal had warmed from the heat his body was radiating. It felt quite nice now, actually. Comforting, friendly, and nothing like the deadly tool it was. 


	“Take your hand out of your pocket,” a voice ordered right behind Parker’s left ear. “Slowly, and be sure to leave whatever’s inside it where it is.”


	Parker let out a sarcastic chuckle. “Now why would I do that?” he asked, clenching his fingers around the bulbous piece of metal. If he was to part with it, it would have to rip his arm off. 


	“If that’s what you want.” The voice was void of emotion, and Parker knew it had figured out exactly what his plan was and found a way to keep him from putting it into effect. Which meant he’d failed, so maybe whatever was about to happen served him right. 


	The creature behind him laughed softly. “Yeah, right. You’re quite the hero, aren’t you?” It must have leaned in, because the voice was closer now, and Parker could feel the air the thing expelled with its words stir the hairs at the nape of his neck. 


	“But let me tell you, Parker—tonight isn’t the end of it. At least not the way you think it will be. No, for you, tonight is the beginning.”


	 




Chapter 1


	 


	 


	 


	Three years earlier


	 


	Parker was following the narrow, winding road with increasing annoyance. The further he went, the less promising it looked. In a peculiar, twisted way, that was exactly what kept the tiny spark of hope inside him gleaming. After years of searching the country’s towns and cities, he was beginning to wonder if maybe he had been looking in the wrong place after all. 


	It had always seemed obvious to him that they would prefer the noise and crowdedness of bigger towns, where it was easier to blend in and disappear in a sea of nameless faces. Out here, where life seemed to be peaceful, they would get noticed and risk exposure. But only if they crossed the paths of any of the villagers, of course. And let the villagers live to tell the tale.


	A shudder clawed its way up his neck and right under his hairline to somewhere at the back of his head. It was a well-known feeling, one he had long since come to associate with thoughts of them. They. Vampires. Creatures of the night. Evil. Merciless. And doomed to be annihilated if they happened to cross his path. A few of them had already met their creator through his hands, but the ones he really wanted to see annihilated had managed to escape him. Until now. This time, he was fairly positive that he was on the right track. It certainly looked promising. Well, maybe not the track itself, but the traces and the rumours he’d heard that had led him to this lonely, quiet corner of the world. 


	Parker suppressed another shudder, remembering some of the scenes he had seen. Some of the awful things these creatures were capable of doing to their victims. Drinking their blood was clearly not enough. Well, maybe for some of them, but others, like the ones he’d been chasing for so long, seemed to prefer the thrill of the kill. After playing with their victims. 


	Parker pushed those memories back into the box he kept in a quiet corner of his mind where they had come from. He usually did his best to keep the lid tightly locked on them, but sometimes they sneaked out. Not tonight though. He didn’t want them out, couldn’t take the risk of them scattering his thoughts in all directions like frightened cattle. No, he needed his senses alert, his wit sharp and his mind working. 


	Tonight would be his first attempt to track them down. There was no point in wasting time, even though he wasn’t one hundred percent sure where to start looking for them. Maybe a little chat with the owner of the place he was going to be staying at would give him some valuable clues. The locals often knew more than they realised or were comfortable admitting to, but he had found that they were only too happy to gossip with a visitor, and sometimes he managed to coax the most interesting information from them. 


	He had reached his destination at last. The Lakeview Hotel was just the type of small but well-kept place its website had claimed it was, and admittedly, the view on the lake that it had taken its name from was even more spectacular than what was captured in the photographs. The business was run in the fourth generation by the Summerses, a local family. 


	Chuckling, Parker switched off the engine and opened the door. Quite astonishing, really, how many of the details had got stuck in his mind. Or maybe it was just the name. Summers. It was a nice name. So positive, carefree, and full of life, blissfully ignorant of all the evil and darkness in the world. It was a long time since Parker had felt anything even remotely like summer in the cold, shrivelled-up lump his heart had become. Winter, maybe, he thought grimly as he plucked his bags from the boot and slammed the lid shut. 


	Turning around, he swayed under their weight. Or maybe he swayed from the sight, but he preferred to blame it on the heavy mass of his equipment. No matter if he was the cause for the sudden weakness in Parker’s knees or not, the man standing in front of him was beautiful enough to make Parker’s groin tighten in unreasonable anticipation. 


	No, not man, Parker corrected himself. Boy. The kid could hardly be older than sixteen, seventeen, maybe, but even if he was legal, he was still too young for what Parker would love to do with him given the chance. And still, he couldn’t seem to take his eyes off him. 


