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For anyone who’s ever loved from afar.


I was always hungry for love. Just once, I wanted to know what it was like to get my fill of it—to be fed so much love I couldn't take any more. Just once.

— HARUKI MURAKAMI
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Colin slipped out of bed as quietly as he could, tiptoeing on cat feet down the ladder from the top bunk. He hadn’t slept well, but he hadn’t expected to. Deep, restorative sleep was something that eluded him at the best of times, and he was used to waking up tired.

He wasn’t, however, used to waking up on top of his best friend.

He stepped lightly to the floor, wincing when the ancient hardwood creaked under his weight. But Evan snored on, apparently undisturbed under the deep blue comforter that covered all but the top of his head and one dangling foot. So Colin quietly gathered his things, ignoring with the ease of long practice the twist of longing in his belly, and crept out of the room to the bath across the hall.

He emptied his bladder, splashed some water on his face, and used the toothbrush Esme had set out for him to get rid of the fuzz in his mouth. He’d known the round of shots with Spence had been a bad idea, but knowing he’d be lying above Evan all night had him desperate to delay going to bed. When he’d finally gone up, Evan had already been buried under his covers. Torn between relief and regret, Colin had climbed into the top bunk and spent way too long staring at the ceiling. He’d hoped the whiskey would bring oblivion, but it wasn’t enough to overcome the misery of unrequited love.

At least he wasn’t hungover, the two ibuprofen and glass of water he’d downed before bed having worked their magic. He had a faint headache, and he felt thirsty enough to drain Lake Michigan, but all in all, it was a small price to pay for his cowardice.

He winced and spat into the sink, deliberately avoiding his reflection in the mirror above. He didn’t like thinking of himself as a coward, but since after a decade and a half he’d yet to find the courage to tell Evan that he was in love with him, it was the kindest word he could come up with.

Teeth brushed and his belly once again tied in knots, he shoved the familiar self-recriminations aside and began to dress in yesterday’s t-shirt and jeans. They were wrinkled, because drunk Colin hadn’t bothered folding them the night before, and he hadn’t thought to bring a change of clothes. A silly oversight in hindsight, but he’d been too preoccupied with the logistics of his first orgy to think of it.

He thought about asking Esme if he could throw them in the dryer for a few minutes to freshen them up, then discarded the idea. It was early, and though he was sure his hostess wouldn’t begrudge him the use of the laundry facilities, he didn’t want to wake her to ask.

After all, she’d had a busy day yesterday.

Dressed in the wrinkled clothes, his feet bare—because yesterday’s wrinkled jeans were one thing, but he drew the line at yesterday’s socks—he put on his glasses and slipped out of the bathroom. He passed the spare room Tuck and Esme had turned into a library, the door closed on a no-doubt still sleeping Jude, and made his way downstairs.

Spence was sprawled on the living room sofa, one leg stretched out over the coffee table. He was fully dressed, right down to his boots, with a throw pillow over his face and a blanket clutched to his chest. He didn’t stir when Colin walked past.

He stepped into the kitchen, letting the door swing gently closed behind him. A glance at the clock on the stove confirmed that it was still shy of eight o’clock, the sun barely above the horizon. The sky was a typical Michigan winter gray, though according to the weather forecast the early morning gloom would give way to sunshine before long. They were also calling for more snow, which meant he'd be shoveling his driveway again this afternoon.

But first, coffee.

As comfortable in Tuck and Esme’s kitchen as he was in his own, he got a pot of coffee going, then poked into the fridge for something to nibble on. Tuck had promised to make bacon and waffles for breakfast, but Colin always woke hungry, and it would be a while before the rest of the house stirred.

Deciding an apple would hold him over, he grabbed one and nudged the refrigerator door shut just as the kitchen door swung open.

Esme stopped short with a squeak, one hand pressed to her chest. “Oh!”

“Sorry,” Colin said, wincing when the door swung back and hit her butt with a thump. “Sorry.”

Esme waved a hand, her hazel eyes bright. “No, no, it’s fine. I just didn’t know anyone else was up.”

“I can never seem to sleep in,” Colin admitted. “I thought you would, though.”

“Me too,” she said with a laugh and moved forward, her oversized robe playing peek-a-boo with her stockinged feet. “But my bladder woke me up, and I couldn’t get back to sleep.”

“I hate when that happens,” he said over the beep of the coffee maker. “Hope it’s okay that I made coffee.”

“Pour me a cup and we’re square.”

“Deal.”

He got a couple of mugs down from the cupboard while she pulled cream from the fridge, then crossed the kitchen to the breakfast nook. He followed with the coffee, sliding hers across the table before reaching for the sugar bowl.

He was adding his customary four teaspoons to his cup when he caught her wince. “Still sore?” he asked, then bit his lip. “Sorry, was that rude?”

She poured a dollop of cream into her coffee. “No. Why would you think it was?”

He shrugged and stirred his coffee, hating that he felt so uncomfortable. “I don’t know.”

She lifted her cup, eyeing him with amusement over the rim. “You mean because you, my husband, and three of our good friends all fucked me last night?”

Some of the knots in his belly unwound at her easy tone. “Yeah, that.”

She lifted a hand to his face, her fingers cool against the heat that had flooded his cheeks. “You’re so sweet, Colin.”

“Yeah, well.”

“I mean it. You know I love you, right?”

“I know.” He lifted his eyes to hers, soft with affection. Her hair tumbled down her back, raven black with cherry-cola streaks at her temples providing a sharp contrast to the soft white of her skin. She looked so much like she had the first time he’d met her, all those years ago in college, and a wave of fondness for her washed over him. “I love you, too.”

“Do you regret it?” she asked, a hint of fear clouding her gaze. “Last night?”

He covered the hand on his cheek with his own. “No.” He said it firmly, so she’d have no doubts. “No, last night was amazing. You were amazing. That you and Tuck would trust me to be part of that, help fulfill that fantasy? It was…”

“Amazing?” she filled in, and made him laugh.

And with it, the rest of his tension faded away. “Yeah.”

Her smile was relieved. “I’m glad.”

“I just want to make sure I’m not…that you don’t…” He blew out a breath. “I don’t want things to be weird between us now.”

“We won’t let it be,” she told him. “All right?”

Going with impulse, and because it was something he’d have done B.O.—Before the Orgy—he turned his head and pressed a kiss to her palm. “Deal.”

“Good.” She patted his cheek, then pulled her hand back and picked up her coffee. “And to answer the question, yes, I’m still sore, but it’s manageable.”

“Glad to hear it.”

“What’d you guys do after Tuck and I went to bed last night?”

“Watched another movie. Evan wanted a Marvel marathon, but he got outvoted, so we watched Glass Onion.”

“Again?” She propped her chin on her fist. “You’ve seen that a dozen times at least.”

“Yeah, but Spence hadn’t. So we watched that, then Evan went to bed and Spence and I did a few rounds of shots.”

Her eyebrows shot up. “You did shots with Spence?”

“It was a bad idea,” he admitted sheepishly and smiled when she let out a trilling laugh. “I threw in the towel after number four.”

“Smart,” she said, still laughing. “And how’s your head?”

“It’s not bad, considering. I took two ibuprofen and drank a glass of water before bed.”

“The magic formula,” she quipped.

“Still works, thank God.”

“You don’t usually drink like that.” She gestured with her mug. “At least not at Spence’s weight class.”

He shrugged. “I wasn’t ready to go to bed yet.” Wasn’t ready to lie above Evan in the dark, trapped by his cowardice.

“Hmmm.”

There was a wealth of knowledge and understanding in that hmmm, but to his relief, she just sipped her coffee.

With his cheeks burning anew, he cleared his throat. “You got plans for today? Hitting any of the Black Friday sales?”

“God, no.” She gave an exaggerated shudder. “You couldn’t pay me to set foot in a mall today. I do all my Christmas shopping online.”

He nodded. “Me, too. My sister always does an Amazon list for her boys, so that’s just easiest. Hell, half the time I end up just sending them cash.”

“They’re teenagers now, right?”

“Fourteen and sixteen.”

“Wow.” She toyed with the handle of her coffee cup. “I remember them in diapers, and you babysitting on the weekends before they moved to Chicago.”

“Hard to believe, isn’t it? How much time has gone by?”

“I know. We’re in our thirties, Col.”

“But still hot.”

She belted out a laugh, throwing her head back. “Definitely still hot,” she declared and tapped her mug against his.

“What is this, a mutual admiration society?” someone said, and Colin turned to see Evan standing in the kitchen doorway.

He raised his cup to his mouth for a drink and tried to ignore the longing that filled him at the sight. Evan stood in yesterday’s jeans and faded Yesterdog t-shirt, both hopelessly rumpled—and in the case of the t-shirt, inside out. His hair was a wild, tousled halo of burnished gold curls, the stubble of his beard a shade darker against cheeks still faintly flushed with sleep. His bright blue eyes were heavy lidded and sleepy, his full mouth soft. He reached up and grabbed the door frame in a long, hard stretch, gave a jaw-cracking yawn, then smirked. “What’s up, sluts?”

Esme let out a peal of laughter as Colin sputtered and choked. “Jesus, Ev,” he muttered and scowled at his now coffee-stained shirt.

“What?” The smirk deepened. “Too soon?”

“You look like you’ve just rolled out of bed after a night of hedonistic debauchery,” Esme told him.

“Cuz I did,” Evan drawled, and with another yawn, crossed to the coffee pot. “Why don’t I smell breakfast? Tuck promised us bacon and waffles.”

“He’s still sleeping,” Esme said.

Evan scowled at the mug he was filling. “I’m hungry. Go wake him up.”

“No,” Esme replied serenely and sipped her coffee.

“Come on, E,” Evan wheedled, dropping into the chair next to Colin. “I’m starving.”

“You could make breakfast,” she suggested.

“But he’s the one with the super-secret waffle recipe.” Evan aimed a sad-eyed pout at her. “And also, he promised. Please?”

“That’s not going to work,” she informed him, then laughed when he added a plaintive whine and fluttered his eyelashes. “Okay, fine.”

He beamed at her. “You’re the best, E.”

“Stop buttering me up,” she said, smothering another laugh, and pointed a finger at him. “I’ll wake Tuck for the waffles, but you have to do the bacon.”

He kicked back in his chair, a satisfied smile curling his lips. “I can handle that.”

“And set the table.”

Even gestured with his coffee mug. “Colin can do that. Right, Col?”

“Sure.” He gave Esme a nod. “You want to eat in here, or in the dining room?”

“Here’s good.” She rose and crossed to the coffee pot to refill her cup, then came back to the table and planted a smacking kiss on Evan’s cheek. “Bacon’s in the fridge. Make mine crispy.”

“You got it, gorgeous.”

“Flatterer.” She turned to kiss Colin. “Don’t do all the work for him.”

“Wouldn’t think of it.”

“Right.” She straightened and headed for the door. “And you boys keep it down, okay? The longer Spence sleeps, the better off we’ll all be.”

“Agreed,” Evan muttered as she swung out the door, then pushed to his feet. “Okay bacon, let’s do this.”

Colin sipped his coffee and watched Evan rummage around in the refrigerator.

“Aha!” Evan emerged, holding a large package wrapped in white butcher paper. “He sprang for the good stuff. Now I just need a frying pan.”

“Use a baking sheet,” Colin suggested.

“Huh?”

“It’ll take too long in a frying pan,” Colin explained, and setting his coffee aside, rose. He opened the narrow cabinet next to the stove and pulled out two full-sized sheet pans. “You can do it in the oven, all at once.”

“Cool,” Evan decided and tore into the package. “So. Last night.”

Colin pulled out a roll of parchment paper and ripped off a sheet for the first pan. “What about it?”

“It was pretty wild.”

“Yeah.”

“Not your usual vibe,” Evan went on. “You okay with everything?”

“Sure.” He turned to hand the pan to Evan, caught his knowing glance, and blew out a breath. “I thought it might be weird with Esme, and I guess it was at first. But she smoothed it out.”

Evan took the pan. “So you guys are good?”

Colin tore off a second sheet of parchment paper. “Yeah.”

“And you and me?” Evan asked as he began laying bacon on the baking sheet. “Are we good?”

“Why wouldn’t we be?” Colin asked, hyper-aware of the heat climbing up the back of his neck.

Evan shrugged, his eyes on his task. “We’ve never fucked the same girl at the same time before. You know, together. You in her pussy, me in her mouth—”

“I knew what you meant,” Colin interrupted, and tried to ignore the knots reforming in his belly.

“Spit-roasted her,” Evan went on, a gleam in his pretty blue eyes. Then he frowned. “Can you call spit roasting when she’s not on all fours?”

“I have no idea,” Colin admitted.

“Tag teamed,” Evan decided. “I’ll just say we tag-teamed her. No, that doesn’t work either, because a tag team is when you take turns, and we were both fucking her at the same time.”

Colin had no idea what the proper term for what they’d done was, so he just responded with a non-committal hum.

“I’m going back to spit roasting,” Evan declared, and with the first pan full, began laying bacon out on the second. “It sounds dirtier. And hotter. And you fucking Esme while she was blowing me was really fuckin’ hot.”

The experience fresh in his mind—and that was one memory that probably wouldn’t fade with time—Colin could only nod.

“And,” Evan added with a pointed look, “not just because Esme is smokin’. Which she is.”

“No argument.” Colin busied himself putting the parchment paper away, then checked the coffee to see if he needed to make another pot. “But I know what you mean. The whole orgy thing took it from hot to scorching.”

“Well, yeah,” Evan allowed. “But that’s not what I meant.”

His back to Evan, Colin opened the cupboard for plates and glasses. He needed to keep busy, so he’d set the table. If he just kept busy, everything would be fine. “No?”

“I was talking about you,” Evan said and sent Colin’s pulse scrambling. “You and me.”

Colin bobbled the stack of plates, wincing when they went clattering to the countertop. His head felt light, like there wasn’t enough air in the room. “You and me?” he croaked out, and unable to help himself, turned to face his best friend and secret love.

“You and me,” Evan repeated, his eyes on Colin’s. They were oddly intense, the blue somehow darker and deeper than usual. There was no impish gleam, the usual laughter replaced with something else, something fierce and bright and strange, and before Colin could put a name to it, Evan reached out a hand, wrapped it around the back of Colin’s neck, and kissed him.

Sheer shock kept him immobile for a heartbeat, his brain frantically trying to take in and make sense of this new information. Evan’s mouth was soft, the stubble of his beard rough. The subtle spice of soap or aftershave tickled Colin’s nose, mingled with the natural scent of Evan. Slightly sweaty, faintly metallic, achingly familiar. It made him yearn, that scent, and now he was surrounded by it.

Then Evan shifted, his mouth moving coaxingly against Colin’s, and suddenly all he could think was I want.

And he devoured.

He buried his hands in Evan’s tangled hair, angling his head and diving into the kiss with the fervor of a starving man at a buffet. Evan grunted, either in approval or surprise, his lips parting, and Colin swept his tongue inside. He tasted the mint of toothpaste, the bitter bite of coffee, and Evan—finally Evan—and all the years of longing seemed to roll over him like a wave.

Moving on instinct and euphoria, he tightened his grip on Evan’s hair and stepped closer. Colin was shorter by half a head, but Evan’s extra inches came from his torso, so their hips aligned almost perfectly. The unmistakable press of an erection through dual layers of denim wrenched a moan from deep in Colin’s chest, and for a moment the possibilities lay bright and bold in front of him.

Then the heavy stomp of approaching feet jolted him out of the fog of lust, and he jerked back, severing the connection just as the kitchen door banged open and Spence growled, “You fuckers were supposed to wake me up.”

Colin’s gaze darted to the doorway, where Spence stood scrubbing his hands over his face, his hair sticking up in spikes from a night on the couch. Off balance, still reeling with lust and overwhelmed by a sudden flood of panic, Colin abruptly spun around to stare at the coffee pot.

There was a moment of thrumming silence, then Evan said, “Since when am I your fucking alarm clock?” and even through the roaring in his ears Colin could hear the hoarseness in his voice.

“Since I fucking asked you last night to wake me up,” Spence countered, his morning voice even growlier than usual. “I told you I gotta be on the road by nine.”

“Keep your pants on, breakfast isn’t even ready yet.”

“What’s the fuckin’ hold up? I thought Tuck was making waffles.”

Colin wiped his sweaty hands on his thighs and gathered the scattered plates from the counter. “Esme went to wake him up,” he said, and with his heart in his throat, turned back around.

Spence stood in the middle of the room, tall and dark and grumpy as a grizzly bear. A day’s worth of scruff covered his jaw, nearly thick enough to blend in with the mustache he’d recently begun sporting, and a pillow crease bisected one pale cheek. Evan was back at the stove, laying out the last of the bacon, his expression inscrutable.

“Why are you putting bacon on a baking sheet?” Spence wanted to know, shouldering past Colin to get to the coffee pot.

“Faster than doing it in a skillet,” Evan said. “At least according to Colin.”

Colin swallowed hard. Evan’s expression might be inscrutable, but his eyes weren’t. There was lust and confusion and hurt all swirling together, and a question Colin didn’t know how to answer.

Then he blinked, and it was gone, leaving nothing but mild curiosity in their sky-blue depths. “What temperature does this need to be at, anyway?”

“Put it at four-twenty-five,” Colin answered and cleared his throat. God, he sounded like he’d swallowed glass, and his gut was in knots again. “We’ll have to watch it, though.”

“Where’s the sugar?” Spence asked, and Colin tore his gaze away from Evan’s.

“On the table,” he told Spence and followed him to the breakfast nook.

Spence dumped a spoonful of sugar in his coffee and took a gulp. “I’m going to take a shower. Don’t eat all the bacon.”

Evan opened the oven door and shoved the first baking sheet in. “Shave that hamster off your lip while you’re at it.”

Spence’s response was an extended middle finger over his shoulder as he walked out the door, and Colin smiled despite the sick feeling in his gut.

Evan slid the second sheet into the oven and shut the door. “How long does this need to cook?”

“Set the timer for nine minutes, then we’ll flip it.” Colin bit his lip. He could see the tension in the line of Evan’s back, in the uncharacteristically jerky, uncoordinated way he reached for the oven timer. Evan was almost effortlessly athletic, his movements smooth and easy, and Colin could only recall a handful of times when he’d seen him this agitated.

“Listen, Evan,” he began, and Evan turned to look at him. Colin nearly faltered under the weight of that steady blue gaze, but he shoved the bright, sharp fear aside and opened his mouth.

And shut it again when Tuck and Esme came through the kitchen door.

“Everybody can relax,” Tuck announced, dressed in a pair of flannel pajama pants and a Detroit Tigers t-shirt. “The world’s best chef is here.”

Behind him, Esme snorted and smacked his ass. “Get to work, world’s best chef. I’m hungry, and so is everyone else.”

“Worked up an appetite, did you?” Tuck asked his wife with a grinning leer and returned the butt-smack when she laughed. “Don’t worry, babe. I got you.”

Colin tried to meet Evan’s gaze across the room as Tuck began digging in cabinets and directing Esme to pull ingredients from the fridge. But Evan grabbed his coffee cup off the counter and turned toward the door.

“I’m going to hit the shower after Spence,” he said, flicking a glance at Colin. “Keep an eye on the bacon, all right?”

“Sure,” Colin said faintly as the door shut at his back.

Colin’s gaze lingered for a moment on the gently swinging door, regret and longing and lingering lust a tangled mess inside him. Then he shoved them aside and, with Tuck and Esme’s good-natured bickering filling the room, set the table.
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“Ishould never have kissed him.”

“Oh, bullshit.”

Evan looked at his sister, sitting at his kitchen table and frowning at his laptop. “Excuse me?”

“You heard me,” Liza said, fingers dancing over the keyboard as her frown deepened. “Have you been visiting sketchy porn sites on this thing?”

“Absolutely not,” Evan replied, mildly offended by the question. “I only watch porn on my tablet. And I pay for it, thank you very much.”

“Well, this is a mess,” she declared. Her eyes, the same dreamy blue as her brother’s, were narrowed on the screen.

“Can you fix it or not?”

“Oh, I’ll clean it up,” she assured him, tapping away. “But you’ll owe me.”

“Mercenary,” he accused, but not without affection.

She grinned, though her eyes never left the screen. “Damn right.”

Evan just shook his head and went back to sorting his mail. He handled everything important online, so unless he was expecting something, his mail got tossed into a pile and ignored. His rule was that once the stack got big enough to fall over, he’d sort through it, and today’s collection of fliers and supermarket circulars had sent the foot-high stack sliding to the floor.

It had taken longer than usual, because the last time Colin had been over, he’d declared that he couldn’t stand looking at it and had sorted through it himself.

Of course, that was before Evan had made an ass of himself in Tuck and Esme’s kitchen.

“Okay,” Liza declared, and closed the laptop with a snap. “Your laptop is functional again. Why don’t you ever clear out your cache?”

“Because I have you for that.” Evan held up a postcard from a local church, imploring him to become a member so he could form a relationship with Jesus, and save his soul. “Why do they assume I don’t already have a relationship with Jesus?”

“Well, how could you?” She rose, heading for the fridge. “You dirty, sinning, bisexual, you.”

He tossed the flier into the recycling bin at his feet. “Nice. You kiss your wife with that mouth?”

“All over her cute, pregnant belly.” Liza declared. “Among other places.”

“I don’t wanna know.”

Liza just grinned and held up a beer. “It’s your last one, can I have it?”

Evan sent a supermarket circular after the postcard. “Sure.”

“Thanks.” She returned to the table, twisted the cap off the beer, and drank. “That hits the spot. We haven’t had beer in the house since we started IVF. Claire says if she can’t have it, I can’t either.”

“So you’re cheating on your wife with my beer?”

“She’s fine if I have one when she’s not around. I’ll have to brush my teeth before I kiss her, though. Pregnancy has turned her into a super sniffer.”

Evan laughed. “A what?”

Liza tapped the side of her nose. “Extra sensitive.”

“That’s a thing?”

“Apparently. Now, back to Colin. You haven’t heard from him at all?”

Evan opened a statement from his insurance carrier, skimmed the contents, then tossed it into the to-be-shredded box next to the recycling bin. “Great. They’re raising my insurance rate.”

“Focus, Evan. We’re talking about Colin.”

“No, you’re talking about Colin,” Evan countered. “I’m opening my mail.”

“Coward.”

“Fuck you,” Evan said without heat, then sighed. “It’s been two weeks, Liza. I can’t remember the last time we went two weeks without talking.”

Liza pursed her lips, her shaggy cap of mahogany hair half in her eyes. “Hey, here’s an idea. You could call him.”

Evan shrugged, a jerk of his shoulders. “I was going to,” he admitted. “But after the kiss… I don’t know, it felt weird.”

“Probably feels weird for him, too,” she pointed out. “You said he was into it, but is there any chance you got that wrong?”

“No,” Evan murmured, remembering. “He kind of froze at first, like I surprised him. But then he…well, he was definitely a full participant”

“Hot,” Liza commented.

He scowled, just for form. “Okay, that’s enough of that,” he said and was rewarded with her flashing grin.

“Just saying,” she replied, and stretching out her legs, propped her feet on his thigh. “Want my advice?”

He thought about knocking them off, but knew she’d just put them back. “No.”

She shrugged. “Okay.”

He managed to sort through five pieces of mail before he broke. “Fuck it. What’s your advice?”

She took her time, sipping her beer slowly before speaking. “You’ve known him how long?”

“Since freshman year of college.”

“So, fifteen years.” Liza nodded thoughtfully. “And how long have you been in love with him?”

Evan just sighed. “Since freshman year.”

“Fifteen years.” She angled her head, her normally laughing eyes serious. “And you haven’t done anything about it, why?”

“Because I didn’t want to fuck up our friendship,” Evan muttered and tossed the pile of mail he still held onto the table. “But then Tuck said Colin’s been in love with me for years, and then when we were fucking Esme together there was this, I don’t know, connection—”

“Also hot,” Liza interjected.

“Stop that.” Evan dragged a hand through his hair. “Where was I?”

“The hot connection.”

“Right. So when it was just us in the kitchen, and he looked at me with those fucking Bambi eyes, I just…I thought ‘fuck it’ and I kissed him.”

He buried his head in his hands. “And now it’s all ruined.”

“I don’t think so,” Liza said, and he looked up. “I don’t think it’s ruined at all. But if you don’t do something, it will be.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You’re in love with him.”

“Yeah.”

“And he’s in love with you.”

“That’s what Tuck said, but—”

She held up a hand. “No second guessing, we’re going to take Tuck’s word on this. He’s in love with you.”

Evan nodded.

“So the only thing keeping you from being together is what, Evan?”

“I’m scared,” Evan admitted.

“Of what?”

“Of losing him.”

“You’ve been friends for fifteen years, Ev.” Eyes soft with understanding, she nudged his leg with her foot. “I don’t think you can lose him unless you let him go. Which means you’re going to have to talk to him.”

“I don’t know what to say to him.”

“How about, ‘Hey, Colin, I’ve been in love with you for a decade-plus, just thought you should know’?”

“Very funny.”

“I’m serious. What have you got to lose?”

“Uh, everything?”

“You’ll only lose everything if you do nothing.” She set the beer bottle aside with a thump and, pulling her feet off his lap, rose to lay a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t you think fifteen years is long enough to pine for someone?”

“I’m not pining,” he muttered.

She patted his shoulder. “Honey, you are the mayor of Pineville. The president of Pining Incorporated. The Prince of Pineland—.”

“Oh, shut up.” He sighed, and giving in, laid his head against her side. “I’m so fucking scared. I know it’s cowardly—”

“It’s not.” Her hand tightened on his shoulder in mute apology. “I shouldn’t have called you that.”

“Thanks.” He paused a moment, trying to unscramble his tangled thoughts and put them into a coherent sentence. “It’s just…I’m not afraid of anything, you know? So why am I afraid of this?”

“You’re not afraid of physical stuff,” she corrected gently. “This is different.”

“That’s the fucking truth. I swear, I’d rather do a black diamond run naked in the dark than tell Colin I’m in love with him.”

“That’s because the first only risks your body. The second risks everything else.”

He tilted his head back to smile up at her. “When did you get so smart?”

“I fell in love,” she said simply and dropped a kiss on his head. “I gotta go. You going to be okay?”

“Yeah.”

“You going to call him?”

“I’ll text him,” Evan decided. “That counts, right?”

Liza rolled her eyes, and with a last pat, crossed to the front door. “Yes, but do not tell him you love him over text. That’s a terrible fucking idea.”

“I wasn’t going to,” Evan protested, even though he’d been considering that very thing.

Liza sat on the bench by the door to pull on her snow boots and shot him a knowing look. “Uh-huh.”

He scowled. “Why do you always know when I’m lying?”

She rose to grab her coat from the peg by the door. “Because I watched you do it to Mom and Dad so much.”

“Then why can’t I tell when you’re lying?”

“Because I’m sneakier than you are.”

“So not fair.” He sighed. “I’ll text him and ask him to meet me for dinner, all right?”

She shrugged into her coat and zipped it up. “No.”

“No?”

“Sitting across from him at a restaurant? That’s going to feel like a date. It’ll just make you more nervous.”

“I don’t think it’s possible for me to be more nervous,” he muttered. “Fine. What do you suggest?”

“You need to do something other than just sit and stare at each other,” she replied, pulling out her mittens and tugging them on. “Go for a hike or something.”

“Colin’s not really a hiker,” Evan said.

“Well, you could always get drunk.” Liza jammed a stocking cap on her head. “But I don’t recommend it.”

“Didn’t you propose to Claire when you were drunk?”

“Yes, that’s why I don’t recommend it. It took me six months to convince her I was serious.”

He chuckled. “Remind me to tell your kid that story one day.”

“Remind me not to let you babysit.” She laid a hand on the doorknob. “I love you, Evan.”

“I love you, too, Eliza.” She wrinkled her nose at the use of her full name, making him smile. “Give my love to Claire.”

She nodded. “Let me know what happens with Colin.”

“Will do,” he replied, and with a wave, she slipped out the door.

Shivering in the blast of frigid air that accompanied her exit, Evan shoved away from the table, abandoning the pile of unsorted mail. He walked into the living room, only a few short steps away from the tiny eat-in area off the equally tiny kitchen, scooped his phone off the army foot locker he used as a coffee table, and dropped into his favorite chair.

The ancient recliner creaked ominously under his weight, his sweatpants catching on one of the many strips of duct tape he’d used to repair the rips and tears that had appeared in the brown Naugahyde over the years. But the cushion sank beneath his butt like butter, and when he pushed back, the footrest kicked out smooth and easy. He had some of his best naps in this chair, and had thus far managed to hold out against calls for its destruction from his sister, her wife, and his mom.

His dad secretly loved it, but publicly sided with his wife to ‘keep the peace’. Evan had more than once caught his father eyeing it longingly, and whenever he sat in it, it was with a delighted sigh.

Kicked back in it now, Evan checked his phone. He had a text from Esme, a silly little meme that made him grin, and one from his dad, reminding him that he was on the schedule at the store. During the summer he worked for the Michigan Department of Natural Resources, going to whichever state park or recreation area needed him. He loved the work, loved hooking up the refurbished Airstream he’d inherited from his grandparents to his Jeep and taking off for weeks at a time, exploring the state and getting paid to do it. He logged enough overtime between May and September and lived leanly enough the rest of the year that he could get by on just his summer salary. But Michigan winters were long, and he got bored easily, so during the off-season he worked for his dad at the family sporting goods store.

It wasn’t exciting work, but it wasn’t bad for retail, and he liked seeing his dad every day. It was also nice to have a little extra cash in the bank, especially since he planned to be the fun uncle and spoil his future niece or nephew outrageously.

He tapped out a quick acknowledgment to his dad, sent Esme a laughing emoji, then opened a new message to Colin.

Then he just sat, staring at the blank screen, wracking his brain for something to say.

Hey, he typed out. Want to go for a hike?

“He won’t want to go for a hike,” he muttered and deleted it.

What’s new with you?

He huffed out a breath. “Weak.”

Need help shoveling your driveway?

“That could work,” he mused. Then he looked out his living room window, where the sun was shining bright, and remembered it hadn’t snowed in two days. He deleted the words with a sigh, then lay back in the recliner.

“It shouldn’t be this hard, should it?” he asked the ceiling. The off-white, popcorn-textured drywall didn’t answer back. “I text Colin all the time.”

But never with so much riding on it. Evan sighed, then picked up his phone again, where three little dots had appeared on the screen.

Colin was sending him a text.

Evan sat up, the recliner shifting upright with a thump and a crunch, and stared at the screen. The three little dots sat there for what seemed like ages, blinking like a little digital harbinger of doom. Just as he surged to his feet to pace off the anxiety, the message appeared.

Snowball fight, four o’clock. You in?

“Snowball fight,” he murmured.

Colin lived in East Grand Rapids, in a neighborhood full of families with school-aged kids who liked to stage epic snowball wars. Evan had been present for a few of them, and they were full-on battles. The kids were ruthless, taking no pity on the thirty-somethings in their midst, and the first time he’d taken part he’d laughed so hard he couldn’t catch his breath. The kids had had so much fun pelting him with snow that even though his team had lost in spectacular fashion, he’d been issued an open invitation from the grade-school gang of organizers to return anytime.

He waited to see if anything else would appear, but that was it. No mention of needing to talk or clear the air, which brought both staggering relief and fresh worry. He’d been so concerned about how to talk to Colin about the kiss that he simply hadn’t considered the possibility that Colin would want to ignore it.

He wondered if they could do that, just pretend it never happened and go on as they had been for the last fifteen years. An hour ago, he might have said that was exactly what he wanted to do, but the conversation with Liza had clarified things for him. “Don’t you think fifteen years is long enough to pine for someone?” she’d asked, and she was right. Something had shifted inside of him with that kiss, something he couldn’t change back.

For better or worse, things had changed, and they would have to deal with it.

I’m in, he texted back before he could talk himself out of it, and went to go change.
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By the time he parked his Jeep in Colin’s driveway at a few minutes past four, he could already hear the sounds of battle. The small ranch home sat back from the street, the stretch of lawn that Colin meticulously maintained in the spring and summer still covered in a blanket of snow. It was also empty, and when he climbed out of the car, he determined that the cries and shouts were coming from around the corner.

He tugged his stocking cap down over his ears and crunched his way across the lawn. The sun was blinding, making him wish he’d dug his sunglasses out of the glove box, but the air held the bitter bite of winter, and his cheeks were frozen by the time he reached the battlefield.

He took a moment to survey the scene. The large front lawn of the neighboring house—which belonged, if he remembered correctly, to the family of the Snow Fight Gang’s ring leader—had been divided into four sections. Each of the four teams had erected a snow wall, approximately four feet wide and three feet high, with team members huddled tight behind.

The rules were basic, the game simple. The two or three best throwers stayed flush against the wall, popping up just long enough to hurl the baseball-sized snowballs at the other three teams before ducking down again, while the remaining members of the squad worked frantically behind them to replenish the supply of ammunition.

Snowballs flew like missiles, and the air rang with the cries of war.

They hadn’t been at it for long, because there was still plenty of snow piled up behind the barricades. As the game went on the supply would thin, and the snowball builders would have to venture out into the open for fresh ammunition. If they got hit by enemy fire, they had to join the side that had taken them down. The game ended when three of the four teams were eliminated, when the street lights came on, or when moms started calling kids to come inside, whichever came first.

Evan figured they had about an hour before the street lights blinked on. Pleased with the prospect of a long fight, he let out a shrill whistle.

The snowballs stopped flying as everyone turned to look at him.

“I call Evan!” one kid shouted from the team directly to his left, half a beat ahead of everyone else, followed by groans and shouts of “No fair!” as he jogged over to join his teammates.

He dropped down behind the makeshift wall, lying flat on his back to stay out of the line of fire. He grinned at the cheers from his team, and the trash talk now flying as fast as the snowballs. The kid who’d called him over was about ten years old, with ruddy cheeks and a warrior’s glint in his brown eyes. “Josh, right?”

Josh nodded, ducking down to avoid getting hit. “Yeah. We’re getting our asses handed to us, man.”

Evan thought briefly about addressing the swearing, then mentally shrugged. He wasn’t the kid’s father, and this was war. Swearing was allowed in war. “Where do you want me?”

“Front line,” Josh barked. “We need more firepower. You’re going to have to stay low, though. Emma was late, so the wall is too short.”

“My mom made me do my chores first,” said a freckle-faced girl with a scowl and heaved a snowball. “Quit being a dick about it.”

“Where’s Colin?” Evan asked, hoping to stave off an argument.

“Far corner,” Josh replied, and Evan poked his head out to see Colin’s arm heave a snowball in his direction. He ducked, and it went sailing harmlessly overhead.

Among the shouts and cries of children, Evan heard a muttered, “Dammit,” and grinned.

“All right, let’s do this,” he declared and picked up a snowball.
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Forty-five minutes later, a shout of “Emma, Matthew! Time to come inside!” had Evan sagging with a relief that was not shared by his comrades in arms. Groans and wails and cries of “Aw, Mom!” and “Five more minutes!” echoed around him, but the battle ceased, and one by one kids began trudging off towards their homes.

In short order, the yard had emptied of snow warriors, and Evan, sprawled out on his back, wished he’d had the forethought to bring a change of clothes. His jeans were soaked through from rolling around in the snow, and more than one missile had found its way down the collar of his shirt.

“I gotta up my cardio,” Colin wheezed, and Evan turned his head to look at him.

He sat propped against what was left of the snow wall; when they ran out of good snow to pack, the kids had started raiding it for material. He was red-faced and panting, his glasses askew on his face. His hair was sticking up, and his jeans looked just as wet as Evan’s.

They’d wound up on the same team at some point, chucking snowballs side by side, the furious pace of combat requiring all their focus. But it was quiet now, and though it could be his imagination, it seemed to Evan that a subtle tension had invaded the frigid air.

“I’m fucking exhausted,” Evan admitted, nerves springing to life in his belly now that they were alone. “And freezing.”

“Me too,” Colin grunted, and got to his feet. He staggered a little before he found his balance, then held out a hand.

Evan stared at it for a moment, his heart in his throat, then grabbed it and hauled himself to his feet. They stood for a moment, hands clasped and inches apart, tension thrumming almost audibly as their breath mingled in the icy air.

Then Colin dropped his hand and stepped back. He turned, lifting a hand to wave at the last of the kids as they disappeared into neighboring houses, then glanced back at Evan.

“Come on,” he said, his eyes inscrutable behind the lenses of his glasses. “You can warm up at my place.”

They trudged across the lawn in silence. Patches of grass were showing where the kids had trampled the snow or scraped it up for ammo, the winter grass poking up thin and straggly, until they crossed onto the relatively untouched blanket of snow covering Colin’s front yard. They walked the length of the house, past Evan’s Jeep in the drive, and circled to the side door.

Colin tapped in the code on the electronic lock—his childhood cat’s birthday—and led the way into the mud room off the kitchen.

Evan peeled off his jacket, grimacing when a chunk of snow slid down the back of his shirt. “I should’ve brought a change of clothes.”

Colin kicked off his boots. “I’ll bring you a pair of sweats.”

“If it’s no trouble.”

“Of course not. Need a shirt, socks?”

“Yeah.” Careful to match Colin’s mild, casual tone, Evan nodded and hung up his coat. “Yeah, that’d be great. Thanks.”

“No problem.” Colin peeled off his coat and hung it on the hook beside Evan’s, then stepped through the open doorway. “Be right back.”

Evan dragged the stocking cap off his head with a wince. Feeling awkward and anxious, he sat on the low bench against the wall and unlaced his boots. He peeled off his socks, then his shirt, and was wondering if he should go ahead and get rid of his jeans too when Colin reappeared in the doorway.

He'd changed, switching out his jeans and sweatshirt for a pair of gray sweats and a plain white t-shirt. “Here,” he said and tossed a bundle at Evan.

Evan caught it reflexively. “Thanks.”

Colin nodded. “I’ll be in the kitchen.”

“Shit,” Evan muttered when he’d gone, and shucked off his jeans.

Colin stared into the pot of soup warming on the stove, stirring by rote and mentally kicking himself. He knew he was acting weird, but he couldn’t seem to help it. He’d extended the invitation to the snowball fight because the kids had asked him to, and because he thought it might put things back on an even keel. And it had been fine, during the heat of battle. But now Evan was stripping down in his mudroom, and it didn’t matter that he’d done the same thing dozens of times before—it was different now.

They were different, now. And he didn’t know what to do about it.

“Smells good,” Evan said from behind him, and Colin dropped the whisk with a clatter. “Is that your tomato bisque?”

“Yeah. I froze some this summer.” He pulled the whisk out of the pot and grabbed a ladle. “You want?”

“I never turn down your soup,” Evan replied, and Colin filled the two thick, oversized mugs he’d already pulled from the cupboard. He set them on a tray, pulled out the half a baguette he’d had warming in the oven and laid it beside the mugs, then carried the tray to the breakfast nook. Evan was already there, perched in the chair on the far side of the table. He should’ve looked ridiculous in the too-short, too-tight sweats, but Colin had never felt less like laughing.

He set the tray down and picked up the warm baguette. “Bread?”

“God, yes,” Evan picked up his mug and blew on the contents. “I’m starving. Snowball fights work up an appetite.”

Nodding in agreement, Colin tore off a hunk of bread and handed it over before picking up his own mug. “There’s butter if you want it.”

“Who wouldn’t want butter?” Evan mumbled around a mouth full of bread, and Colin smiled into his soup.

They ate in silence for a moment, and some of the butterflies in Colin’s stomach went away as he filled it. They’d done this countless times before, sharing a snack in his kitchen, that it almost felt normal. Then he looked up and found Evan watching him, and just like that the butterflies were back.

“I’m sorry,” Evan blurted out before Colin could think of something to say. “I shouldn’t have kissed you.”

Colin froze, then carefully lowered his mug.

Evan grimaced. “That was the wrong thing to say, wasn’t it? Shit. I’m sorry, I just…I don’t know what you want me to do.”

“You don’t have to do anything,” Colin said carefully, and reached for the butter. “It’s fine.”

Evan rolled his eyes. “It’s not fine, Col. We haven’t talked in two weeks, and you can hardly look at me.”

“Well, it’s awkward,” Colin muttered, then deliberately lifted his gaze to meet Evan’s. The sadness in those dreamy blue eyes had guilt edging out the butterflies. “I’m sorry.”

Evan shook his head. “It’s not your fault. I got carried away. After the orgy, and what Tuck said…”

Colin frowned. “What did Tuck say?”

Evan fidgeted, dragging a hand through his tousled hair, then met Colin’s gaze. “He said you…have feelings for me.”

Colin just stared, having absolutely no idea what to say.

Evan shrugged, an awkward jerk of his shoulders. “And since I’ve had feelings for you since freshman year, I just thought—”

“Wait, what?”

“Yeah.” A tinge of pink stained Evan’s cheeks, but his gaze was rock steady. “That first day, when we both stopped at the campus LGBTQ+ Club’s booth during orientation. You remember?”

“I remember,” Colin murmured. He’d been so relieved there was an LGBTQ+ club. St. Thomas College might have been a liberal arts school, but it was also a Catholic one, and even though the school’s website had listed an LGBTQ+ club among its student organizations, he hadn’t been sure how that would look in real life.

“And I saw you,” Evan went on, fiddling with the handle of his mug, “signing up to volunteer for the homecoming booth. And I thought, him.”

“And you came to sign up, too.” Colin blinked. “Wait, you did?”

Evan nodded. “I’ve never stopped thinking it.”

“But…you dated,” Colin said, confused. “You dated a lot.”

“Because you did.” Evan shrugged again. “What else was I going to do?”

“You could’ve told me,” Colin said, indignation beginning to seep through the shock.