	All long-limbed, gangly adolescent, the boy had the face of an angel with the most amazing dark-brown eyes that seemed to draw Parker’s gaze to them no matter how hard he tried to resist. Peeking up at him from underneath a few silky strands of unruly hair, they seemed to stare right into his core. Worried about what the boy might detect if he indeed caught a glimpse of the abyss that was his soul, Parker looked away. It must have been a long time since he had been the first to avert his gaze. 


	“Hi there,” the teenager greeted cheerfully. “Let me give you a hand with that. You must be the new arrival, right? Mr, um, Parker, is it?” His voice was tinged with a hint of the local accent, although he was clearly making an effort to keep it to a minimum. Ah, kids. They were all the same, weren’t they? Always trying to pretend they were someone they were not. 


	Parker returned the smile. “Almost. Parker is my first name—”


	“Oh, gosh. I’m so sorry!” the boy exclaimed and actually clapped a hand in front of his mouth. It was the cutest and quite probably queerest gesture Parker had seen in a long time. His smile turned into a smirk. Some just couldn’t hide it. The local girls must be inconsolable. They probably didn’t have much to choose from, anyway, and losing what was a very promising piece of male meat to the other side must be annoying. Well, their loss might become his gain. If he played his cards right, the kid could provide a nice distraction during his stay. Maybe not to the extent Parker would have liked him to be, but hey, a bit of flirting wouldn’t hurt, would it? And maybe even a sample of those luscious lips, just to give something more substantial to the fantasies he was planning to keep his mind busy with in the evenings. 


	“No worries,” he replied indulgently. “I get that a lot.” Yeah, and usually it irked the hell out of him. But bearing a grudge with those tender chocolate eyes and sinful mouth would have been impossible, even if he’d wanted to. “Mind telling me your name?”


	The rosy tinge in the boy’s cheeks deepened. “Oh, yes, sure, um, I’m Josh. Josh Summers.” 


	“Ah, so you’re the owners’ son, aren’t you?”


	“Yes.” The struggle for composure was showing on Josh’s face, but his voice was admiringly steady as he reached for Parker’s bags and said, “I’ll take these.” 


	“No, you won’t!” Habit made Parker’s words sharper than he’d intended them to be, and Josh promptly flinched, pulling his hand back in obvious embarrassment. 


	“I’m sorry, um, I just wanted to help,” he mumbled, all shy, scolded teenager once again. It was endearing. 


	“I am sorry,” Parker made himself say. “You see, I, uh, have a few, um, fragile items in these bags, and I just prefer handling them myself, but thank you for the offer. If you could perhaps just take me to check in, and maybe show me to my room, that would be great.” Why on earth had he added that last bit? Sure, it was exactly the line he would have said to any potential pickup, but this was a boy, for fuck’s sake. Regardless of how cute and desirable he was, and no matter how much Parker had neglected his libido in the past weeks, the kid was out of bounds. 


	Ignorant of the silent turmoil he stirred inside Parker’s head and groin, Josh sent him a smile that indeed deserved to be compared to summer, and turned to lead the way. 


	“Sure, reception is right through here. You’re quite lucky. Mum wants to give you the big room with the balcony. The view from there is truly terrific,” he babbled merrily, and Parker felt almost sorry for brushing the poor thing off. 


	“I don’t need a balcony. I’m not here for the view.”


	“Oh, but you’re staying so long. Surely you’ll appreciate sitting outside in the evenings with a glass of wine or something. With the weather like this, it will be quite warm and cosy even at night.”


	Yeah, I’m sure it will be. Too bad that I’d much prefer being warm and cosy at night with you to sitting on a balcony with a glass of wine. Parker pushed the thought away. Not gonna happen, mate.


	“Well, I really don’t mind your mother giving the room to a guest who is more appreciative of it,” he said evasively, relieved that they had arrived at the front door. Looking just a little bewildered but not offended, Josh held it open for him and called out, “Mum, the new guest has arrived. Are you coming, or do you want me to check him in?”


	“Coming already!” she answered cheerfully from somewhere in the building. Seconds later, a brunette came bustling down the hallway. It was easy to spot where Josh had his good looks and striking eyes from. She was gorgeous. She must have been somewhere in her forties, with long, wavy auburn hair, pale, freckled skin, and huge brown eyes, and she was quite simply one of the most beautiful women Parker had ever seen. 