“You could’ve told me, too,” Evan countered. “Why didn’t you?”

Colin cleared his throat, dropping his gaze to the butter knife, forgotten in his hand. “Because by the time I figured it out, a couple of months into freshman year, you were dating that girl.”

“What girl?”

“The soccer player with the horse laugh.”

“Abigail,” Evan remembered with a fond smile. “She did kind of whinny, didn’t she?”

“You dated her for over a year, so I thought I’d missed my chance. And when you broke up with her, I was seeing Max.”

Evan let out a short, baffled laugh. “Right.”

“And after a while,” Colin went on slowly, “I guess I just got used to not saying anything.”

“Yeah.” Evan heaved a sigh, a faint smile on his lips. “Me, too.”

Colin looked at the man who’d been his closest friend for a decade and a half, and his most secret wish for nearly as long. “So…what now?”

Evan rubbed a hand on the back of his neck. “I thought we could go back to the way things were. You know…”

“B.O.”

Evan’s brow wrinkled. “Huh?”

“Before the orgy,” Colin explained.

Evan snickered, then the mirth on his face faded away. “But the thing is, Col, I don’t want to go back.”

Heart in his throat, Colin asked the question that had been haunting him for two weeks. “What do you want?”

“I want to be with you.”

Joy rushed through Colin, spilling out in a giddy grin. “I want that, too.”

Hope blazed in Evan’s eyes. “Really?”

Colin nodded. His head felt like it was filled with helium, and he was pretty sure if he tried to stand, his knees would give out. But in a strange way, it felt…good. Really good. “Yeah.”

Evan’s breath left in a whoosh, relief and pleasure and a little bit of fear reflected in his eyes. “Wow.”

Since that was pretty much how Colin felt too, he nodded. “Yeah.”

Evan swallowed, his throat bobbing, and licked his lips. “So, since we’re not going back…”

Colin let out a slow breath, nervous and a little queasy and quite possibly happier than he’d ever been. “Wanna try that kiss again?”

Evan blinked, heat blooming in his eyes. He pushed back from the table, the chair scraping against the floor loud enough to almost drown out the heartbeat thudding in Colin’s ears, and stood. “Come here.”

Helpless to do anything else, Colin rose to his feet, rubbing his damp and shaking hands on his thighs.

Evan’s eyes tracked the movement. “You’re nervous.”

“Yeah,” Colin admitted.

“Me, too,” Evan said, then he stepped forward, slid one hand around the back of Colin’s neck, and kissed him.

Colin had wondered, lying in his bed at night with his aching cock in his hand, if his memory had exaggerated the reality of that kiss in Tuck and Esme’s kitchen. For surely no kiss could be as hot, as rich, as overwhelming as he remembered it to be. But his memory hadn’t exaggerated at all.

He let his eyes drift closed and gave himself permission to just feel. The rough scrape of Evan’s beard against his chin, the firm press of his lips. The way the hand on his neck tightened when he moaned, then slid up to cup the back of his head.

Wanting more, wanting everything, he stepped forward. They collided, hard enough to knock Evan back a step, and broke the kiss. “Sorry,” Colin said, and took a deep breath to try to calm down.

Evan shook his head, tousled curls dancing. “Don’t be sorry,” he said and hooked a hand into the waistband of Colin’s sweats. He gave a quick jerk and Colin stumbled forward. Their hips collided, lighting a firestorm of sensation. “I love how fucking eager you are.”

“Oh. Good.” Emboldened, Colin shoved a hand down the front of Evan’s sweats.

Evan jerked, his breath coming out in a groan as Colin wrapped his hand around his hard, warm penis. “Jesus, Colin.”

Colin swallowed, his dick jumping in response to the eroticism of the moment. “You’re not wearing underwear.”

“I was,” Evan said, his chest heaving. His eyes had gone hazy with lust. “They got wet.”

Colin gave Evan’s shaft a short, hard stroke, delighted when his hips surged in response. “And you’re so hard.”

“I’m always hard around you,” Evan confessed.

“Seriously?”

“Well, half hard,” Evan amended and shoved his hips forward. “Stroke me again, Col.”

Part of Colin wanted to tease him, drag it out, make him beg. But they’d both waited long enough, so he did as Evan asked, stroking him from root to tip, where precum had made him slippery. “Like that?”

“Just like that,” Evan rumbled and kissed him again.

Colin matched his rhythm to the kiss, timing the stroke of his hand to the thrust of Evan’s tongue. He dragged his hand down and back up again, using the fluid leaking steadily from the tip as lube. And since his other hand wasn’t busy, he shoved it down the sweats to join the first, reaching past Evan’s straining cock to gently cradle his balls.

Evan ripped his mouth away from Colin’s. “Shit, shit. Stop, Colin, you gotta stop.”

Colin stilled his hands, but didn’t let go. “Why? You’re close, I can tell.”

“I know.” Evan dipped his head, resting his forehead against Colin’s. “That’s why you’ve got to stop.”

Colin frowned, confused. “You don’t want to come?”

Evan’s eyes were hazy with pleasure, bright with resolve. “Not like this.”

“We can go to the bedroom,” Colin offered, and had already taken half a step toward the hallway when Evan shook his head.

“Not yet,” he said, and reached down to pull Colin’s hands out of his pants.

“I don’t understand,” Colin said, his heart plummeting to his feet. “You said you wanted me. Wanted this.”

“I want it.” Evan turned his hands so he was grasping Colin’s, his eyes imploring. “Believe me, I do. But I want more. I want…a date.”

Colin blinked. “A date?”

“A date,” Evan confirmed.

“We played a game, ate dinner, and made out. Sounds like a date to me.”

“I guess it does,” Evan admitted with a hoarse laugh. “But I want a real date, where we go someplace, share an experience, talk.”

Then a smile tipped the corners of his lips. “And make out.”

That smile had a dreamy sigh leaping to Colin’s lips. “A date sounds nice.”

Evan grinned, boyishly eager. “Yeah?”

“Yeah,” Colin answered, then grimaced. His dick was straining his sweats, eager to come out and play. “But I guess this means I’m living with these blue balls for a while.”

“Not for long,” Evan promised, with a nip at Colin’s lower lip. “Not for long.”
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Colin eyed himself critically in the mirror. Evan wouldn’t tell him where they were going, wanting to keep it a surprise, and his only instruction had been to dress casually. The problem with that was that he and Evan had very different ideas of what casual meant. For Colin it meant leaving his tie at home; for Evan, it could be anything from jeans and a t-shirt to basketball shorts and no shirt.

When he’d asked for clarification, Evan had chuckled and told him to ‘just be comfortable’.

“Unhelpful,” Collin muttered, and staring at his reflection, tried to decide if he should change his sweater again. He’d purchased the emerald green crew neck on a whim and had never worn it, mostly because the color was so much brighter and bolder than he was used to. But everything else he’d tried on so far had seemed blah and unremarkable, not exactly the impression he wanted to make on a first date.

It didn’t matter that he and Evan had known each other for a decade and a half—this was their first date, and he wanted it to be perfect.

Deciding to stick with the sweater, he turned his attention to his pants. He'd chosen a pair of jeans, neatly pressed, the crease a knife’s edge down his thigh. Normally he’d have worn a pair of slacks, but with no idea where they were going, he decided to err on the side of Evan-casual.

He frowned at the sweater again, wondering if the heather blue half-zip cashmere would look better, then grimaced. He’d be at this all night if he wasn’t careful, so he stepped away, snagging the boots he’d already pulled from his closet, and walked out of the bedroom.

In the living room, he set the boots down and checked the watch strapped to his wrist. He had ten minutes before Evan was due to arrive. “Perfect,” he muttered and flopped onto the couch. “Just enough time to freak out.”

Evan cursed when his phone rang. Getting ready had taken longer than he’d planned, mostly because he spent ten minutes searching for the jeans he’d washed specifically to wear tonight. When he finally found them sitting in the dryer, they were so wrinkled he’d had to throw in a wet washcloth and run it for ten minutes to steam them back into a wearable state. Then he’d discovered his deodorant was empty and wasted several minutes digging through his stuff-I-bought-in-bulk-when-it-was-on-sale bin for a new one before he remembered he’d put the pack under the sink in his bathroom. As a result, he was leaving the house fifteen minutes later than he should have.

He did not have time to talk to his sister.

But he knew if he didn’t answer, she’d just keep calling until he did. And with Claire pregnant, he didn’t like to ignore calls. So he jammed his phone into the holder on his dash, turned on the engine, and answered on speaker. “What?”

“Nice mood you’re in,” Liza drawled. “Little nervous, are we?”

Evan shoved the gear shift into reverse and backed out of the parking space. “I’m late.”

“And nervous.”

“You’re nervous,” he muttered, shifting into first, and sped down the road.

Liza’s trilling laugh filled the car. “He’s nervous, Claire.”

“Did you just call to bust my balls?” he wondered and sped up to zip through a yellow light.

“That, and to wish you good luck.”

“Good luck, Evan!” another voice shouted in the background.

“Claire says good luck, too.”

“Thank you, Claire.” He slowed down for a turn, taking it on two wheels.

“Geez, Ev, slow down. I can hear your tires squealing over the phone.”

“I’m going the speed limit,” he said, the needle on the speedometer pushing fifty.

“You are not.”

He took his foot off the gas reluctantly. “Am so.”

“You’re such a liar.”

“Well, thanks for the pep talk,” Evan began.

“Wait, don’t hang up yet! What’d you decide to do tonight?”

Evan snorted. “Nice try.”

“Excuse me?”

“I’m not telling you where we’re going so you can conveniently show up there.”

There was an affronted gasp. “I would never do that, Evan.”

“She totally would,” Claire interjected.

“Hey, whose side are you on, here?” Liza grumbled at her wife.

“Evan’s,” Claire said, her voice getting stronger, and the unmistakable sounds of a tussle came through the phone.

“Hey!”

“Hi Evan,” Claire said smoothly over the cat-like screeching of his sister. “Liza seems to have forgotten that some things aren’t any of her business.”

“He’s my brother, how is it not my business?” Liza protested from the background.

“Because it’s not,” Claire said firmly, and Evan grinned when Liza’s voice faded into muted grumbling. “Enjoy your date, Evan. Tell Colin we said hi.”

“Thanks, Claire. I will.”

“You’re welcome. Good night.”

Evan snorted out a laugh when the call ended, picturing his pixie-sized sister facing off against her wife, the former volleyball player. Normally he’d put his money on Liza, the chaos monster, but the exception to that rule was Claire. Cool as a cucumber, calm as a mountain lake, not even their parents could calm Liza down like Claire. He’d assumed when they’d met that they would be together only long enough for a bit of short-term fun. They had so little in common, he just didn’t see how it could last. But they’d been married for three years now, with a baby on the way, and even the most cynical observer could see they were deliriously happy.

He’d always thought people who got married should have a lot in common, an idea that was no doubt fed by his parents’ relationship. Julie and Eddie Dunbar did everything together, from reading to watching TV to running the store. They had so much in common they might as well have been one person. But Claire and Liza were doing just fine.

They did have a few things in common, he mused as he turned into Colin’s drive. A love of sports, similar tastes in movies, a shared dislike of zoos. It wasn’t much, but it was apparently enough, a fact that gave him some hope. Because when he really thought about it, he didn’t have that much in common with Colin.

He cut the engine with a frown. He’d be lying if he said that didn’t worry him, just a little bit. He liked being outside, while Colin leaned toward more indoor, cerebral interests. He was the kind of guy who took community college classes for fun, while Evan would be thrilled to never set foot in a classroom ever again.

But it wasn’t that he never read a book, or that Colin never spent any time outdoors. It would be fine, he told himself, and shoving the worries away, got out of the car.

He made his way up the neatly shoveled walk to Colin’s front door and, with a deep breath to steady his nerves, knocked.

It opened almost immediately to a frowning Colin. “Why are you at the front door?”

“Uh…we have a date?” Evan ventured.

“You never come to the front door.”

That was true. He always came around to the kitchen door, which he had a key to. In fact, he didn’t think he’d ever knocked on Colin’s door before, and Colin had never knocked on his. Even in college they’d had an open-door policy. “Do you want me to go around to the kitchen?”

“No.” Colin swept a hand through his hair and stepped back. “Sorry. I just…you surprised me.”

“It’s okay,” Evan replied, stepping inside. Colin was dressed in a green sweater and jeans that made his butt look amazing. “You look nice.”

Colin shot him a look and reached for his coat. “I assume that means it’s appropriate for wherever we’re going?”

“Sure,” Evan said, then blinked. “Wait. Were you anxious about that?”

Colin shrugged into his coat. “A little.”

“Shit.” Guilt soured some of Evan’s excitement. He wasn’t sure why it had felt so important to keep their destination a surprise, but he realized now he should’ve been more forthcoming. “I’m sorry, Col.”

Colin shrugged. “I’m used to it.”

Evan was well aware of Colin’s anxiety, as he’d been dealing with it for most of his life. He took medication for it and had a lot of well-developed coping strategies, but the last thing Evan wanted was to be a source of worry for him. “We’re going to the hockey game.”

Colin’s eyes lit with surprise, and just a touch of trepidation. “Yeah?”

“Jude hooked me up, with tickets in the friends and family suite.”

Colin’s smile spread. “No shit?”

Pleased with the reaction, Evan rocked back on his heels. “Cool, right? No crowded concourse, no having to walk over people to get to our seats—or having them walk over us. And we only have to wear masks on the way in and on the way out.”

“Seriously?”

“We might have to share the space with someone else’s friends or family,” Evan admitted. “But it’ll sure as hell be less crowded than the regular seats. And no lines for the concessions or bathroom.”

“But I like the concessions,” Colin protested, still smiling.

“Full catering in the suites,” Evan informed him. “You can order whatever you want, and they’ll bring it right to you.”

“Well, damn. What are we waiting for?”

Evan swept his arm toward the door. “After you.”

The drive to Van Andle Arena didn’t take long, and parking was a breeze thanks to the valet pass Jude had arranged. They were met at the door by an arena employee dressed in slacks and a blazer with a nametag that read Chloe. She greeted them with a nod, checked their tickets, then handed them a pair of lanyards.

Evan hung it around his neck. “I’ve never had to wear one of these before.”

“It lets the staff know you’re cleared for the executive level, Sir,” Chloe explained, her crinkling eyes indicating she was smiling behind her mask. “If you’ll follow me?”

“Executive level,” Evan murmured as they fell into step behind her, and waggled his eyebrows at Colin.

Colin’s answering laugh was muffled. “I feel like an impostor.”

“Me, too,” Evan confessed, and going with impulse, reached for Colin’s hand.

Colin jolted, his eyes widening with surprise, and for a moment Evan worried he’d overstepped. Then he saw the faint flush on the back of Colin’s neck, and his fingers curled to grasp Evan’s.

Feeling shy and excited and not unlike he did in third grade when he developed a serious crush on Melissa Kowalski, he squeezed Colin’s hand and followed Chloe into an elevator. She swiped a key card, and the car lifted smoothly.

And Colin still held his hand.

When the elevator stopped, Chloe led them down a quiet, carpeted hallway to a set of double wooden doors. She opened them with a flourish, then stood aside to let them walk through. “Welcome to the Friends and Family Suite, gentlemen.”

“Whoa,” Colin muttered.

Evan silently agreed. The suite was huge, with a pair of sofas and matching club chairs in rich brown leather forming a seating area on one side, and a bar—complete with bartender, who sent them a welcoming nod—on the other. Two short rows of stadium-style leather seats sat in front of the glass wall that overlooked the rink. Made up of panels that could be opened or closed, they currently stood open, letting in music, the murmur of the growing crowd, and the distinctive sound of skates on ice.

Three people stood in the opening, their backs to the room, each of them in a home team jersey with the number 45 and the name Bacote on the back.

“This is great,” Colin enthused, and the trio at the window turned.

A man who Evan estimated to be in his fifties, with thinning gray hair and glasses, gave an enthusiastic wave. “Hello!”

He bounded forward, hand extended. Evan’s right hand was still caught in Colin’s, but before he could drop it to shake, the man stopped, lifting both hands in the air.

“Sorry, still not used to Covid greetings. I’m Jake, Jake Bacote.” He waved both hands with enthusiasm, wearing a beaming smile. “This is my wife Jenny, my daughter Alyssa. Our son JJ is playing his first game tonight.”

“I’m Evan, this is Colin,” Evan said. “Congratulations.”

“Thank you. We’re so excited.” Jenny stepped forward to wrap an arm around her husband’s waist. She wore her blonde hair in a neat ponytail, and her brown eyes were warmly curious. “Do you have family on the team, too?”

“A friend of ours is a defenseman,” Colin put in, and Evan glanced at him. His hand had tensed in Evan’s when Jake had approached, but he seemed relaxed now. He reached up to unhook his mask and smiled warmly at Jenny. “Jude Bessonnet.”

“Oh, he’s awesome,” Alyssa chimed in, her ponytail a twin of her mother’s, and smiled her father’s wide, infectious grin. She didn’t look more than sixteen. “And hot.”

“Alyssa,” her mother sighed.

“What? He is.”

“He’s an excellent player and by all accounts a very nice young man,” Jenny said firmly. “And that’s what matters.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Alyssa muttered, and mouthed so hot behind her mother’s back.

Evan choked back a laugh.

“Excuse me, folks,” Chloe cut in, and Evan turned to see her standing at the doors with another young woman in black trousers, a white shirt and a black vest. Her dark hair was back in a neat braid, and she wore a short black apron and a mask with the team logo on it. “This is Harper, she’ll be your server this evening, and that’s Benjamin behind the bar.”

Jake waved. “Hi, Harper.”

“I’ll leave you in their capable hands,” Chloe said and stepped back towards the doors.

“Thanks for the escort, Chloe,” Evan said, and dug into his pocket for a tip.

She took it smoothly, inclining her head. “Thank you, sir. Enjoy the game.”

“Damn,” Jake said when she closed the door and turned to frown at his wife. “Was I supposed to tip the guy who brought us here?”

“Maybe?” Jenny ventured, her brow wrinkling in thought. “Maybe we can track him down. His name was Alex, wasn’t it?”

“Yeah.” Jake turned to Harper, who looked completely non-plussed by this conversation. “Is it possible to get Alex back up here? I forgot to tip him.”

“Certainly, sir.” Harper nodded at the bartender, who picked up the phone behind the bar. “While Benjamin is handling that, is there anything you’d like to order from the kitchen before the game starts?”

“You got any of those carne asada nachos?” Jake wondered.

“Of course,” Harper said, pulling a tablet from her apron pocket, and tapping the screen.

“Oooh,” Jake and Jenny said in unison and bent their heads over it.

“Totally unsophisticated,” Alyssa muttered and sent Colin and Evan an apologetic, I’m-sorry-my-parents-are-so-embarrassing look. “We’ve never done the suite thing before.”

“Neither have we,” Colin said with a laugh. “We’re usually in the nosebleed seats.”

“Really?” Alyssa eyed them curiously. “Then how come you’re here tonight?”

“It’s our first date,” Colin said before Evan could think of something, and sent him a look that made Evan wish there wasn’t a teenager staring at them. “Evan wanted to make it special.”

Alyssa's eyes went dreamy, and she clasped her hands together. “Really? That’s so sweet.”

“I just thought of it,” Evan said, fighting the urge to squirm, reached up to pull his mask off. “Jude’s the one who made it happen.”

“He sounds like a really nice guy,” Alyssa said, still dreamy.

“He is,” Evan confirmed, and lowered his voice so her parents couldn’t hear. “And also, smokin’ hot.”

She stifled a giggle, then started when her mother called, “Alyssa, what do you want to eat?”

She darted over to hover over the tablet with her parents, and Evan turned to Colin. “Want to order a drink?”

“Sure,” Colin said, but when Evan started forward, Colin held him back.

Evan turned. “You okay?”

“I realized I forgot to thank you,” Colin said, pitching his voice low so it wouldn’t be heard over Alyssa and Jenny arguing about how much junk food the girl could order. “For the suite. Jude may have arranged it, but you thought of it.”

“And it’s the thought that counts?” Evan teased, wanting to lighten the mood a little.

But Colin’s eyes stayed serious. “Yeah.”

Emotion made his throat close up, so it took Evan a moment to get the words out. “You’re welcome.”

Colin waited a beat, his eyes seeming to bore into Evan’s. Then a hint of a smile curved his pretty mouth. “I’ll thank you properly later,” he murmured, and with a last squeeze, dropped Evan’s hand to saunter over to the bar.

Evan just stared after him for a moment, his heart thudding in his ears. Then he hurried to join Colin, lest the child in the room notice that his jeans no longer fit properly.

Colin nibbled on a chicken wing, his eyes on the ice. With twelve minutes to go in the third period the home team was ahead by a goal, but two of their players were sitting in the penalty box, and the opposition was pressing hard. Jude was on the ice to defend, his stick skimming across the surface in a wide arc as he tried to cover two players at once.

“This shit is tense,” he muttered.

“Tell me about it,” Evan replied. He was sitting on the edge of his chair, concentrating on the action below, a bucket of popcorn dangling from his fingertips.

Then the left winger fanned on a pass, and the puck was on Jude’s stick.

“There he goes,” Evan crowed, leaping to his feet along with Colin, the three Bacotes, and everyone else in the arena. The crowd roared as Jude streaked across center ice into the offensive zone, JJ Bacote right behind him. A lone defender stood in his path, taking away his shot, so Jude passed the puck to JJ. When the defender shifted his focus, Jude put on a burst of speed and skated around him. JJ passed the puck back, and with a little shoulder wiggle and a fake to the left, Jude sent the goalie sprawling and the puck into the back of the net for a shorthanded goal.

“Woohoo!” Evan shouted, flinging his arms up into the air and sending his popcorn flying.

Colin laughed and snagged a piece in mid-air. Beside him, Alyssa was filming on her phone, and her parents were jumping up and down in jubilation.

“Did you see?” Jake shouted, his face alight with joy. He was sweating like he’d just run a marathon and wore a mile-wide grin. “My boy got an assist! On a shortie!”

“Did you get it, Alyssa? Did you?” Jenny yelled, clinging to her husband as he spun her in a celebratory circle.

“I got it, I got it,” Alyssa assured them with a grin, still recording.

“That was awesome,” Colin said, shouting to be heard over the celebrating crowd.

“Hell yeah, it was,” Evan shouted back, and did a hip-shaking boogie as down on the ice, Jude skated past his bench to high-five his teammates, the assist providing JJ Bacote right behind him.

Colin tried to sit back down, then stood again to brush the popcorn out of his chair. Then he spotted his chicken wings on the floor, where they’d fallen when he surged to his feet.

Taking it philosophically—especially since he’d had nachos, two pretzels with mustard, and a barbeque pork sandwich—he scooped them up and walked past a still-boogieing Evan to the trash bin by the bar.

Benjamin gave him a nod. “Want a napkin?”

“Thanks.” Colin wiped his hands clean, then sent the napkin after the wings. “What time do you have to start closing up?”

Benjamin looked past Colin to the game clock. “At the ten-minute mark. I was just about to announce last call.”

“I’ll take a last beer, and a Coke for Evan,” Colin said and shook his head when Benjamin reached for a pair of glasses. “The cans are fine.”

Benjamin handed them over with a smile. “You guys are making my job easy.”

“You must not have seen the popcorn go flying.”

“I saw it,” Benjamin said. “But that’s Harper’s job.”

Colin laughed, and making a note to up Harper’s tip, went back to his seat. “Here.” He handed Evan the pop. “Benjamin’s closing up, so I grabbed you one for the road.”

“Thanks.” Evan popped the top and took a long guzzle.

Colin turned to tell Jake and Jenny, who were still riding the high of their son’s first AHL assist, that the bar was closing up, then settled back in his seat with his beer. “This was a good idea.”

Evan looked away from the game. “Does that mean you’re having a good time?”

“I’m having a great time,” Colin clarified, and curious, eyed his companion. “Were you worried I wouldn’t?”

Evan shrugged. “I know you’re not great with crowds sometimes, so it was a concern.”

“The luxury suite took care of that.”

“Right?” Evan flashed a grin and tapped his pop can against Colin’s beer. “I owe Jude.”

“I don’t know how I’m going to top this for our next date.”

A half smile quirked Evan’s mouth. “You’re planning our next date?”

“I figure it’s my turn,” Colin said, returning the smile. The butterflies were back in his belly. “Maybe I’ll take you bowling.”

“I like bowling,” Evan murmured, his eyes bright. “We used to go all the time in college, remember? That place on 28th Street.”

Colin laughed softly. “God, that place was a pit. Didn’t they tear it down?”

“Junior year,” Evan confirmed. “It’s a Starbucks now, I think. Or maybe a Dollar Store. But there’s a place downtown.”

“Bowling it is,” Colin said, and Evan laid a hand on his knee.

Warmth soaked through his jeans and sunk into his skin, kicking the butterflies in his stomach into another gear. And when he imagined that touch, that warmth on the rest of his body, they went ballistic.

He started when Alyssa squealed beside him. “Ohmigosh, look!” She pointed. “You guys are on the kiss cam!”

“What?” Colin turned to blink at the scoreboard hanging from the arena roof. Alyssa was right—there they were, up on the giant screen, encircled by a digital pink heart with the words Kiss Cam flashing across the top.

Evan laughed, impossibly handsome up on the screen, and waved for the camera. “Don’t worry,” he said to Colin, the words faint under the cheering encouragement of the crowd. “They’ll move on in a second.”

Colin knew that was true, and normally, the Kiss Cam was something he would avoid. He was rarely comfortable with so many eyes on him, or with turning what felt like a private moment into a public one. But the butterflies were still going berserk, Evan’s hand was warm and solid on his knee, and the whole of Van Andel Arena was cheering him on.

So he did what he wanted to do, and kissed Evan.

His lips were salty from the popcorn, slightly parted in surprise. Half a second later the crowd roared, and Colin dimly heard Alyssa cheering beside him, but for the three or four seconds his mouth was pressed against Evan’s, nothing else existed.

Then Evan shifted, angling his head to take the kiss deeper, and Colin remembered where they were.

He leaned back, reluctantly breaking the kiss. “The camera,” he murmured and glanced up at the screen. The Kiss Cam had moved on, and a white-haired man and woman were now centered in the pink heart.

Evan blew out a breath. “You didn’t have to.”

“I wanted to,” Colin said, and giving in to need, rested his forehead, just for a moment, against Evan’s. “Call it an impulse.”

“I like your impulses,” Evan whispered.

“You guys are so cute,” Alyssa said, and Colin glanced at her. She had her elbows on her knees, her chin in her hands, staring at them both with a dreamy look on her face. “And romantic.”

Evan let out a half laugh as Colin eased back in his seat. “Yeah?”

“Totally.” Then she sighed. “I wish someone was that into me.”

Colin smiled at her. He felt like he was floating. “Someone will be, someday.”

She rolled her eyes like the teenager she was. “Why do grownups always say stuff like that?”

Evan shot Colin a glance, eyes lit with suppressed laughter. “I guess that’s hard to hear, when you’re—how old are you?”

“Fifteen.”

Evan nodded. “And it’s hard to wait. But trust me—it’s worth it.”

“Whatever,” she muttered, and stomped away to join her parents at the bar.

“Did you mean that?” Colin wondered when she’d gone. Below them, the game had started up again, but he kept his eyes on Evan’s. “That…this…is worth the wait?”

“I wish we’d figured it out sooner,” Evan admitted, his voice low, his expression guarded. “And I’m glad we’re not waiting anymore.”

He paused, and Colin held his breath. But then Evan smiled, and pure joy shone in his eyes. “But I meant it. I’d wait for you forever.”

“No more waiting,” Colin managed to choke out, and just so there would be no confusion, laid his hand on Evan’s thigh and squeezed.

The muscle tensed in his grip, and lust darkened Evan’s summer blue eyes. “No,” he agreed hoarsely. “No more waiting.”
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They made the drive back to Colin’s house in near silence, so much tension filling the Jeep that it felt hard to breathe. It had started spitting icy rain sometime in the last hour, forcing Evan to drive far more slowly than Colin would have liked.

When Evan finally swung the Jeep into the drive, Colin all but leapt from the car and speed walked as quickly as he dared up the walk. He had his keys out and the door open by the time Evan caught up.

Not wanting to waste time on words, he simply grabbed a fistful of Evan’s sweater, yanked him inside, and slammed the door shut.

“What’s your hurry?” Evan asked, and the amusement in his voice might have put Colin’s back up if he hadn’t also been breathing like he was running a marathon.

“No more waiting, remember?” Colin said and towed him by his sweater down the hall to the bedroom.

A few years after he’d bought the house he’d renovated, combining the two small bedrooms at the end of the hall to create a full suite. It was perhaps a bit extravagant for a mid-century ranch, but Colin had wanted his bedroom to feel like a retreat, and he’d saved for two years to be able to afford the remodel. The result was a space plenty large enough for the walk-in closet, the bath with the steam shower and separate soaking tub and the biggest bed he could find.

He aimed for the bed, stumbling a little over the edge of the rug. When he bumped into the footboard, he let go of Evan’s sweater and reached for his own. “Get naked.”

“Are you in a hurry?”

“Are you kidding?” Colin demanded, trying to fight his way out of the sweater. “Fuck, ow!”

“Your glasses are caught,” Evan said with a laugh and worked them free of both the sweater and Colin’s hair. “There.”

Colin yanked the garment off his head and tossed it aside, then reached for his undershirt and sent that flying after the sweater. The world was fuzzy without his glasses, but he could see well enough to tell that Evan was still fully dressed. “Why aren’t you getting naked?”

“Because I’m in no rush.” The blur that was Evan walked around the bed to the nightstand, laid Colin’s glasses down, then came back to stand in front of him again.

Colin reached for him, and Evan caught his hands. “What are you doing?”

“Slowing you down,” Evan said and turned his wrists to twine his fingers with Colin’s. “We’ve waited fifteen years, Col. Don’t you want to savor it?”

Colin stared at Evan’s mouth, close enough to see clearly now. God, he wanted that mouth. “Can’t we savor it fast?”

“No,” Evan said and leaned forward to press his mouth to the hollow of Colin’s throat.

Colin tipped his head back, throat bobbing as he swallowed. “Ev, I’m on the edge, here.”

“Are you?” Evan murmured, shifting his lips to the side of Colin’s throat.

“Oh, shit,” Colin breathed. The swipe of Evan’s tongue was like silk, soft and delicate. Wanting firmer contact, Colin tried to pull Evan closer, only to come up short when he realized their hands were still entwined.

“Problem?” Evan asked, skimming his teeth along Colin’s jaw.

“Yes,” Colin choked out. “You’re killing me.”

“You’ve been killing me for fifteen years.” Evan lifted his head to gaze into Colin’s eyes. “I’m fucking starved for you, Col.”

“Then for God’s sake, Evan, kiss me.” Desperate and aching, Colin strained forward. “Please.”

“Well, since you asked so nicely,” Evan said with a wicked grin and finally gave Colin what he wanted.

The surge of need nearly knocked Evan off his feet, taking him from faintly amused to fiercely aroused in the span of a few heartbeats. Colin’s mouth was voracious, tongue stroking and teeth nipping, overriding Evan’s efforts to moderate the kiss. By the time he wrenched his mouth away, he was having trouble remembering why he wanted to.

Breathing hard, his eyes wild, Colin dragged his hands out of Evan’s grip and tugged the hem of his sweater up. “Please, Evan. I can’t take slow. I just can’t.”

“Okay,” Evan agreed, his heart pounding, and raised his arms so Colin could strip off the sweater. “But next time we’re going at my pace, even if I have to tie you to the bed.”

“Don’t threaten me with a good time,” Colin said, and for a moment, his eyes were bright with laughter.

Evan blinked. “I was joking.”

“I’m not. Why do you think I bought this bed?” Colin tapped the footboard. It was metal, a simple graphic design of interlocking horizontal and vertical slats that were mirrored in the headboard. Ideal, Evan realized, for tying someone to the bed.

“Well, damn.”

“Next time,” Colin promised, and kicked off his shoes. “Naked. Now.”

With one last look at the bed Evan obliged, kicking off his shoes and attacking his belt at the same time. Colin was ahead of him, already stripping his jeans down and off, followed quickly by his underwear and socks, and Evan paused, transfixed by the sight of him.

It wasn’t that he’d never seen Colin naked, or nearly so. They’d shared a dorm room, after all, plus locker rooms, swimming pools, and beaches at various times over the years—not to mention the orgy on Thanksgiving. So the sight of Colin’s body wasn’t new to him, but what was new was the ability to look without being afraid of being caught, so that’s what he did.

He was built like a runner or a swimmer, all lean muscles and long limbs. He wasn’t exceptionally tall, and was in fact a handful of inches shorter than Evan’s six feet, but he always seemed taller because of those long limbs. His arms and legs sported a light dusting of hair just a shade or two darker than the hair on his head, but his chest was smooth, with just a sprinkling of hair on his belly leading to the neatly trimmed thatch of pubic hair surrounding his pierced cock.

Evan stared, fascinated. He’d been obsessed with that piercing ever since Colin had unveiled it on Thanksgiving. Esme hadn’t wanted to suck Colin’s cock too deeply, worried that the little silver barbell that skewered his shaft just behind the crown would be difficult to navigate, but Evan couldn’t wait to get his mouth on it.

With nothing on his mind but doing just that, he started to step forward, only to be brought up short when Colin sank to his knees, shoved Evan’s hands away from the belt he’d forgotten to undo, and tackled it himself.

“What are you doing?”

“Getting you naked,” Colin replied and shucked Evan’s jeans and underwear to his knees in one quick motion. His cock bounced free, already hard enough to pound nails, and whacked Colin in the nose.

“Sorry,” Evan managed, biting back a laugh. He reached down with a trembling hand to wipe up the thin trail of precum that had spattered on Colin’s cheek.

Colin grabbed his hand, his head tilted back to look into Evan’s eyes, and licked the little pearl of fluid off his skin.

“Fuck, Colin.” Evan managed.

“I’ve wanted this for so long,” Colin confessed, and closed his eyes, cradling Evan’s hand against his cheek. Emotion welled up, closing Evan’s throat. He was struggling to speak when Colin opened his eyes again, leaned forward, and sucked the tip of Evan’s dick into his mouth.

Evan had to grab the footboard to keep from going to his knees. “Jesus, Col.”

Still looking up, Colin stuck out his tongue to lap at the underside of Evan’s shaft. “Just enjoy,” he mumbled, his lips vibrating against the sensitive glans, and popped the head back into his mouth.

Evan had had his share of blowjobs over the years—probably more than his share, if anyone was counting—and he’d loved every single one of them. He’d been introduced to the wonders of a warm, wet mouth on his dick his junior year of high school by Jenna Cooper under the bleachers at the football field. It was his first sexual experience, and he’d thought then, with Jenna crouched over him as he stared up at the layers of gum on the underside of the bleachers, that nothing could possibly feel better, and nothing in his experiences between then and now had changed his mind.

But knowing it was Colin’s mouth wrapped around his cock took it to a whole new level.

He clung to the footboard and watched his shaft disappear into Colin’s mouth, then reemerge, slick and shiny with spit. Colin wrapped his hand around the base, holding it steady, and the sight of those long, elegant fingers wrapped around his ruddy shaft had Evan gritting his teeth against the surge of desire. And that was before Colin took him all the way to the back of his throat.

Evan had long maintained that the thing that bridged the gap between a good blowjob and a great one wasn’t skill. Anyone could learn how to use their tongue, their teeth, their hands to be an excellent cocksucker—it just took time and patience. What made the difference, as far as Evan was concerned, was something else entirely: enthusiasm. When the person on their knees with a dick in their mouth made it undeniably, unambiguously clear there was nothing else they’d rather be doing—that was a superior blowjob experience.

Esme had blown him at the Thanksgiving orgy with that kind of enthusiasm, and Colin was sucking his dick with it now. And it was fucking amazing.

Evan stared at Colin, transfixed. His eyes were half closed, an expression that could only be described as blissful on his face. He dipped his head forward until his lips brushed against the fist he had curled around the base of Evan’s dick, then drew back with a moan that seemed to vibrate through Evan’s entire body. Then he did it all over again.

“You’re killing me,” Evan rasped, and Colin’s eyes fluttered open.

They were hazy with desire, glowing with triumph. Holding Evan’s gaze, he pulled his mouth off his dick, pushed it up towards Evan’s belly, and dipped below to tongue his balls.

“Shit.” Evan tightened his grip on the footboard. His belly clenched, his dick pulsing in Colin’s grip. The orgasm he was sure he could keep at bay was threatening now, his lust surging at the absorbed, rapturous look in Colin’s eyes. He looked almost euphoric, and for Evan, the idea that sucking his dick would bring Colin that kind of joy was the most potent of aphrodisiacs.

He swallowed hard and bore down. “You have to stop,” he told Colin, gritting his teeth as Colin’s tongue slithered between his balls. “I’m going to come if you don’t.”

“So?” Colin mumbled, and sucked Evan’s left nut into his mouth.

“Oh, shit,” Evan moaned. “Please, Col, stop. I don’t want to do this without you.”

“I’m right here,” Colin mumbled around a mouthful of nut, his thumb stroking over the slick and sensitive head of Evan’s dick. “I’ve got you. You can let go.”

Evan shook his head wildly, desperately. “No. Please, Col. Please.”

One hand still curled around Evan’s dick, Colin pushed to his feet. “What’s wrong?”

There was worry in Colin’s eyes, a sort of confused concern that Evan wanted to ease. But his throat felt too thick to speak, and he couldn’t make himself smile. So he did the only thing he could. Reaching for Colin with trembling hands, he drew him in and poured everything he was feeling—desire, longing, desperate, aching need—into a kiss.

They clung to each other, hands roaming, hearts pounding. When Colin moved backward, Evan followed, not wanting to end the kiss, and they tumbled sideways onto the bed still locked together.

“God, I want you,” Colin breathed. His hands, nimble and firm, slid around to cradle Evan’s butt.

“Me, too.” Evan followed the slick slide of Colin’s tongue with his own, then added a nip. “I swear, I could come just from kissing you.”

Colin laughed, a giddy sound that would’ve made Evan grin if his mouth hadn’t already been occupied. “I want your hands on me.”

“Where?” Evan nibbled on Colin’s full bottom lip like the delicacy it was. “Tell me where.”

“My cock,” Colin said with a moan. “My balls. Jerk me off, Ev.”

More than willing, Evan grabbed the shaft that had been prodding him in the thigh and gave it a long, firm stroke. “Like that?”

Colin swallowed hard. “Harder on the shaft,” he directed breathlessly. “Softer on the head. Use your fingertips, gentle on the piercing…fuck yeah, like that.”

Evan followed the breathless directions, watching Colin’s face. Bright pink stained his cheeks, and his eyes were half closed, his mouth slack. It was a look of raw carnality, and Evan had put it there.

The twin surges of power and desire nearly sent him over the edge.

Wanting the connection, he took Colin’s mouth in another kiss, swallowing hissing moans and ragged breaths. And when Colin returned the favor, grasping Evan’s cock in a fumbling hand, his moan mingled with his lover’s.

Overcome, and near delirious with lust, Evan whispered against Colin’s mouth, “Let’s come like this.”

Colin’s eyes fluttered open to stare at him. “Like what?”

“Like this,” Evan repeated, rolling his hips so his shaft bumped against Colin’s. Hot and hard, soft and slick with precum, the metal of that piercing a firm, smooth pressure against the sensitive head of his cock. But it wasn’t quite enough.

“Let go of me for a second,” he said, and when Colin’s hand dropped away, Evan shifted, pressing his spit-slick shaft against Colin’s and rolling his hips again.

“Oh, Christ.” Colin’s eyes drifted shut as his back arched, pressing himself against Evan. “Do that again.”

Evan did it again, using his hand to press their dicks together, rolling his hips to slide up and down, the friction both agonizing and delicious. Every time the piercing in Colin’s cock rubbed against the underside of Evan’s, it sent a little lightning bolt of sensation straight to his balls. He thought of what it would feel like to have it inside him, the possibilities for pleasure making his head spin. It was so tempting that he thought briefly about calling a halt to the frottage/mutual handy to find out, but the notion of stopping was simply unbearable.

So he put the idea aside for later and focused on the now.

They got into a rhythm, hips rolling and cocks pumping. Precum poured from Colin’s cock, from Evan’s, sliding down to wet their shafts, so the slick slap of flesh against flesh mixed with their ragged breathing in the big room. Their bellies rubbed together, sweaty and hot, grinding so hard against one another Evan had to grab onto Colin’s hip to keep them from being pushed apart.

Colin had worked his hand out from between them to grab a fistful of Evan’s hair while the other clung to Evan’s sweaty back. They continued to kiss, nibbling and licking and sucking at whatever skin they could reach, pausing on occasion to suck in a life-sustaining breath before diving in again. Evan kept his eyes open, wanting to see his lover’s face, to see the pleasure and emotion in the man he’d longed for and loved for so long, needing it almost as much as an orgasm.

Pressed against Colin so close they were all but sharing skin, Evan felt the quickening of his breath, the tightening of his muscles, and knew he was close.

“Open your eyes, Colin,” he urged, hips pumping, sweat flying as they raced for the finish. “Come on, baby, look at me.”

Colin’s lashes fluttered up obediently, revealing hazy brown eyes drenched in need. “Fuck, Ev. I’m so close.”

“I know.” Evan slid his tongue over Colin’s open mouth, dipping inside for a taste, then pulled back again. “I know, baby.”

Colin licked his lips, his breath coming in ragged pants, his eyes wild. “Are you?”

“Yeah.” His balls were drawing up tight, that telltale tingle racing down his spine. His hips lost their rhythm, jerking awkwardly against Colin’s as the first spasms struck. “Fuck yeah, I’m coming.”