	“Hello there!” She beamed a welcoming smile at Parker and slipped behind the reception desk. “Well then, let’s get the official part over with so you can start enjoying your holiday. Did you have a good trip?”


	“Yes, um, thank you.” Just why did they all seem to believe he was there for a holiday?


	“Josh, love, could you be a darling and fetch me the laundry baskets?” she said absently while quickly tapping a few keys on the keyboard in front of her. 


	“Sure,” Josh answered in well-mannered obedience and shuffled off in the direction his mother had just come from. Parker didn’t miss the quick glance Josh cast him over his shoulder, but he wasn’t quite sure if what he read in those deep, dark-brown eyes was really what he thought it was. Regret. Longing. 


	His stay might turn out to be very interesting indeed, Parker mused, then he said, “It’s a nice place you have here, Mrs. Summers. I bet you get a lot of guests who come here just to take a little time out from hectic city life.”


	Smiling, she shrugged and handed him a form. She tapped the dotted line at its bottom with her pen then held that out to Parker, too. “Most of our guests come here for recreational purposes. We’re not exactly a hotel for business people, and the whole village is not a place to attract that kind of clientele either. We get the odd travelling salesman who is just too tired to make it to his next destination, but that’s about it. The others are here for hiking, fishing, and similar activities. Oh, and horse riding, of course. We own a couple. If you like, Josh can take you on a trip around the area one of these days.”


	“Thank you.” Handing her back the signed form, Parker smiled apologetically. “I’m not much of a horseman, I’m afraid.” Which doesn’t mean that I wouldn’t like to take your son for a ride, but one that wouldn’t involve any horses. 


	Out loud, he said, “I would love to go fishing, though. I haven’t done that in ages, but I remember enjoying it a lot when I was a kid, and my…grandpa used to take me.”


	If she had noticed his brief pause, she wasn’t letting on. Her hospitable smile was still firmly in place. “Oh, no problem. We have some equipment you can borrow if you like, and Josh can point you to a place where you stand a chance of actually catching something.”


	“That’s very kind of you. Thank you. I’d love to take you up on the equipment borrowing offer, but are you sure your son won’t mind playing the tourist guide?”


	She waved his question off with a casual flick of her slim hand. “Not at all. In fact, he’ll probably be only too happy for the company. There isn’t much the poor thing can do around here when he comes home during the summer.”


	“Oh, so he doesn’t live with you anymore?” Parker asked casually. Not that it was of any real importance, but somehow he was curious to learn more about the cute kid. 


	“No. Well, he does during the summer months and holidays, but he went to a boarding school for a couple of years, and now he’s in university. There just isn’t much this area can offer a bright young man like him education-wise,” she added glumly. 


	“What’s he studying?” 


	“Business management and tourism.” There was a definite note of pride in her voice as she said, “He’s going to take over this place when he has graduated, you know.”


	Surprised, Parker looked at her more closely. “Really? Excuse me if I’m a little out of line, but aren’t you far too young to retire?”


	She giggled girlishly and flicked her hand again. “Thank you, sweetie. You’d be surprised if you knew my age, but we’re not going to retire just yet. The plan is for Josh to use the qualifications he’ll acquire to turn this into one of those huge resort-and-spa places. We’ve been having people telling us for years how much of a waste it is not to make more of this location.”


	“I see. Well, I’m sure your plan is going to be successful. Josh looks like he’s going to be a capable manager one day.” Not to mention that he’d look gorgeous in a suit. 


	“Oh, he will. He already does all our marketing. You’ve booked via our website, haven’t you? Josh set that up. Apparently you have to be online these days to rent rooms.” She grinned. “Ah, well. At least that keeps him busy so he doesn’t have time to fall in with the wrong crowd or do stupid things at uni.” Her so far cheerful expression darkened a little. 


	“Anything wrong?” Parker asked impulsively. It was none of his business, really, but she was a nice person, so yes, he found himself taking an interest. 


	“No.” She sighed and took a quick glance around. “No, it’s just…Josh has been spending time with some, um, friends, I guess I should call them.” 


	“So? There’s nothing wrong when a kid spends his time with others, is there?” 


	“Of course not. Not as such. But…” She trailed off and shifted her weight uncomfortably. “I’m probably just being an overprotective mother hen, but, well, he’s hardly a kid anymore, and I think that there may be…um, something more going on there, if you know what I mean,” she added with a conspiratorial wink and an almost crimson blush on her pretty face. So that was it. Mummy Summers was having suspicions about her son’s sexual orientation while he was probably only too happy to be living it up away from the restrictions family and a tiny village presented him with. 