Then the roaring in his ears hit, nearly drowning out Colin’s choked, “Me, too,” but he saw his lover’s jaw clench, his wild eyes go blank with ecstasy, and through the wrenching, nearly painful tremors of his own pleasure, felt the hot splash of Colin’s cum on his skin.

When he could breathe again, he slumped on the bed, his face falling into the curve of Colin’s shoulder. “Holy Mother of God.”

“You can say that again,” Colin wheezed.

“Holy Mother of God,” Evan said obediently and smiled when Colin laughed.

“Goddamn, that almost killed me.” Colin rolled to his back with a grunt. Taken by surprise by the move, Evan’s face skidded across his sweaty chest. “Shit, sorry.”

“S’ok,” Evan mumbled, rubbing his nose where it had bumped against Colin’s shoulder. Then he just laid back down with a sigh. “Well, that answers that question.”

“What question?”

Spent, and feeling more relaxed than he had in months, Evan let his eyes drift closed. “I always wondered if sex with you would live up to the fantasy.”

Colin made a humming sound. “You fantasized about this?”

“Well, yeah.” Too content to be concerned about the surprise in Colin’s voice, Evan kept his eyes closed. “Didn’t you?”

“Yeah,” Colin admitted, then let out a weak chuckle. “So, what’s the verdict?”

Evan was drifting now, floating on a cloud of post-coital bliss. “Hmmm?”

“The verdict,” Colin repeated. The bed jostled, and Evan pried one eye open to see that Colin had rolled onto his side and propped himself up on one elbow. His hair was sticking up on one side and his face was still flushed, and he was staring down at Evan with a sleepy vulnerability that made Evan want to cuddle him like a puppy. “Did it live up to your fantasy?”

Evan laid a hand against Colin’s cheek. “The fantasy didn’t even come close.”

The color on Colin’s cheeks deepened. “Really?”

“Really. What about you?”

“Yeah,” Colin said shyly, then a gleam entered his soft brown eyes. “But I wanted to suck your dick for longer than that.”

Despite the post-orgasm lethargy, Evan felt a faint stirring of renewed desire. “Next time. But only if I get to return the favor.”

The gleam brightened. “I can sign off on that.”

Evan laughed, his gaze drifting lazily down over Colin’s nude form, then blinked in surprise when he saw Colin’s chest. “Jesus, you come a lot.”

“That might have been you,” Colin pointed out, and Evan looked down at the puddles and streaks on his belly.

“Nah.” Feeling marvelously loose, Evan reached his arms overhead in a long, spine-lengthening, joint-popping stretch. “I was there at Thanksgiving, remember? You came buckets then, too. Esme looked like a glazed doughnut when you were done.”

“I’m very well hydrated,” Colin said defensively, a laugh in his eyes.

God, he was so cute. “Obviously.”

Colin wrinkled his nose, but the humor in his gaze didn’t fade. “Afraid you can’t handle it?”

“Absolutely,” Evan said baldly.

Colin laughed and slipped off the bed. “Want a shower?”

“Now that you mention it.” Evan watched appreciatively as Colin began to gather the clothes they’d left strewn on the floor. “You can leave my clothes,” he pointed out. “I’m just going to have to get back into them.”

“They’ll wrinkle.” Colin folded Evan’s sweater neatly and laid it on the bed. “You can use the shower first, if you want.”

Colin had designed the shower enclosure himself, and it was more than big enough for two. But maybe he wasn’t ready for the intimacy of that. Forcing himself to remember that it had been his idea to go slow, Evan nodded. “Thanks.”

Colin picked up Evan’s jeans. “Or I could join you. You know, to save water.”

Evan grinned. He couldn’t help it, he was just so damn happy. “Conservation is very important.”

Colin laid the folded jeans on top of the sweater. “Vital.”

Evan sat up to watch Colin take his clothes to the hamper by the bathroom door. The man had a fine ass. “It’s our duty to the planet.”

“For future generations,” Colin agreed and walked into the bathroom.

Evan sat there a moment, enjoying the view until it disappeared. Then he hopped off the bed and with a spring in his step and a song in his heart, followed the love of his life into the shower.

“That shower is awesome,” Evan said half an hour later in Colin’s kitchen. His hair was still damp, and though he wore his jeans again—wrinkle-free—he hadn’t bothered with a shirt. “I don’t know how I’m supposed to go back to the piss trickle showerhead in my apartment after that.”

Dressed in sweats and a long-sleeved t-shirt, Colin pulled a pitcher of water from the fridge and poured two glasses. “It cost half as much as the rest of the renovations combined, and it was completely worth it.”

“Agreed.” Evan took the glass Colin handed him and drank. Between the salty food at the game and the sex, he was parched.

“More?” Colin asked, and Evan held out his glass for a refill.

He guzzled glass number two, then with his desperate thirst relieved, set his glass on the counter with a sigh. “I needed that.”

Colin set his glass beside Evan’s. “You hungry?”

Evan shook his head. “You?”

“I ate plenty at the game, so I’m good.”

“Oh. Okay.”

They stood in silence for a moment, then Colin grimaced. “This is awkward, isn’t it?”

“A little,” Evan acknowledged, some of his tension easing at the acknowledgment of the elephant in the room. “But I think that’s normal, you know? We’re in new territory.”

Colin ran a hand over his damp hair, ruffling the neatly combed strands. “I know, but…it feels like it shouldn’t be this hard. We’ve hung out a million times.”

“Not after jerking each other off,” Evan pointed out.

Colin huffed out a laugh. “That’s true.”

“We spent a lot of years being friends, pretending there was nothing else between us,” Evan said, watching Colin’s face carefully to gauge his reaction. That aching vulnerability was back in his eyes, rousing all of Evan’s protective instincts. “It’s going to take time to adjust.”

Colin nodded. “Yeah, I guess so.”

“So, we do what we always did,” Evan continued. “Hang out, watch movies, a ball game.”

Colin smiled, a quick flash of shy delight. “Have snowball fights with the neighborhood kids.”

There was an odd sensation in Evan’s chest, an odd sort of fizzy, tingling ache reminiscent of the feeling he got when champagne bubbles accidentally went up his nose. But it didn’t hurt. It didn’t hurt at all. “Definitely.”

“Too late for a snow battle now,” Colin said, nodding at the dark sky outside the kitchen window. “But we could watch a movie. And you could stay, if you want.”

“I want,” Evan said. “I have to leave by eight for the store, though.”

“You can make breakfast, then,” Colin decided, and after a moment’s hesitation, reached out to take Evan’s hand.

Almost giddy with relief, Evan gave it a squeeze. “I can do that. You have Pop-Tarts, right?”

“Maybe I’ll make breakfast,” Colin said and led the way to the living room.
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They watched the first John Wick movie, snuggled up together on the couch. It wasn’t much different from the last time they’d watched a movie together, Colin thought, except for the snuggling. And when Colin nodded off halfway through, he did it with his head on Evan’s shoulder.

And when Evan woke him up after the movie was over, it was with a kiss.

They shut down the house together, checking the locks and shutting off the lights, then trooped down the hall to the bedroom. Colin dug out an extra toothbrush for Evan, and they brushed their teeth at the wide double sinks, side by side. In the bedroom, Evan shucked out of his jeans and started to crawl into bed naked, then paused.

“I don’t usually wear pajamas,” he said, blinking sleepily across the expanse of the California King. “Is that okay?”

Colin tried not to ogle. The late hour, combined with the anxiety he’d battled all day had left him dragging, fatigue a heavy weight. “Sure,” he said, and to keep from staring, crossed to the bureau to pull out the shorts and t-shirt he wore to bed. By the time he got changed, Evan was curled on his side, eyes closed, his breathing already deepening in the rhythm of sleep. He was almost in the center of the big bed, but Colin didn’t mind.

Careful not to disturb him, Colin turned out the light and slid silently under the covers.

“Sorry.”

Colin paused in adjusting his pillow to look at Evan. His eyes had adjusted to the dark, so he saw that Evan had opened his. “Sorry for what?” he asked in a whisper.

“Too tired to fuck,” Evan replied, his voice soft and blurred with fatigue.

“That’s okay.” Colin snuggled into his pillow. They lay on their sides, facing each other in the dark. “I’m too tired to fuck, too.”

“Wish I wasn’t,” Evan said with a sigh. “Love touching you.”

Warmth bloomed in his belly. “You can still touch me.”

“Yeah?”

The sleepy eagerness in his voice had the warmth spreading into Colin’s chest. “Yeah,” he replied, and reaching for Evan’s hand, drew it across the sliver of space between them. “How’s that?”

His hand flexed once, then lay still on Colin’s hip, a warm and welcome weight. “S’good,” Evan said and closed his eyes on a sigh. “Night, Colin.”

“Good night, Evan,” Colin whispered and watched his lover sleep until he couldn’t stay awake any longer.

Colin woke early, feeling surprisingly rested despite the late night, and wasn’t surprised to see Evan still asleep beside him. They’d shifted during sleep, turning loose of each other at some point, and now Evan lay sprawled on his belly, his face turned away, covered to the top of his head by the comforter. He didn’t stir when Colin slipped out of bed and dressed, or when he used the bathroom, so Colin left him sleeping and went to make coffee.

With the first cup in hand, he went into his home office and powered up his computer. He skimmed through his email and double-checked his calendar, mentally mapping out his day. His first client meeting wasn’t until nine, and he was well prepared for it, so he went back to the kitchen to see what he had for breakfast.

He was whisking eggs and cream in a bowl when Evan wandered in.

“Hey,” he said, his early morning voice like velvet over gravel, and yawned. He’d pulled on jeans but nothing else, and he’d left the jeans unfastened. The sight made Colin’s mouth water in a way that had nothing to do with his rumbling stomach.

“Hey.” He added a thick pat of butter to the pan he had heating on the stove, filling the kitchen with the sweet scent. “There’s coffee if you want it.”

“That’s what woke me up,” Evan admitted and crossed the kitchen for a cup. “I thought I was making breakfast.”

“I was up first.” Colin picked up the pan to swirl the melting butter around. “And I’m out of Pop-Tarts.”

Evan gulped his coffee. “You know that was a joke, right?”

Colin just looked at him, one eyebrow arched in question.

“Okay, it was half a joke,” Evan admitted.

“That’s what I figured.” Since the butter had melted, Colin swirled the pan to spread it around and added the beaten eggs.

Evan sipped his coffee. “Anything I can do?”

“Yeah,” Colin decided, and setting the spatula down, reached out to dip his hand into the open waistband of Evan’s jeans. He grabbed a fistful of material, reveled in the little thrill the brush of pubic hair against his fingers provided, and gave a solid yank so Evan stumbled forward, his chest bumping against Colin’s. “You can give me a kiss.”

Evan was grinning when his mouth met Colin’s. He tasted like coffee and morning, a combination Colin had always avoided with past lovers, but with Evan, he just didn’t give a shit. He wanted the kiss, and he wasn’t going to wait for minty freshness to get it.

He was rougher than he’d intended, fed by the sight of sleepy, sexy Evan in nothing but a pair of jeans held up only by a dick and a prayer, and he worried for a moment it would be too much. But Evan met him beat for feral beat, and when they finally pulled apart they were both panting.

“You can make some toast, too,” Colin said, and with a last little nip on that plump lower lip, eased back to rescue the eggs.

“Toast,” Evan repeated, his chest heaving, and let out a whistling breath. “Sure, I can do that.”

“Bread’s on the counter,” Colin pointed out, unaccountably pleased when Evan just stared at it with a bemused look on his face. “You know, for the toast.”

“Right.” Evan reached for the bread, then realized he still held the coffee cup. He set it down. “Shit, Col.”

Torn between embarrassment and amusement, Colin stirred the eggs. “Sorry. I got carried away.”

“Don’t apologize.” Evan shoved four pieces of bread in the toaster, picked up his coffee cup, and staggered back to lean against the counter. “You can kiss me like that anytime.”

“I’ll remember that.” Colin reached for the aged Gouda he’d taken out of the fridge. “You okay with cheese in the eggs?”

“Sure,” Evan said. “You okay with your dick in my mouth?”

Colin scraped his knuckles on the cheese grater. Ignoring the throbbing in his hand, he stared at Evan. “Now?”

“Maybe when you’re not working with sharp objects. You okay?”

“I’ll live.” But he set down the cheese grater.

“Sorry,” Evan said, but the chuckle didn’t sound at all contrite. “You just look so domestic, cooking us breakfast. It’s sexy.”

Flustered, Colin turned down the flame under the eggs. “Domestic is sexy?”

“Maybe domestic isn’t the right word. Competent,” Evan decided. “That’s what it is. Competency porn.”

Colin wasn’t unfamiliar with the term, but he’d never imagined it applied to himself. It embarrassed him a little, and it pleased him.

“Probably got a couple of meetings, so you dress up a little, even though they can’t see all of you over Zoom,” Evan said, gesturing to the charcoal slacks and pale blue button-down Colin wore. “And you don’t want to spill egg or butter or whatever on yourself, so you put on the apron—which is the cleanest apron I’ve ever seen, by the way.”

Colin glanced down at the crisp white cotton canvas, heat flooding his cheeks. “I got mustard on it last week, so I washed it.”

“You’ve got your tidy apron and your neat clothes and your sexy as fuck glasses—”

Colin blinked. “My what?”

“—and your hair is perfect somehow. You’re so damn cute, all put together like that, and I don’t know, I just suddenly wanted to blow you.”

Evan paused to glance at the clock on the stove. “But we probably don’t have time for that, huh?”

Colin reached for the strings on his apron, already hard under it. “We do if we skip breakfast.”

“I’d be willing to forego eggs in favor of a Colin protein drink,” Evan said, an impish glint in his summer sky eyes. “But when I finally get my mouth on you, I’m not going to rush it. And when I’m done, you’re not going to be in any shape to go to work.”

Colin had to take a second to find his voice, his breath. Nobody had ever talked to him like that, wanted him like that. It was more intoxicating than the most potent drug, making his head spin and his heart pound. “I could call in sick.”

Heat flashed in Evan’s eyes, along with something that might have been regret. “I can’t.”

“Right. Right.” The deep breath did nothing to calm the fire in his blood—he felt like the flame from the burner had leapt out from under the egg pan and engulfed him—but it brought enough focus to pull him back from the ledge. When the toaster dinged, he turned off the flame under the eggs and picked up the cheese again. “I guess you better get the toast then.”

“I guess I better.”

Colin plated the eggs while Evan buttered the toast—too much butter, but Colin was too flustered to care—then carried the plates to the breakfast nook. Evan followed with the toast and coffee and settled into his chair.

“This looks great, Col.”

“Thanks.” Colin picked up his fork and tried to think with his big brain. “Are you free tonight?”

Evan swallowed the eggs he’d just shoveled in. “Putting in a full day at the store, then Mom wants me to come over for dinner. She’s planning a baby shower for Liza and Claire.”

Which meant they couldn’t have date number two tonight. Colin picked up his coffee and tried to swallow his disappointment. “And she wants your help?”

Evan’s grin flashed. “She knows better than that. But Julie likes an excuse to make dinner for everyone.”

“Pasta with meatballs in red sauce?”

Evan lifted his coffee in a toast. “You got it. You should come.”

Colin paused, fork halfway to his mouth. “Me?”

“Why not? You’ve been there before.”

Colin set down his fork. “Yeah, but that was before.”

“Before what?” Evan wanted to know, then blinked. “Oh. Before. Yeah.”

“Do they know?

Evan lifted his head. “About us? I don’t think so. We haven’t talked about it.”

“Oh.”

“But Liza knows. And Claire.” Evan eyed him from across the table, his gaze oddly shuttered. “Is that okay?”

“Of course, it is,” Colin said, and ignored the little wiggle of nerves in his belly. “I just wondered.”

“Have you told anyone?”

Colin shook his head. “I haven’t talked to my folks in a while.”

“They’re still doing their road trip thing, right?”

“Yeah.” Colin’s parents had taken a chunk of their retirement money, bought an RV, and were touring the country. “Covid slowed them down for a while, but they’re back on the road now.”

“Jude knows. I told him when I asked for the tickets.”

Colin nodded. He’d assumed as much, but he hadn’t really thought about it. It intensified that wiggle in his belly. “Sure, sure.”

“If you don’t want people to know—"

“It’s not that,” Colin hurried to say, then sighed. “Exactly.”

“What’s going on, Col?”

“I don’t know,” Colin admitted, and though it made him feel slightly nauseous, forced himself to meet Evan’s gaze. “I think I’m just nervous.”

“About us?”

“Yeah,” Colin admitted.

Evan nodded. “Me, too.”

Colin blinked. “Really?”

“Sure. Going from friends to lovers after fifteen years…it’s a lot.”

Grateful that he understood, Colin let out a slow breath. “Yeah, it is.”

“So if you aren’t comfortable with people knowing we’re together just yet,” Evan continued, “I get it.”

“I don’t mind people knowing. I don’t,” Colin repeated, feeling the need to emphasize the point. “I guess I just haven’t thought that far ahead.”

Evan nodded. “Okay. How far ahead have you thought?”

“Honestly? Not much past getting naked,” Colin admitted and fought not to hunch his shoulders when Evan grinned.

“You’re so horny, Col. Who knew there was a sex fiend hiding under those neatly pressed clothes?”

“I don’t see what my clothes have to do with it,” Colin said primly, struggling not to blush. “Plus, fifteen years of waiting.”

“Touché.” Evan crunched into his toast, eyes gleaming.

Wanting to get back on steady ground, Colin cleared his throat and reapplied himself to his eggs. “So, date number two. Still want to go bowling?”

“Sure. Dad’s got me opening the store all week, but I’m off this weekend, and only working half a day on Friday.”

That was two days away. Colin swallowed his disappointment and nodded. “Okay. Friday night?”

“Let’s make it Saturday afternoon,” Evan countered.

“You have plans on Friday night?” Colin asked, trying desperately to sound casual and go with the flow.

“You made breakfast, so I owe you a meal.”

It took him a second. “You want to cook me dinner?”

“Yeah. I want to cook you dinner.” Evan used the last of his toast to wipe his plate clean. “Okay if we do it here? My place isn’t as comfortable.”

“Maybe if you got some furniture in there from this century,” Colin began.

“That chair is a classic,” Evan pointed out and popped the toast into his mouth. “And the couch was free.”

“Because your mom was throwing it out.”

Evan just grunted and picked up his coffee. “Is that a yes?”

Colin gave up. Evan didn’t care about aesthetics or design—function and comfort were his two main criteria for furniture, with price running a close third—and nothing Colin had said in all the years they’d been friends had changed that. “Sure. What time?”

“You work until five, right?”

“Yeah, but I can cut out early if I don’t have any meetings.”

Evan pursed his lips, his eyes thoughtful. “If I come over around four, I’ll have time to get things set up so it’ll be ready by the time you’re done.”

“That’ll work. What are we having?”

Evan was quiet for a moment, toying with the handle of his coffee cup. “I don’t know yet,” he said finally, and raised an eyebrow in question. “You okay with a surprise?”

“Sure,” Colin said. “I won’t have to figure out what to wear, at least.”

Evan sent him a slow, sexy wink that had the butterflies in Colin’s belly waking up. “No, you won’t.”

Colin lost his breath for a moment at the seductive gleam in Evan’s eyes. “Stop.”

“Stop what?” Evan asked innocently, though the gleam in his eyes never faded.

“Giving me the bedroom eyes when we don’t have time to do anything about it.” Colin tried a stern, narrow-eyed look. He wasn’t sure he pulled it off, because he was blushing again.

“Why would I stop when you like it so much?”

“I do not,” Colin said, loving it.

“Yeah, you do,” Evan said, confident, and rose to his feet. “Gotta get dressed.”

Colin watched him carry his dishes to the sink and rinse them off. “Cocky bastard.”

“Yeah.” Evan shut off the faucet and turned. He’d splashed some water on his chest, and Colin watched, fascinated, as it ran in tiny rivulets down the plane of his abdomen to disappear in his open fly. “You like that, too.”

He did. He liked it a lot, though it felt like he should deny it, just on principle. Then Evan winked, that sexy smile still curling on his mouth, and any words Colin might have used to protest slipped away like smoke.

When Evan strolled out of the kitchen, Colin let out a slow, careful breath. Friday seemed very far away.

Thanks to a goodbye kiss that had turned into a grappling, sweaty make-out session, Evan was ten minutes late to the store. His dad was already there when he let himself in, booting up the trio of registers at the checkout desk.

He looked up when his son came in, a smile creasing his weathered face. “What, you don’t call when you’re going to be late?”

Evan shoved up the sleeves on his sweater—the same one he’d worn last night, he hadn’t had time to go home and change—and rolled his eyes. “It’s ten minutes.”

“Late is late,” Eddie countered. “I’m docking your pay.”

Evan slipped behind the counter and laid a smacking kiss on his father’s cheek. “Tyrant.”

“Freeloader,” Eddie countered and leaned back to give his son a curious once over. “Why are you dressed up?”

Evan looked down at the sweater and jeans, which thanks to Colin’s tidying, were only a little wrinkled. “I’m not dressed up.”

“A sweater instead of a t-shirt, jeans that don’t look like you picked them up off the floor.” Eddie grinned. “Got a hot date after work?”

“I’m having dinner at your house,” Evan reminded him. “So, no.”

“Oh, right.” Eddie’s brow creased for a moment, then the grin was back, along with a sparkle in the blue eyes he’d passed to his son. “Must have been last night, then. Never made it home, did you?”

Evan just sighed and keyed into the first register. He knew he should’ve gone home and changed.

“So? You gonna tell me who it is?”

Normally he would. He had a good relationship with his father, more of a friendship dynamic than a father/son one at this point, and it was rare for him to keep things from him. But with the conversation with Colin fresh in his mind, he hesitated.

“You don’t have to,” Eddie said when the silence stretched out, his voice losing its teasing quality. “Why don’t you go print up some more of those coupons for the Christmas sale? I want to make sure we hand them out to every customer, and we’re running low.”

He wasn’t going to push, Evan realized. And that was why he could tell him.

“It’s Colin,” he blurted out.

Eddie blinked. “Colin Howard?”

Evan nodded, a little bewildered to realize he was nervous. He could read surprise on his father’s face, but not much else. “Yeah.”

Eddie nodded, surprise shifting to satisfaction. “Well, it’s about damn time.”

Evan blinked. “Huh?”

“I said, it’s about damn time,” Eddie repeated, and lifted an eyebrow. “Did you think I don’t know you’ve been in love with that boy since college?”

Evan let out a half laugh and scraped a hand through his hair. “Does everybody know that?”

“Pretty much,” Eddie said cheerfully and clapped a hand on his shoulder. “I assume since you’re doing the walk of shame in yesterday’s clothes—”

“I object to that term,” Evan said with a scowl. “It’s sex-negative and degrading.”

“Okay,” his father said agreeably. “What’s the opposite of shame? Pride, right? So since you’re doing the walk of pride—”

Evan just sighed.

“—and wearing yesterday’s clothes, I assume it was a good date.”

“It was,” Evan admitted. “We went to the hockey game. Jude got me a suite.”

His father let out a low whistle. “Fancy.”

Evan fought the urge to hunch his shoulders. “Colin’s not great with crowds sometimes, so I just thought…”

Eddie nodded. “Good call. You seeing him again?”

“Friday night.”

“Why wait?” his father wanted to know. “You should ask him to come to dinner tonight.”

“I did,” Evan admitted, and shrugged. “He wasn’t comfortable.”

Eddie frowned. “He’s been to our house dozens of times. Hundreds, probably.”

“I know. But things are different now, and…” Evan let out a slow breath. “He needs some time to settle, is all.”

Eddie nodded. “Understandable. But when he’s ready, he’s welcome. You know that, right?”

Grateful, Evan nodded. “Yeah, I know that.”

“Okay, then. One question.”

“What’s that?”

“Are you happy?”

He didn’t have the words to describe the complex mix of joy, exhilaration, and gratitude he felt at finally being able to be open with his feelings, and to know the man he loved was right there with him. So he went with the simple ones he did have. “Yeah, I’m happy.”

Eddie pulled his son in for a hug. “Then I’m happy for you. For both of you.”

The strong arms around him were a comfort, as they’d always been. “Thanks, Dad.”

“You’re welcome.” Eddie eased back, one hand coming up to cup his son’s face. Then he gave him a gentle cuff on the side of the head. “Now go make those copies, slacker.”

“Potentate,” Evan replied with a sneer, and ducking away from his father’s swiping hand, headed for the office with his father’s laughing threats following him.

“How did the baby shower planning go?” Colin wanted to know later that night on the phone.

“About how you’d expect,” Evan rumbled. He was sprawled out on his bed, naked, his cell on the pillow beside him on speaker. “Mom trying to plan the baby shower equivalent of a royal wedding, with Liza shooting down every idea as soon as it came up.”

“I bet that went over well.”

“Like a grenade,” Evan said with a laugh. “Claire had to step in to cool things down.”

“That worked?” Colin asked in surprise.

“Mom doesn’t want her getting worked up or stressed while she’s pregnant, so yeah.”

“Did they get it worked out?”

“Mostly.” Evan shifted on the bed to stretch out his lower back. After a day on his feet, it was tight. “They finally settled on a middle ground between the royal wedding Julie wants and the nothing that Liza would prefer.”

“Liza doesn’t want a baby shower?”

“Liza doesn’t want to have to smile and make nice with every relative, church friend, and regular customer my mom is going to invite. Or do the baby registry Mom insists is vital.”

“Yeah, that sounds like Liza.”

“The last three months of this pregnancy are going to be a power struggle,” Evan said. “It’s going to be fun to watch.”

Colin chuckled. “Are you taking pleasure in your sister’s misery?”

“If they’re focused on each other, they’ll both leave me alone,” Evan pointed out.

“Good point.”

“Plus, it’s entertaining as fuck.”

Colin laughed. “You’re terrible.”

“I know.” Evan shifted to once again lay on his back. “How was your day?”

“Same old, same old,” Colin said. “Meetings, money, and bosses who interfere too much with both.”

“You sound tired,” Evan observed. There was a sleepy, sexy quality to Colin’s voice that made Evan wish it was already Friday.

“Not especially,” Colin said. “Just winding down.”

“What are you wearing?”

“What?”

“What are you wearing?” Evan repeated, charmed by the baffled note in Colin’s voice. He was so lacking in artifice, his every emotion out there for the world to see. It made him wonder how he’d ever missed Colin’s feelings for him, and could only conclude that hiding his own had made him oblivious.

“Ah…”

“It’s not a hard question, Col,” Evan said, lightly teasing. “I’ll go first—I’m wearing nothing.”

Colin’s swallow was audible. “Nothing?”

“Not a stitch,” Evan confirmed cheerfully. “See how easy that was? Now you go.”

“I’m wearing pajama bottoms,” Colin said, his voice tight now with what Evan hoped was arousal.

“No t-shirt?”

“No.” There was a slight pause, then Colin cleared his throat. “I just got out of the shower when you called.”

“Hmmm.” Evan let himself linger for a moment on the image of a wet, naked Colin answering the phone. “Stripes or solids?”

“What?”

“The pajama bottoms.” Evan picked up the phone and laid it on his chest. He wanted, in some small way, to feel Colin’s words. “You only have two kinds. So stripes, or solids?”

Colin’s half-laugh was baffled. “Am I that predictable?”

“No,” Evan said. “I’ve just known you for fifteen years.”

“Stripes,” Colin said, his voice catching on the word. It was faint—Evan almost missed it—but it was there. “Black on gray.”

“I don’t suppose you’d take a selfie and send it to me?”

“No, I don’t suppose I would.”

Evan took it philosophically. “I guess I’ll just have to use my imagination. Wouldn’t be the first time.”

“You’ve done that?” Colin asked, and now there was more than a catch. “Thought of me while you…”

“Jerked off?” Evan said bluntly. “Yeah, I have.”

There was a moment of silence, then softly, “Me, too.”

The words were faint, almost inaudible, but they hit Evan with the force of a freight train moving at full speed. “Christ, I want you. More than before, because I know how good it’s going to be.”

“Come over,” Colin said, the need in his voice vibrating on the line. “Come over, Evan.”

It was tempting. Oh, it was tempting. But… “I can’t,” Evan said. “If I come over neither one of us is going to get any sleep, and we both have work tomorrow.”

Colin let out an exasperated oath. “Since when are you so responsible?”

“Surprises me, too.” Desire had tightened his belly, his groin. It would’ve been a simple thing to indulge it. And while he had nothing against phone sex, or a fast and frantic mating during stolen hours, neither of those things was what he wanted.

He wanted—needed—more.

“Tell me why,” Colin said, and the plea in his voice nearly unraveled Evan’s resolve.

“Because,” he managed, his voice coming out hoarse and shaky. “I want more. Don’t you?”

“I want everything,” Colin said.

“I want to give it to you,” Evan promised, pouring everything he felt, all the want and the need that had built up over the last fifteen years into the words. “I’ll give you everything, Colin, I swear. Friday night.”

“Is this an anticipation thing?” Colin demanded. “Because I gotta tell you, anticipation is highly overrated.”

“Partly,” Evan admitted. “But mostly, I just don’t want to be rushed.”

“I’d have figured you for quick and dirty,” Colin began.

“Oh, I can be,” Evan assured him. “And we’ll get there, I promise.”

“You’re setting some high expectations.”

“I know.”

“You better be able to live up to them.”

Evan grinned up at his ceiling. “Are you threatening me, Colin?”

“Hell, yes,” Colin said bluntly.

Evan let the laugh loose. He wanted so badly to say I love you, the words on the tip of his tongue. But it felt wrong to say it for the first time over the phone, so he bit them back. “I’ll take that under advisement.”

Colin sighed. “Well, if you’re not coming over, I might as well get some sleep.”

“Me, too.” Evan laid a hand on the phone, reaching for connection. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay. Night, Col. Sweet dreams.”

“You, too.” There was a pause, and Evan could’ve sworn the words I love you hovered in it. Then Colin said, “Good night,” and the line went dead.

Evan picked up his phone and put it on the charger. He’d say it soon, he promised himself and turned out the light. He’d say it, and hear it said back.

Soon.
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Despite a case of blue balls that he was sure could be seen from orbit, Colin made it to Friday fairly unscathed. He’d spoken to Evan each night, the sound of his voice both a comfort and a torment. They talked about work and family, sharing the petty annoyances of both, and by unspoken agreement shied away from the kind of sexy talk that made the wait worse.

Colin was grateful and disappointed, a state he was becoming very familiar with.

By the time Friday rolled around, he had himself convinced that he was calm and in control. He’d tidied the house the night before, using the busy work to soak up some of the seemingly endless hours of waiting, and changed the sheets on the bed after he’d gotten up that morning. He’d asked Evan what he was making for dinner, wanting to provide a bottle of wine from his small collection to complement the meal. But Evan was still keeping the menu to himself, so Colin pulled a bottle of red and a bottle of white to cover all the possibilities.

His last meeting of the day ended at one, and he'd thought to soak up some of his afternoon making something for dessert. But Evan had that covered, too, so after he logged off, he gave the house a brief once over, set the table with his grandmother’s dishes, and laid a fire in the fireplace so all he'd have to do was strike a match.

Then, with nothing left to do but wait, he sat on the couch and tried to find a movie he wouldn’t have to pay attention to.

Across town in Spence’s living room, Evan fumbled with the hank of brightly colored rope in his hands, wrapping it around the leg of a chair turned upside down over a battered coffee table and cinching it tight. “Is that right?”

Next to him on the leather sectional that took up most of the space in his small apartment, Spence snorted. “If you want to cut off his circulation and cause nerve damage, sure.”

Evan scowled at the rope. “Maybe I should just get some Velcro cuffs.”

“Don’t blaspheme,” Spence said mildly and reached out to undo the tangled mass of hemp. “Give me your wrist, I’ll show you again.”

Evan laid his wrist in Spence’s hand. “I know how to tie rope,” he mumbled, slightly embarrassed that he was having this much trouble with a simple bit of bondage.

“You know how to tie rope for camping, or climbing,” Spence corrected. “Don’t have to worry about nerves or blood supply with those. Now, pay attention.”

Evan complied, tracking Spence’s movements with narrowed eyes, committing the steps to memory. “Okay, I think I got it. Let me try again.”

Spence unwound the rope and handed it over, watching with eagle eyes as Evan repeated the steps, slowly and carefully, on the chair leg.

When he finished, he sat back and bit his lip. “How’s that?”

Spence grunted in approval. “Good. Do it again.”

Obediently, Evan carefully undid his knots and began again. “How many times should I do this?”

“Until I say you can stop.” Spence pushed to his feet. “Want a drink?”

“Some water would be good,” Evan said absently, all his focus on the rope.

Spence strode across the room to the kitchen, snagged two bottles from the fridge, then came back to sprawl on the couch. “That looks pretty good.”

Evan brightened. “Yeah?”

“Do it a couple more times on the chair, then you can practice on me.”

Evan beamed. “Cool.”

When Spence deemed him ready, Evan wrapped rope carefully around his wrist, keeping two fingers between the hemp and Spence’s skin.

“Good, good.” Spence nodded with approval. “Now, lay the rope across my palm.”

“Why am I doing that again?” Evan asked.

“Couple reasons, but among them it gives me something to grab,” Spence said, and demonstrated by closing his fist around the trailing ends. “If I’m pulling and yanking here, it doesn’t put as much pressure on the wrist.”

Evan nodded. “Right, right.”

“Go again,” Spence told him and sipped his water as Evan obeyed.

He tied the rope around Spence’s wrist four more times before Evan felt comfortable, and two more before Spence felt confident enough in his skills to let him stop practicing.

“Thanks for letting me practice, and the loan of the rope,” Evan said, bundling the length of hemp into neat loops.

“You’re welcome. Don’t get jizz on it,” Spence warned.

“I’m just putting it around Colin’s hands,” Evan said with a laugh.

“Yeah, but I saw how much cum that boy produces,” Spence said, aiming a steely look from black eyes.

“Point taken,” Evan said, and made a mental note to make sure when Colin came, it was nowhere near the rope.

“He know you’re doing this?” Spence wanted to know and planted his stocking feet on the coffee table.

“Not specifically.” Evan finished coiling the last length of rope and picked up his water. “But it was his idea, so I think he’ll be up for it.”

Spence shook his head, a look of faint amusement on his normally stone face. “Quiet, shy Colin. Who’d have thought?”

“Surprised the hell out of me,” Evan admitted. “I thought I knew everything about him.”

“Obviously not,” Spence said with a laugh. “How are things otherwise?”

“Otherwise?”

“Outside the sex,” Spence clarified.

“They’re good. I mean, we’ve only had one date, officially, and I was kind of nervous about it. I wondered if it would be different, you know?”

Spence nodded. “Sure.”

“But it was pretty much the same,” Evan continued. “Except I could hold his hand, and I didn’t have to worry he’d catch me looking at him.”

“Nice, man.”

“It was. Is,” Evan amended. “I’m making dinner for him tonight. Grilled ribeyes, twice-baked potatoes, roasted asparagus. And this lemon tart my sister-in-law makes for dessert.”

“Before or after you tie him up and fuck him?”

“Before,” Evan began, then paused when Spence shook his head. “What?”

“Remember Thanksgiving?”

“Oh. Right.” The Thanksgiving orgy at Tuck and Esme’s almost hadn’t happened because all the participants had been in a food coma. “Fuck first.”

Spence nodded. “It’s all fun and games until somebody pukes on your dick.”

Evan grimaced. “Ew.”

“Just saying.”

Highly uncomfortable with the images now dancing in his brain, Evan cast about for a change of subject. “How’s the garage working out for you? Business is good?”

There was a glimmer of humor in Spence’s shark-like gaze. “Good enough. Not a lot of custom work yet, mostly basic maintenance and minor repairs. It keeps the lights on. And living above the shop is a perk, even if it is a dump.”

Evan glanced around the room, assessing. The apartment was an open living space with a kitchen along the back wall, a bathroom big enough for a sink, toilet, and shower, and a single bedroom. The space was big enough not to feel cramped, but that was probably because the only furniture was the sectional, the coffee table, and a small dining table with the single chair Evan had been using for bondage practice.

“I don’t think it’s a dump,” Evan decided. “It’s just not fancy.”

“I don’t spend much time up here, so I don’t care,” Spence said with a shrug. “But my mom is making noises about decorating.”

Evan had to grin. Spence’s mom enjoyed luxury and didn’t understand why her only child had no use for it. “That’s nice.”

“No, it’s not,” Spence countered, an edge creeping into his voice. “What the fuck do I care about rugs and curtains?”

Evan tucked his tongue into his cheek. It was so rare to see Spence flustered. “They add warmth and depth to a room?”

“I don’t need rugs, there’s carpet already,” Spence said, prompting Evan to look down. There was indeed carpeting, a thin industrial beige that looked as though it had been laid at least a decade before the turn of the century. “And what’s wrong with blinds?”

“Nothing,” Evan said, shifting his gaze to the ones covering the trio of windows that faced the street. One of them hung straight, but the other two had broken slats in at least three places. “Blinds are efficient.”

“And pillows,” Spence went on, heating up. “She’s buying me pillows.”

“Pillows are nice,” Evan replied, enjoying himself. “Soft and cozy.”

“On a bed,” Spence countered. “But she’s talking about throw pillows. Beaded ones, for the couch.”

“You don’t like beads?”

“They’re ridiculous,” Spence all but growled. “You can’t rest your head on a beaded pillow. And she says I need a new couch.”

Evan eyed the sectional. It was a sturdy box of black leather and cushions, amazingly comfortable and ugly as sin. “Um.”

“I don’t want a new couch. I can nap on this couch, put my feet on it. The one she showed me was orange tufted velvet. What the fuck am I supposed to do with orange tufted velvet?”

“I have no idea,” Evan said honestly. “Get some orange beaded pillows?”

Spence scowled. “Blow me.”

“No, thanks,” Evan replied cheerfully. “I got a man.”

Spence’s lips twitched once, then turned down in a fresh scowl. “You’d think with the wedding coming up, she’d have enough to do without worrying about my damn décor.”

“Right, the wedding.” Spence’s mom had recently become engaged to a farmer from Clare, a fact which both pleased and baffled her son. “How’s that coming along?”

“They decided they’re going to elope, the week between Christmas and New Year’s.” Spence shook his head. “So now I have to find a way to work a trip to Vegas into my budget.”

Evan pursed his lips. He’d known Spence’s mom just about as long as he’d known Spence, and he couldn’t quite picture it. “I gotta say, I never would’ve figured Heather for a Vegas wedding.”

Spence shrugged. “She says they want to do a small wedding there, just them and all us kids, then have a big party a month or so after.”

“All us kids?” Evan was confused for a moment, because Spence was an only child, then he remembered that Heather’s fiancé had two daughters. “Oh yeah, you have sisters now. What’s that like?”

“A little weird, but not bad. I’ve only met one of them, Haley. The other one couldn’t make Mom’s post-Thanksgiving family meet and greet. I’ll probably meet her at the wedding.”

Evan nodded. “Is Heather going to let you keep that thing?”

Spence frowned. “What thing?”

“The caterpillar camped out on your face,” Evan elaborated

“Mustaches are back in,” Spence said defensively and reached up to stroke his.

Evan smirked. “Says who?”

“Everybody who drools over Pedro Pascal.”

“I don’t think that’s about the mustache,” Evan said drily.

Spence was still stroking his mustache and frowning. “She wouldn’t ask me to shave it.”

Evan pushed to his feet with a snicker and carried his empty water bottle to the kitchen recycling bin. “Dude, she’s trying to make you buy beaded pillows and a velvet couch.”

“Shit.” Spence’s frown deepened. “I just won’t see her before the wedding,” he decided. “That way she won’t have a chance to ask me to shave it.”

“Good luck with that.” Back in the living room, Evan scooped up the bundles of rope. “I better get going, I have to pick up the dessert from Claire. Thanks for the bondage lesson, and the loan.”

“Yeah, sure,” Spence said absently, clearly still focused on the fate of his facial hair. “Tell Colin I said hey.”

“Will do,” Evan said, and with a wave, headed out the door.

The trip to Claire and Liza’s house was quick, mostly because his sister wasn’t there to interrogate him. His sister-in-law greeted him with a kiss, handed over the dessert she’d made for him, and waved him off without once asking how things were going with Colin. Which was kind of surprising, because he was fielding that question with some regularity from the rest of his family.

He didn’t mind because he knew they were asking out of love and concern. Well, his parents were asking out of love and concern—Liza was asking out of sheer nosiness. Liza wanted to know everything about everyone, even if it was none of her business—maybe especially when it was none of her business.

But while her boundaries could use some work, she loved him and wanted to see him happy. Which was why he hadn’t blocked her number yet.

He left the tart in the box Claire had put it in on the front seat of the Jeep, carefully padded by dish towels, while he stopped by his apartment to get the rest of what he needed. He dropped the bag of groceries in the back, tucked the borrowed rope into his overnight bag, then slid back behind the wheel.

He started the ignition, and a glance at the clock on the dash made him smile. He was right on schedule.

Colin opened the door with his heart in his throat and a semi in his pants. He’d changed his clothes, assuming he’d feel silly greeting Evan for what was essentially a sex date in work attire, but the loose cotton lounging pants had been a mistake. His dick was bobbing and weaving like it had a mind of its own, and the pants were doing nothing to stifle it.

Hoping to hide it, he tucked his hands in his pockets. “Hey.”

“Hey,” Evan returned, leaning forward to press a quick kiss to Colin’s mouth.

Colin’s dick, happy to see some action at last, gave an enthusiastic bounce in response. With his cheeks burning, Colin stepped aside. “Come on in.”