	“Would that be a problem?” Parker asked almost automatically. He was far from stepping in on the kid’s behalf, but he remembered what it had been like to find out he was gay. Coming to terms with that was hard enough without the added complications of homophobic parents. 


	She stared at the wall, taking a moment to give an answer. “I love my son, and I always will, but it’s not what I’d want for him. That kind of lifestyle doesn’t belong here.” 


	“I see. Well, thanks for a nice chat. If you could tell me where my room is, please, I’d love to unpack and get settled.”


	Her smile was back in place already. “Oh, silly old chatterbox that I am. Of course., You must be tired, poor thing. It’s room three-twenty. That’s on the third floor. Do you want me to call Josh to help you with the bags?”


	“No, thank you. He already offered to take them, but I’d rather handle them myself,” Parker explained over his shoulder as he walked to the staircase. Her comment had made him angrier than it should have, and it confused him, because he didn’t know if he was angry because of the remote discrimination in it, or because it was Josh who was being discriminated against. Or maybe the reason for his confusion was something else. The fact that Josh had been playing with other boys, perhaps. Either way, exploring those thoughts any further was something Parker just didn’t have the energy for. He had more important—and far more dangerous—villains to pursue than a mother who wasn’t pleased with her son’s sexuality.


	 


	 


	* * * *


	 


	 


	Parker rang the doorbell for about the hundredth time. “Fuck,” he muttered under his breath once again, mentally preparing himself to spend the rest of the night in his car. The prospect was far from appealing, especially since he had been driving around almost the entire day in it, acquainting himself with the area and searching for more traces of his quarry. He hadn’t meant to let it get quite so late, but there had been that one place he’d gone to check out before he had realised how far it was away from the hotel. 


	“Yeah?” The door was opened at last, and a very bleary-eyed, drowsy-looking Josh peered up at him. 


	“Hi. I’m really sorry to wake you up,” Parker said. “I seem to have forgotten my keys.” He smiled apologetically. 


	“Oh, okay.” A wide yawn interrupted Josh. He tried to stifle it but failed miserably and quickly hid it behind his hand. 


	“Sorry. Uh, come in.” He held the door open to let Parker pass and then locked it behind him. “Have you been waiting long?”


	“No, just a few minutes. I’m sorry. I woke you up, didn’t I?”


	Josh sighed sleepily and suppressed another yawn as he shuffled to the registration desk. “S’okay. We don’t usually keep reception covered at night unless we know someone’s still out or hasn’t checked in yet. I thought everyone was in, so I went to bed. Ah, drat, I guess I should’ve checked. Mum would have a fit if she knew. Tonight it’s just me house-sitting, you see, ’cause my parents are staying with Granny. Here’s your key. Room three-twenty, right?”


	“Yes, thank you. Once again, I’m sorry,” Parker said. “Just one more question, then I’ll let you get back to sleep. Is there any place where I can still get something to eat at this hour?” 


	Josh raised his eyebrows. “At one in the morning?” He sneered. “You do know where you are, right? We’re famous for our picturesque landscape, not for our busy nightlife. The nearest place where you’ll get food is at least a half-hour drive away.” 


	Parker sighed. “I’ll just have to face that, then. I’m starved and haven’t eaten since lunch.”


	Looking at Parker indecisively, Josh ran his hand through his hair. “Well, if you don’t want anything fancy, I guess I could whip you up something.”


	Parker shook his head, touched by the offer. “That’s very kind of you, but I couldn’t…” he started, but Josh interrupted him with a wave of his hand. 


	“It’s okay. Really. I don’t mind. Come through to the kitchen and I’ll see what we’ve got.”


	Not waiting for Parker’s answer, he led the way to the large, practical kitchen and opened the fridge. He cast a critical glance inside then half turned to Parker. “Eggs and baked beans on toast,” he offered. “Would that do?”


	Parker nodded gratefully. “Sure. Anything that’s edible will do.” 


	“Sit down.” Josh indicated a chair with his head and took a couple of eggs, milk, and a large chunk of cheese from the fridge, and then, rummaging through the cupboards, he came up with bread, a tin of beans, and a large frying pan. 