“Thanks,” Evan said, stepping inside and lightly stomping his feet on the mat. “It snowed again.”

“I saw.” Colin shut the door behind him, then shoved his hands in his pockets again. “I thought we’d have a fire later.”

“Nice.” Evan set down the bags he held to shrug out of his coat.

Grateful for something to do, Colin took it and hung it in the front closet. When he turned back, Evan had toed off his shoes and was picking up his bags again.

“Um, can I take those?” Colin asked.

“I’ve got ‘em,” Evan said cheerfully. “Okay if I head back to the kitchen?”

“Of course,” Colin said, wondering why he felt the need to ask, and trailed behind him. Evan was wearing well-worn jeans and a t-shirt, with athletic socks on his feet. The t-shirt was thin, an old Gus Macker Tournament souvenir, and it clung to Evan’s broad shoulders and muscled arms like a lover’s hands.

With his hands back in his pockets to disguise the direction of his thoughts, he cleared his throat. “So, what’s for dinner?”

“Steak,” Evan announced, and pulled a thick package wrapped in butcher paper out of the grocery bag. He tucked it away in the fridge. “Plus potatoes, asparagus, and a lemon tart for dessert.”

Colin’s eyebrows rose at that. Evan was a decent cook, with an excellent hand at the grill, but Colin would’ve bet his IRA that a tart was beyond his skills. “You made a lemon tart?”

“God, no.” Evan folded the now empty grocery bag with a laugh. “Claire made it for me.”

Claire had been a star volleyball player in college and had played on two Olympic teams. After spending a few years coaching, she’d decided to switch careers and was currently studying to be a pastry chef. “I hope you paid her.”

“I paid for the ingredients, but she wouldn’t take anything else. She said it was good practice. And shit, I left it in the Jeep. Be right back.”

Colin stood where he was as Evan brushed by, taking the few minutes he had alone to try to get his raging lust under control. For a moment there, when Evan was bent over to tuck the food away in the fridge, he’d been tempted to jump him then and there.

He still wasn’t sure why he hadn’t.

When the door opened and closed behind him, he picked up the leather duffle Evan had left on the counter. “I’ll just put this in the bedroom,” he said when Evan walked into the kitchen with a box in his hands and escaped down the hall.

He was tempted to unpack the bag, to distract himself with the domestic chore. But it felt almost too intimate, the kind of thing a partner would do, and he wasn’t sure they were there yet. So he set it on the bed and stepped into the bath to splash some water on his face.

When he felt like he could breathe without hyperventilating, he turned back to the bedroom, prepared to walk calmly back down the hall and join Evan in the kitchen. He’d have a glass of wine while Evan cooked, maybe help him peel potatoes or something. He would use the mundane, repetitive activity to find his calm and give the seething heat in his blood time to cool.

But when he stepped into the bedroom, Evan was there.

Colin stopped short. “Oh. You’re here.”

“I’m here.” Evan hefted the bag Colin had left on the bed, a question in his eyes. “Any objections if I put this in the closet?”

“No.”

“Thanks.” Evan opened the closet. “I’d leave it on the floor, but I know you like to keep things neat.”

He’d appreciate the thoughtfulness of that statement later, Colin knew, but right now he just didn’t have the focus. Still, manners should be observed, so he choked out a thanks with as much normalcy as he could muster.

He knew he hadn’t quite managed it when Evan turned to stare at him. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” Colin said, his voice cracking on the word. He cleared his throat and fought not to blush. “Yeah, I’m fine.

“You don’t sound fine.” Evan crossed the room to where Colin stood, brow furrowed in concern. “You getting sick?”

The laugh escaped before Colin could stop it, the sound helpless and a little wild. “No, I’m not getting sick.”

“Oh.” Evan’s eyes cleared, amusement replacing the concern in their depths. “You’re horny.”

Colin fought the automatic urge to deflect and defend. He didn’t want to laugh it off the way he might have with someone else, didn’t want to pretend—not with Evan. So even though it made sweat trickle down his back and brought a flush to his face, he looked Evan square in the face and nodded.

“I want you,” he said, letting all the heat and need spill out with the words. “I can’t help it.”

“You don’t have to help it,” Evan began, but Colin was still talking.

“I need a minute.” Colin dragged a hand through his hair, his gaze dropping to the floor as Evan stepped closer. “Just…go back to the kitchen, okay? I’ll get my shit together, then come out and peel potatoes or whatever.”

“There’s nothing to peel,” Evan said, his voice low, intimate. “They’re twice-baked potatoes, already done. They just need to warm up.”

Colin swallowed. “Then I’ll go out and see if there are any cars in the ditch I can push out until you’re done cooking dinner.”

Evan chuckled softly. “I don’t think that’ll be necessary.” He cupped a hand under Colin’s chin, and with gentle pressure, urged it up. “Look at me, Col.”

His throat thick, his heart pounding, Colin obeyed. He had to blink to bring Evan’s face into focus, but when he did, he saw everything he wanted reflected back at him in the bottomless pools of Evan’s blue eyes.

Evan smiled, slow and a little cagey, and his thumb came up to tap Colin’s bottom lip. “Unless you’re hungry now, I’m not making dinner yet.”

Colin wanted to swallow the frog in his throat but was afraid he’d choke on it. “I had a late lunch.”

Evan’s smile spread, and began to gently, slowly, brush the pad of his thumb over Colin’s mouth. “Good. Then I can do this.”

Colin could only watch with bated breath and desperate hope as Evan lowered his mouth.

The contact was gentle, barely a whisper of sensation, but it blew through Colin with hurricane force. He moaned, not even trying to hold the sound back, and would’ve blushed at the way it echoed in the quiet room if he wasn’t so desperate for more.

“I like that,” Evan whispered, his lips moving gently against Colin’s so he felt the words as well as heard them. “I like when you tell me how much you want me.”

I want you so badly, Colin wanted to say, but the words that were bright and bold in his mind simply wouldn’t leave his mouth. So he moaned again and reached out to pull Evan closer.

Then he blinked when his hands were caught, and when he tried to free them, held firmly.

“I want to touch you,” he pleaded, chasing Evan’s mouth with his own.

“I know.” Evan followed the words with a little nip of Colin’s lower lip, sharp enough to make him squeak in shock, then added a slow swipe of his tongue that brought every ache to pulsing, blazing life.

Head swimming and heart pounding, Colin tried to free his hands. “Please, Evan.”

“Uh-uh.” With Colin’s hands still firm in his, Evan nudged him backward. “You promised me this time I’d get to go at my pace. Even if I had to tie you to the bed. Remember?”

“I don’t remember agreeing to not touching you,” Colin protested. Under normal circumstances, the whine in his voice would’ve had him wincing in embarrassment. Now, he barely heard it.

“It was implied.”

The backs of Colin’s knees hit the mattress, and Evan gave him a gentle push. He sat down hard on the edge of the bed, but before he could bounce back up again, Evan’s hand was gripping his shoulder. “Shirt off, babe.”

Colin swallowed, heart racing, and whipped it over his head. He tossed it aside, not giving a single shit where it landed, and tried to stand up.

“Nope,” Evan said cheerfully, and still holding him down, gave him a nudge. “Lie down.”

With hope surging—for lying down surely meant sex—Colin scrambled backward on the bed.

“All the way up,” Evan urged. “Middle of the bed, just…yep, that’s it. That’s perfect. Now, reach up like you’re going to grab the headboard, but don’t grab it.”

“Why?” Colin asked even as he obeyed, his eyes locked on Evan’s face. Those clear blue eyes were bright with mischief, pretty mouth curved in a secret smile. It took his breath, that face. Just like it had the day they’d met, fifteen years ago, and every day since.

Evan shoved a hand under one of the thick pillows and pulled something out. Colin had to blink twice before he recognized it.

“So I can tie you to it, of course,” Evan said, and shaking the bundle of emerald-colored rope loose, reached for Colin’s wrist.

Colin’s mouth went dry as dust as Evan wrapped rope around it. “Tie me to it?”

“Unless you’ve changed your mind about that.” Evan paused to look down at him.

Colin eyed the two loops of rope already decorating his wrist. “I haven’t changed my mind.”

“Good,” Evan said with satisfaction and resumed.

Colin watched him work with his heart in his throat and his dick hard enough to pound nails. The familiar drag of hemp across his skin was intoxicating, and his arousal—which he would’ve said was already at peak—jumped up a couple of notches. It made it hard to concentrate, but he could tell through the haze of lust that Evan had some skill, handling the rope with a deftness that made Colin wonder if he’d ever done this before. He’d have put money on that answer being no, but watching him tie off the rope, slip two fingers beneath it to check it wasn’t too tight, then begin lashing the loose end to his headboard was making him reevaluate.

Evan gave the knot he’d just tied around the headboard a testing tug, then with a satisfied nod, picked up a second bundle of rope—this one a rich sapphire blue—and circled the bed to Colin’s other side.

When he’d finished tying Colin’s other wrist, he stepped back, hands on his hips, and grinned. “Shit, that looks hot.”

It felt hot, Colin thought, but he didn’t have the wit to say it.

“How does the rope feel?” Evan asked. “Comfortable, not too tight?”

Grateful to have something logical and practical to do, Colin gave the ropes a tug. Evan had run the rope up his palm before hitching it to the headboard, and he knew being able to hang onto the thick strands would help him feel anchored when things started getting intense. Which would hopefully be happening any minute now.

Realizing that Evan was still waiting for an answer, he cleared his throat. “It’s good,” he managed to squeak out. “I didn’t know you knew how to do that.”

“Tie somebody up?” Evan grinned. “I didn’t. I had a lesson today.”

From who? Colin wondered, but the question slipped right out of his mind when Evan knelt on the bed, grabbed the waistband of his lounge pants, and dragged them down.

The elastic snagged on his penis, scraping the sensitive glans, and Colin flinched. “Shit, sorry,” Evan murmured and freed him with gentle hands.

Colin’s relief was short-lived. When his dick sprang free, air hit the wet and now slightly abraded tip. It was extra-sensitive, almost itchy, and he automatically reached down to try to ease the discomfort.

Which is when he remembered that he was tied to the bed.

He tugged at the ropes, knowing it was useless, but all the sexual tension and energy had to go somewhere, and it felt good to struggle, to squirm.

Then Evan, whose face was all but planted between Colin’s legs, let out a low whistle that spilled warm breath over him and had him squirming all over again.

“I know this is going to sound fucked up,” Evan said, his eyes locked on Colin’s cock and a look of hunger on his face, “but watching you squirm makes my dick hard.”

Colin yanked on the ropes again, just to watch lust flare in Evan’s eyes. “Does that mean you’re going to do something with it soon?”

Evan’s grin was delighted, the look in his eyes diabolical. “Not yet,” he said and stripped the pants off Colin’s legs.

He took a moment to fold them neatly—probably to fuck with him, Colin thought darkly, because he knew damn well Evan only folded clothes right out of the dryer—then bent to pick up the discarded t-shirt and did the same. Then he crossed the room, opened the closet door, and laid the clothes on a shelf.

“So they don’t wrinkle,” Evan explained cheerfully.

Definitely fucking with me, Colin thought, and hoping to push Evan into doing something other than tidy up, wiggled.

Evan just grinned. “That’s not going to work.”

“What will?” Colin ground out. He was so hard his dick was throbbing with his heartbeat, bobbing in the air like a drunk puppet. He was leaking precum like a faucet, sensitizing his cock even further in the cool air.

“Not a thing,” Evan said cheerfully and whipped off his t-shirt.

Colin stopped squirming to watch him strip. The jeans he wore were soft and a little loose, hanging low on his hips. Colin could see the line of muscle that flowed from hip to groin and the dusting of pubic hair, the same shade as the stubble decorating his jaw, just peeking above the waistband.

When Evan tossed the shirt aside and reached for the button on his jeans, Colin held his breath in agonized anticipation. And let out a frustrated curse when Evan’s hands stilled.

“Maybe I should keep my pants on,” Evan mused. “Don’t want things to get out of hand.”

Colin shoved lust aside to narrow his eyes. “Stop fucking with me, Evan.”

Evan merely raised a brow. “Or you’ll do what, exactly?”

Colin gave the ropes around his wrist an impotent yank. “I won’t be tied up forever,” he reminded Evan, trying to sound threatening instead of desperate.

“Gonna get back at me?”

“Absolutely,” Colin vowed.

“I’ll look forward to that,” Evan said and unbuttoned his pants. “But me first.”

He shucked his jeans and kicked them aside. He wore no underwear, and while Colin’s first thought was damn, I bet that’s cold, coming fast on its heels was the second: gimme.

Evan’s cock hung thick between his legs, less than fully hard but still mouth-watering. As Colin stared it twitched and grew, and remembering the taste of him from last time, Colin licked his lips.

Evan’s low laugh had Colin’s gaze darting up.

“Not this time,” Evan said, his tone a gentle rebuke, and knelt on the bed. Close enough that Colin could feel the heat pumping off his body, too far away to touch. “This time, I get to taste.”
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Panting with the effort of holding back, his head swimming with sensual power, Evan lifted his mouth from Colin’s thigh and glanced at the bedside clock. He’d been torturing Colin for over twenty minutes, working his way up and down that firmly muscled, soft-skinned body with lips and tongue, hands and teeth, all the while avoiding the bobbing cock that was begging for attention. The sighs and moans that spilled from his lips were like a drug, the pleas for more feeding his own need until it threatened to overwhelm.

Shifting so he hovered over Colin, hands braced on either side of his head, Evan tried to clear the lust out of his head long enough to assess his lover. Colin’s cheeks were ruddy and damp, his gaze unfocused. He was breathing hard, his chest pumping like a bellows, his pulse a visible quiver in his throat. His mouth was red and swollen, marked where Colin’s teeth had sunk in. Evan wanted to lick them, but knew if he gave in to that impulse he wouldn’t be able to hold on.

To distract himself, and with Spence’s instructions ringing in his ears, Evan checked Colin’s hands for signs of diminished circulation. He’d been pulling and yanking on the ropes almost constantly, the skin at his wrists showing the raw red of abrasions. But his fingernails looked normal, with no hint of blue, and his fingers were warm to the touch.

“Col, tell me how your hands feel.”

Colin shook his head, a restless and somehow frantic movement. “They’re fine. Feel fine. Evan, please.”

“Any numbness or tingling?”

“No, nothing.” Colin turned his wrist to wrap his hand around Evan’s. “See? Working great.”

His grip was like iron. “I guess they are.”

“Are you done torturing me now?”

Despite the inferno inside him, Evan’s lips twitched. God, he loved this man. “I figure we’re both about at our breaking point.”

“Thank God,” Colin breathed, the fervent prayer of a desperate man. “Lube is in the nightstand, condoms too.”

Unable to resist any longer, and knowing he was cutting his own throat, Evan lowered his mouth to within a whisper of Colin’s. “You asking me to fuck you, Col?”

“I’ll beg if I have to,” Colin rasped, his tongue coming out to lick his lips. It brushed against Evan’s mouth, sending a jolt through him and making his dick jump against Colin’s hip. Colin’s moan was ragged and raw, like flesh over broken glass. “Please don’t make me beg, Evan.”

“No, baby.” Evan crooned the words, seeking to soothe now rather than torment, and for one frantic, pulsing moment, fused his mouth to Colin’s. When he raised his head again, he felt as desperate as the look in Colin’s eyes. “You don’t have to beg.”

He crawled up the bed and reached for the nightstand, fumbling the drawer open. When he found only a handful of cough drops and a biography of Freddy Mercury, he nearly howled in frustration. “They’re not here.”

“Other side,” Colin rasped out, letting out a grunting oof when Evan climbed over him to get to the other side of the bed. He pulled the drawer hard, yanking it completely free and sending its contents flying. Condoms rained on the carpet, and the bottle of lube landed with a thump. When it rolled under the bed, Evan cursed like a sailor.

“What’s wrong?” Colin asked, eyes widening in alarm as Evan continued to curse.

Evan climbed off the bed, grabbed a strip of condoms and tossed them in Colin’s direction, then got down on his hands and knees on the floor. “The damn lube rolled under the bed.”

Evan ignored Colin’s laughter and pressed his cheek to the floor to look under the bed. Spotting the bottle, he stretched out an arm to get it. But his fingers only skimmed it and sent it skittering further out of reach.

“Goddammit,” he muttered, and with one hand shielding his penis from rugburn, lowered himself onto his belly and tried again.

When his hand closed over the bottle, he grunted out a triumphant, “Got it!”, and climbed to his feet. He climbed back on the bed and settled on his haunches by Colin’s hip with a scowl for his lover, who was still laughing. “It wasn’t that funny.”

“You wouldn’t say that if you could’ve seen yourself, half under the bed with your ass in the air,” Colin managed between guffaws.

“You couldn’t see me,” Evan shot back and reached for a condom.

“Yeah, I could,” Colin corrected him and jerked his chin at the mirror that stood in the corner of the room. “Front row seat.”

Evan rolled on the condom and reached for the lube. “Pervert.”

“Excuse me?” Colin yanked at his wrists, rattling the headboard. “Who tied who up?”

Evan just grinned. “You’re just mad I thought of it first.”

Colin pursed his lips as though he was considering that. Some of the desperate need had faded from his gaze, replaced by mirth, but Evan would fix that soon enough.

“No,” Colin finally said. “I’m not mad. But next time I get to tie you up.”

“Deal,” Evan agreed, and pushed his lube-slick fingers between Colin’s buttocks.

Colin let out a shocked hiss, his hips arching off the bed and making his dick bounce wildly. “Shit, that’s cold. Warn a guy, would you?”

“Where’s the fun in that?” Evan wanted to know, enthralled by the way the light glinted off the piercing through Colin’s shaft. “What’s that piercing called again?”

“An apadravya,” Colin managed, panting, and Evan noted that the need that had faded with laughter had come roaring back.

“Right,” Evan murmured and wiggled his index finger against the pucker of Colin’s asshole. It softened under his touch, just enough for his fingertip to slide in. “You called it a ‘happydravya’ at Thanksgiving, just before Esme went down on you.”

Colin merely grunted and planted his feet further apart. The motion opened him up, allowing Evan’s finger to slide deeper. At the unmistakable silent plea for more, Evan worked a second finger in alongside the first.

“It was hot,” he continued, watching Colin’s face carefully for signs of discomfort or distress. “Watching her suck your cock.”

Colin’s eyes fluttered open, his hazy, lust-filled gaze meeting Evan’s. “So was watching her suck yours.”

“It was hot fucking her with you,” Evan continued, scissoring his fingers to stretch the delicate tissues of Colin’s anus. He pulled back, added more lube, then slid in a third finger, just for fun. “You went at her like a jackhammer.”

“I might have gotten carried away,” Colin admitted and licked his lips. “She liked it, tho.”

“I liked it, too.” Unable to resist, Evan leaned down and swiped his tongue over the slick, pierced head of Colin’s dick. Salty and hot, faintly metallic, and utterly intoxicating. Colin’s ass clamped down on his fingers, his moan mingling with Evan’s happy hum.

“I liked it a lot,” he went on, rubbing his cheek against Colin’s cock, scraping the baby-soft skin with the stubble of his beard. It twitched against his cheek, and he watched, fascinated, as fluid dripped from the head. “That whole night was wild. Exciting.”

He turned his head slightly to press an open-mouthed kiss to the shaft, lapping at the precum making its way south, and whatever Colin was about to say faded into a long, aching moan.

“But as hot and fun as it was,” he continued, dropping his head to drag his chin across the soft sac that rested between Colin’s now wide-spread thighs, “this is better.”

He soothed the slight abrasion his beard had left behind with a swipe of his tongue, and if he lingered for a moment, who could blame him? But when he raised his head Colin was staring at him, a look on his face that made Evan’s heart clutch. “What’s wrong?”

“This is better?” Colin repeated hesitantly, an aching hope in his eyes.

“Fuck, yeah,” Evan said without hesitation, his voice ringing with certainty. “I love group sex, don’t get me wrong. It’s fucking fun. But being here with you is…”

He trailed off, unsure. The urge to crack open his heart and let everything he felt, everything he wanted and needed and yearned for to spill free was strong, but something held him back. He wasn’t sure why—they’d both admitted to having feelings for the other, and that should’ve given him the courage to be open. But pining from afar was a lot easier than loving up close, and the turn their relationship had taken felt so new, so fragile, that he hesitated.

Then he saw the shadow of vulnerability, the hint of fear in Colin’s eyes, and tossed his worries aside.

“It’s everything,” he said, letting all the want and need and longing of the last fifteen years out with the words, and was rewarded with a flash of pure joy in Colin’s eyes.

“Then for God’s sake, fuck me already,” Colin said.

“So fucking horny,” Evan teased, his chest still aching from the surge of emotion. Riding on it, he pulled his fingers free and reached for the lube again.

“I told you, I can’t help it.” Colin’s eyes tracked Evan’s hands as he poured the lube into his palm and stroked it over his latex-covered cock.