	Watching him prepare the food, Parker seized the chance to eye him up some more. Josh must have dressed in a hurry. He was wearing a pair of jeans that were so faded they had become threadbare in places. His shirt was buttoned up wrong, revealing a patch of delicious, silky-smooth skin just below his neckline. A light stubble peppered his jaw and chin, a curious reminder that this still somewhat-boyish body was already far down the road of becoming a man. Again, Parker felt a curious attraction to him. Again, he reminded himself that Josh was not his type. Too cute, too young, and too fragile. But something about this slender, youthful body and the natural grace with which Josh moved made his groin tingle. Parker swallowed. Josh’s hair was tousled and the pillow had left a pattern of creases on his right cheek. He looked quite simply so warm and welcoming that Parker wanted to just wrap his arms around him and cuddle him, which was frightening in itself. Parker never cuddled. 


	“Coffee, tea, or, um, milk?” Josh’s soft voice broke into his thoughts. 


	“Coffee would be great,” Parker said, grateful for the distraction, and grinned. “Milk?” 


	Josh nodded and shrugged, seeming just a little embarrassed. “I like it. And warm milk’s good if you can’t sleep.” Warm milk. No, seriously, just how cute could one guy be? Parker sighed and shook his head at himself. Definitely too young. 


	“How do you take it?”


	“Huh?”


	“How do you take it?” Josh repeated, and, interpreting Parker’s blank expression, added, “Your coffee. Milk, sugar, sweetener?”


	“Oh, yes. The coffee, of course.” Parker smiled a little goofily as he looked at Josh’s innocent face. He had obviously been the only one who’d registered the double entendre. “Black, please.”


	“Coming right up.” Josh fumbled with a big, shiny, complicated-looking machine for a few moments before holding out a mug to Parker. 


	“Okay, here you go.” 


	Parker gladly accepted the cup that instantly filled his nose with the delicious scent of steaming-hot, strong coffee. 


	“Thank you.” Gripping the mug tightly, he cradled it in his hands. It felt good. Something warm to cling to. Something to chase away the cold that thinking of them invariably left in his bones. Not as efficient as the heat of a living human body to press up against and sink into, but it would have to do. 


	“It’s really kind of you to do this. I appreciate it.” 


	Josh looked up from whipping eggs to give him a quick smile. The gentleness in those brown eyes touched something deep inside Parker, and the cold eased off a bit. 


	“No problem.” The hint of a frown creased Josh’s smooth forehead as he worked in silent concentration. Minutes later, he put a plate in front of Parker, who was quite pleasantly surprised. 


	“This is fantastic,” he said, spearing a piece of fluffy yellow egg. “You cook often?”


	“Well, uh, just a few simple meals.” Josh grinned. “I have to survive somehow at university, and I’m not a big fan of frozen pizza and the likes.”


	“Not?” Parker looked up from his beans. “I thought your entire generation lived on that stuff.”


	“My generation?” Josh laughed. “Oh come on, you make it sound like you’re my grandpa.”


	“Well, I am quite a bit older,” Parker pointed out and bit into a piece of warm, buttery toast. He could definitely get used to Josh’s idea of simple cooking, he decided. 


	Josh’s eyes narrowed sceptically. “Only a few years, I should think,” he observed thoughtfully. 


	“Don’t flatter me, kid,” Parker said good-humouredly. “How old are you, anyway?”


	“I turned twenty in June.”


	“See, I’m thirty-two. That’s quite a bit older.”


	“Only twelve years.” Unasked, Josh picked up Parker’s cup and took it to the coffee machine for a refill. “Not even a whole generation,” he added.


	Twelve years. Not a whole generation. Twelve years that felt like a lifetime. Parker sighed. “No, that’s true. Still, I’m too old to…” He broke off and put a spoonful of beans into his mouth instead. Too old to what, exactly? Too old to rip the clothes off Josh? To fantasise about exploring the body that lay underneath? To find a few moments of sweet oblivion in Josh’s arms? Or to simply bend him over that kitchen counter—no, even better—make him sit on it and lie back on it, so he could watch that beautiful face scrunch up in pleasure and see those soft brown eyes roll back in ecstasy while he pounded that hot, tight arse. He’d love to feel Josh’s lean-muscled legs wrapped around his hips, crushing him in the desperate attempt to pull him in deeper… 


	Feeling nervous all of a sudden, Parker swallowed tightly and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He hadn’t started drooling, had he? Staring at him expectantly, a somewhat dazed expression on his face, Josh obviously waited for him to finish his sentence. 


	“I’m just getting old,” Parker said lamely. 


	“I don’t think you’re old,” Josh commented softly as he put Parker’s cup back in front of him. “Besides, you look younger.” A pretty blush crept into his cheeks, and he quickly averted his gaze. Interesting. 
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