“I don’t want you to help it.” Evan knee-walked to settle between Colin’s spread thighs. “I want to enjoy it. And maybe tease you a little.”

“A little?” Colin let out a groan. “You’ve been teasing me all night.”

Evan put his hands on Colin’s thighs, thrilled by the way the muscles quivered like plucked strings. “I like teasing you.”

“I can tell.” Colin’s hands bunched into fists, the muscles in his arms bulging as he strained against his bonds. “Are you done now?”

Evan looked between Colin’s spread buttocks at the pretty little hole that waited for him. “Oh, yeah.”

“Thank fucking God,” Colin breathed.

Evan shifted his grip, pushing Colin’s thighs back and further apart. “Put your feet on my shoulders,” he directed, grunting with satisfaction when Colin instantly obeyed. The motion tipped his pelvis higher, pulled his buttocks further apart. His target gleamed, slick with lube and fluttering gently. “You ready?”

“So ready,” Colin panted, his toes curling against Evan’s shoulders, and lifted his hips a fraction.

Evan would’ve laughed if he wasn’t trying so hard to maintain control. He grabbed his dick, fumbling for a firm grip through the thick coating of lube, and pressed himself to Colin’s asshole. “Deep breath,” he instructed and pushed.

Twin grunts rent the air, surprise from Evan and pleasure from Colin, as Evan’s penis slid past the tight ring of muscle with far more ease than Evan had anticipated. “Fuck, Col.”

“Don’t stop,” Colin urged, lifting his hips again. “Don’t stop.”

“Jesus,” Evan muttered, and slid forward another inch. Snug heat surrounded his dick, and he had to clench his teeth against the urge to plunge recklessly ahead. “You’re taking me so good, Colin.”

“You feel huge,” Colin said through clenched teeth. “Give me more.”

Evan did as requested, pausing when the muscles surrounding him clamped down in resistance, forging ahead when they relaxed again, repeating the process until he was balls deep. “Fuck, you feel good.”

“Gimme a second,” Colin panted, and Evan nodded, though he doubted Colin would see it. He was staring at the ceiling, his chest rising and falling with his rapid breaths, and after a moment the wild clench of his asshole eased.

“Okay,” Colin said, and with a long, slow breath, lifted his head to nod at Evan. “I’m ready.”

“Damn,” Evan said, marveling at the control. He didn’t often bottom, but when he did, it took him a lot longer than that to adjust. “You train your asshole or something?”

“Yes.”

Evan blinked. “Really?”

“I’ll show you later,” Colin promised. “But for now, could you just fuck me?”

“My pleasure,” Evan said.

He pulled his hips back slowly, wanting to savor every sensation, then pushed forward again. Colin’s ass spread for his dick like butter, pleasurably snug and dizzyingly hot, and when he said “Again” in a voice that sounded like it had soaked overnight in sex, Evan didn’t even think of questioning him.

Back and forth, back and forth, stopping only to add more lube when the friction got too intense. The room grew warmer, their grunts and moans bouncing off the walls, the bed creaking when Evan picked up the pace. Sweat dripped from his forehead, splashing on the backs of Colin’s thighs, his groin, his hard cock.

Evan couldn’t take his eyes off Colin’s cock.

It was so hard, bouncing and bobbing every time Evan’s groin slapped into Colin’s ass. The head was nearly purple, precum dripping steadily, and the piercing gleamed in the light.

Evan didn’t know exactly why, but that piercing made him want to rut like a bull on Viagra.

“Fuck, I need to come,” Colin moaned, and Evan tore his gaze away from that enthralling metal bar and looked at him.

His face was red, sweat streaming as he bit his lip. His hands were wrapped around the rope, fingers flexing restlessly. They looked fine to Evan, but Spence had been very clear, so he shoved lust aside. He grabbed Colin’s ankles and pushed his feet back down to the mattress, then stretched across Colin’s body and reached for one of his hands.

“Oh, God,” Colin groaned as the movement shoved Evan almost impossibly deep, then blinked. “What are you doing?”

“Checking your circulation.” Evan shifted to grab his other hand. “And tingling, numbness?”

Sweat flew when Colin shook his head. “No.”

“Good.” Evan looked down into Colin’s eyes. His glasses were slightly fogged, but he could see those Bambi eyes clearly, and nearly groaned at what lay in their depths. Lust and need and so much love it nearly stopped his heart.

He wondered if Colin knew it was there, and if he could read the same feelings in his own eyes.

Telling himself that was for later, he licked his lips. “Does this feel okay?”

“Yeah,” Colin breathed and lifted his legs to wrap them around Evan’s waist and pull him closer. Caught off balance, Evan fell, face first, into Colin’s chest.

“Sorry,” Colin said, and let his feet fall to the mattress again.

Braced on his hands, Evan shook his head. “Let’s try this,” he suggested and leaned back to hook his elbows under Colin’s knees. Then he carefully leaned forward again, planted his palms on the mattress between Colin’s ribs and armpits, and carefully pushed his hips forward.

“How’s that?” he asked, fighting to keep himself from exploding.

“Fucking awesome,” Colin declared.

“Can you come like this?” Evan wanted to know. He could hold off a little longer, but not much—if he let himself off the leash he’d come in a few quick thrusts. But he didn’t want to come alone.

Concentration furrowed Colin’s brow. “I think so.”

“Let’s see,” Evan said and withdrew his hips.

“Oh,” Colin sighed, the look of concentration replaced with one of sublime pleasure. “Oh, fuck.”

Evan continued to thrust. “Good?”

Colin nodded. “You’re so deep, and your stomach is rubbing against my dick.”

“I know,” Evan panted. “You’re leaking all over me.”

Colin groaned. “Oh shit, I’m getting close.”

“Me, too,” Evan said. That feathery sensation was dancing along his spine, the tingle settling into his balls. He picked up the pace.

“Wish you could…come inside me,” Colin said, his voice breaking whenever Evan bottomed out inside him.

“I’m going to,” Evan promised him. “Just as soon as you come all over me.”

“Not…what I meant,” Colin managed.

“I know,” Evan said, and done in by the yearning in his lover’s tone, bent to kiss him.

It was a wild, almost feral clash of teeth and tongues, but there was a tenderness under the lust that filled a part of Evan he hadn’t even known was empty. He clung to it, to Colin as the pleasure built. The coil of tension in his gut wound tighter as they fucked faster, skin slapping and sweat flying.

Out of breath, and riding the edge of release, Evan tore his mouth from Colin’s. “I’m going to come,” he grunted, bearing down to hold off a few more seconds. He knew by the way Colin’s ass fluttered and clenched around him, by the tone of his cries that he was close, too, and he didn’t want to go over that edge without him. “Come with me, Col. Come with me.”

Colin grunted, arms straining as he pulled against the rope. “I’m almost there.”

“What do you need?” Evan’s eyes were fixed on Colin’s face. “What do you need, baby?”

Colin shook his head, his eyes half-closed in concentration. “Just keep fucking me, keep fu—oh yeah.”

His body went plank-stiff for half a heartbeat, then he began to shudder and shake, a guttural groan ripping from his throat. His asshole went fist-tight around Evan’s cock, then began a rapid clench and release, and Evan felt the hot splash of cum against his belly.

Relief flooded him and his hips flew, racing now for his own pleasure. It hit on the second stroke, boiling up in his balls and blasting through his cock in an explosion that dimmed his vision and blanked his hearing to all but the hammer of his heartbeat.

But he could see Colin, his face still contorted in the pleasure he felt, feel the warmth of his cum against his belly and the hammer of his heartbeat against his own. When the orgasm faded, leaving him drained and shaky and helpless, he did the only thing he could think to do and lowered his mouth to Colin’s.

And kept the words he ached to say inside.
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Colin would’ve been happy to stay there forever, with the warm, delicious weight of Evan on top of him. Except his wrists were still tied to the headboard, there was a cramp in his right hip that was becoming increasingly uncomfortable, and he had to pee. Not to mention Evan’s dick had slipped out of his ass, and if by some miracle he still wore the condom, it was hanging on by a prayer.

But it was nice, lying here like this. And he liked that Evan’s face was buried in his neck, breath warm on his skin. But after a moment, his breathing slowed from the just-came-my-brains-out pant to a more regular rhythm, and the boneless slump of his body warned Colin that sleep wasn’t far away.

“Are you going to fall asleep on me?” Colin finally asked.

Evan grunted in reply. “I might,” he mumbled into Colin’s neck, not bothering to lift his head. “Is that a problem?”

“I’m still tied to the bed,” Colin pointed out.

“Oh.” With another grunt, Evan pushed himself up to look down at Colin with heavy eyes. His hair was a tangled halo around his head, and he wore a sleepy, satisfied smile. “Sorry, I forgot.”

Colin smiled back at him, charmed by the fuck-drunk expression on his face. “You forgot?”

“Just a little.” On a jaw-cracking yawn, Evan pushed back to sit on his haunches, then blinked when Colin hissed in discomfort. “Shit, sorry. You okay?”

“Cramp,” Colin managed, and wincing, carefully extended his legs.

“Better?”

It still hurt, but considerably less, so Colin nodded. “Yeah.”

One hand on the dangling condom, Evan climbed awkwardly off the bed. “Let me get rid of this, then I’ll get you undone.”

Colin grunted his agreement and concentrated on stretching out his hip. The cramp was almost gone when Evan came back and started untying his right wrist. “Got some rope burn, here.”

Colin glanced up, assessing. “Not too bad,” he said, eyeing the impression of the rope on his skin. “That’s mostly just pressure marks. They’ll probably be gone by morning.”

The worry on Evan’s face cleared. “You think?”

“Or so faded you won’t be able to see them without looking hard.” His right arm free, Colin yawned as Evan circled the bed to get to his left. “I need a shower.”

“Me, too.” Evan paused in his untying to point at his belly. “You came all over me.”

“You’re welcome,” Colin said, pleased when Evan laughed.

When his wrist was free, Colin sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bed.

“Need a hand?” Evan asked, circling the bed to stand beside him.

He didn’t, but Colin said, “Sure,” and allowed himself to be pulled to his feet. Shivering in the cool air and enjoying the sensation of Evan’s hand in his, he stood there for a moment to make sure his hip wasn’t going to dump him on the floor. Satisfied it would hold, and with Evan’s hand still caught in his, he looked up at him. “Want to join me?”

The pleasure that bloomed on Evan’s face at the invitation warmed him to the soles of his feet. “Love to.”

They romped in the shower like children, splashing and laughing, then drank wine and ate rare steak at Colin’s kitchen table. And they talked. Of mutual friends, mutual interest, work and family, the conversation flowing as easily and naturally as it always had. It felt comfortable and familiar, like any one of the thousand dinners they’d shared over the years.

Except, Evan thought with some amusement, they’d never had sex before the steak before.

“What’s funny?” Colin asked, forking up the last bite of his steak.

“What?”

Colin chewed his steak, his steady gaze never leaving Evan’s face. “You’re wearing your I’m-quietly-amused face.”

Amusement deepening, Evan drained his wine. “I have an I’m-quietly-amused face?”

A teasing light brightened Colin’s gaze. “Yep.”

Intrigued, and on the edge of uncomfortably full, Evan leaned back. “Do I have other faces?”

“Sure. You’ve got an I’m-pissed-and-trying-not-to-show-it face, an I’m-pissed-and-I-don’t-care-who-knows-it face, and my personal favorite, your this-is-annoying-but-I’m-being-polite face, which you wore a lot in college, and nearly constantly during Professor Brooks’ freshman humanities course.”

Evan barked out a laugh at that.

“I guess I should say it was my personal favorite,” Colin amended, laying down his fork and picking up his wine glass, “until I saw your fuck-I’m-coming face.”

Despite his full belly, a frisson of heat trickled down Evan’s spine. “Yeah?”

“That one definitely holds the top spot now.” Colin leaned back in his chair, eyes dancing behind his glasses. “So? What’s funny?”

“I was just thinking how this dinner doesn’t feel all that much different than any of the other dinners we’ve had,” Evan told him. “Except for the sex, of course.”

Colin’s lips twitched. “That is a difference. Also, you cooked.”

“I’ve cooked before,” Evan protested lazily, enjoying himself.

“Reheating your mother’s lasagna doesn’t count.”

“The hell it doesn’t.”

Colin just chuckled, then sighed. “God, I’m stuffed.”

“We still have dessert,” Evan reminded him, then grimaced. “But I don’t think I can eat it.”

“I know I can’t.” Colin tipped his head back on a yawn. “I should probably go for a walk or something, but I just want to sprawl out on the couch and watch a movie.”

“That sounds good to me,” Evan decided, and started to gather the dishes.

“Leave them,” Colin directed, pushing up from his chair. “We’ll clean up in the morning.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever heard you say that before,” Evan said and followed him to the living room.

“You’ve never fucked me and fed me into a coma before either,” Colin pointed out. He grabbed a lighter from the mantle and crouched to light the fire already laid.

Evan watched the flames leap as the kindling caught. “I’ll be sure to do that again soon.”

Colin snorted. “No, you won’t.”

The words hit like a kick to the solar plexus, robbing Evan of air and stealing his voice. He had the vague thought that he’d always heard how words could cause physical pain—read it in books, heard it in songs—but he’d always thought it hyperbole.

It wasn’t, though. His chest hurt as though Colin had punched a hole through it, though he imagined that pain wouldn’t—couldn’t—be worse than this. Through the wavery haze of it, he saw Colin replace the fireplace screen and turn toward the couch. He forced the words out of his throat, each syllable jagged glass in his throat. “I won’t?”

“I get to fuck you into a coma next time, remember?”

“Right.” The sudden shift from devastation to relief was disorienting, but Evan managed to nod. For a moment there, the world had been ripped out from underneath him, and he was going to need a minute to find his footing again. “I remember.”

Colin glanced up, his forehead furrowed in concern. “You okay?”

“Sure.” He walked to the couch, pleased that though his limbs felt vaguely disjointed, he didn’t stumble. And if he dropped onto the cushion beside Colin with a little less coordination and grace than usual, he could just chalk it up to being tired and full. “Just imagining my future.”

Colin grunted and propped his feet up on the ottoman. “Better rest up, Dunbar, ‘cause I’m gonna be coming for you.”

Relieved to be back on even ground, Evan plunked his feet beside Colin’s. “Bring it on, Howard.”

“Famous last words.” Colin passed him the remote and wiggled deeper into the cushions. “Here, pick a movie. Something funny that I don’t have to pay attention to.”

Evan laughed. “You want to watch something you’re not going to watch?”

“No, I want to cuddle with the TV on,” Colin replied, aiming a sleepy and somehow cocky smile at Evan. “Any problem with that?”

“Nope.” Evan aimed the remote at the TV and picked the first movie that came up under comedies. And when Colin curled into his side and laid his head on his shoulder, he wondered how he’d gone fifteen years without him there.
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They slept late, then had coffee and lemon tart for breakfast. It had snowed again during the night, blanketing Colin’s driveway with several inches of the fluffy white stuff, so fortified by sugar and caffeine, they bundled up and went out to clear it.

Shoveling turned into an impromptu snowball fight/wrestling match, and when they stumbled back inside they were soaked to the skin and freezing. They shared another shower to get warm again, but once they were thawed out and it was clear that their concerns about hypothermia were unfounded, their attentions turned to less practical, more pleasurable matters.

They couldn’t do what Colin wanted to do—the lack of condoms in the bathroom, not to mention a good lubricant that wouldn’t wash away under the force of his high-pressure shower head—were insurmountable obstacles to that specific plan. So instead they soaped each other up and necked, hands and bodies slipping and grinding until they came all over each other, and had to soap up again.

“Do you think there’s a market for porn that consists of guys ejaculating?” Evan wondered. He stepped out of the bathroom, one towel slung around his hips as he used another to dry his hair. “No other action, just the money shot?”

“Sure.” A few steps ahead of him, Colin disappeared into the closet. “Plenty of people like to watch someone else get off.”

“That’s true.”

“Why?” Colin asked, emerging from the closet in a pair of jeans and a dark red sweater, carrying a pair of socks in one and Evan’s overnight bag in the other. “Here.”

“Thanks.” Evan took the bag and didn’t even try not to stare. Colin’s glasses were in place on his nose, his hair neatly combed and his jaw freshly shaved. He’d scraped the previous day’s stubble off with a straight razor that had belonged to his grandfather, and it had been one of the sexiest things Evan had ever seen.

“What?” Colin asked when he noticed him staring.

“You’re fucking hot,” Evan replied and added a friendly leer. “Wanna get naked?”

“No,” Colin said with a laugh, softening the rejection with a smacking kiss on Evan’s mouth. “I need food.”

“You had two pieces of lemon tart for breakfast,” Evan reminded him.

“I need protein,” Colin amended and sat on the edge of the bed he’d already made to pull on his socks. “Bacon, sausage, eggs.”

“It’s almost lunchtime,” Evan pointed out, and since Colin didn’t seem inclined toward more sex, set the bag on the bed to dig out his clothes.

“A burger, then.” Socks on, Colin picked up the bath towel Evan had slung across the foot of the bed and carried it into the bathroom. “Why are you asking about ejaculation porn?”

“Because you should do it.” Evan adjusted his boxer briefs, then stepped into his jeans. “You’d make a fortune.”

“No, thank you,” Colin said politely, coming back into the bedroom.

“You could keep your face out of it,” Evan told him, pulling an ancient University of Michigan sweatshirt out of his bag. “Stay completely anonymous.”

“And yet, my answer is still no,” Colin said drily and pulled off his glasses to polish the lenses.

Evan tugged the sweatshirt over his head, ran his hands through his still-wet hair, and considered his grooming complete. “Did you know that most of the time, when they do a cum shot on someone’s face or ass or whatever, they add fake cum to make it look better?”

Colin paused in his polishing for a moment, then shrugged. “Doesn’t surprise me. Most guys don’t come in big white globs.”

Evan pulled a pair of socks out of his bag. “You know what they use? Cetaphil.”

Colin blinked behind his newly polished lenses. “The face wash?”

“Wild, right?”

“How do you know that?”

Evan sat to pull on his socks. “I heard it on a podcast with an adult actress. Talk about shattered illusions.”

Colin reached up to adjust his glasses, a habitual gesture Evan had always found adorably sexy. “Breaking news, porn isn’t real.”

“You wouldn’t have to use it,” Evan pointed out. “There’s your marketing hook right there.”

Colin just shook his head and headed for the door. “I’m not doing porn, Ev.”

Evan rose and tucked his phone in his back pocket. “Okay. How do you feel about home movies for private use?” he asked and followed a laughing Colin down the hall.

He’d just caught up at the front door when the phone in his pocket signaled an incoming text. He would’ve ignored it, but the phone Colin had laid on the entry table dinged almost simultaneously, with the delicate chime Evan knew Colin had assigned to Esme. “Group text.”

Colin had already picked his phone up and was frowning at the screen. “She wants to know if we can make it to brunch tomorrow.”

Evan pulled his phone out to read for himself. “At their place. Tuck’s making waffles again. Looks like she’s inviting the whole crew.” He looked up at Colin, saw the frown had deepened. “You don’t want to go.”

Colin shook his head, his gaze still on the phone in his hands. “It’s not that.”

“I can tell her I can’t make it,” Evan offered, though forcing the words out opened a raw wound under his heart. He bore down and ignored it. “You can go by yourself.”

“I don’t want you to do that,” Colin said, and the appalled sincerity in his voice went a long way toward soothing that raw spot. Then he sighed. “I’m being silly, aren’t I?”

Evan shook his head. “Not if you’re not ready. It’s okay if you’re not, Col. I can wait. I will wait,” he amended, willing Colin to hear what he wasn’t saying.

“You shouldn’t have to,” Colin began.

Evan shook his head. “There’s no should. There’s just you and me, and what’s right for us. What works for us. And if you need time—”

“I don’t need time,” Colin protested. “Not for this, for our friends.”

Though the clarification stung, Evan nodded. “Are you worried about what they’ll think about us?”

Colin’s brows drew together. “I don’t give a shit what they think,” he said, and the wound under Evan’s heart healed a little more.

“It’s a big change, though,” Evan pointed out, compelled for reasons he couldn’t quite name to play devil’s advocate. “The dynamic everyone’s familiar with, comfortable with…it’s bound to change.”

“They’ll just have to deal,” Colin said firmly and tapped at his phone screen for a moment. Then he laid it back on the table and reached for his boots.

Evan looked down at his phone when it chimed. Colin had responded to the group text. Evan and I are in. Can we bring anything?

“I want lunch before we go bowling,” Colin said. “I’m starving.”

Swallowing the lump in his throat, Evan tucked his phone away and reached for his boots. “They have food at the bowling alley.”

Colin grimaced. “I don’t know if I want a burger from a bowling alley.”

Knowing Colin’s weakness for bad bar food, Evan just smiled. “They have nachos.”

“Real ones, or fake cheese?”

Boots on, Evan grabbed Colin’s coat and handed it to him. “Fake cheese.”

“I could eat some nachos,” Colin decided and opened the front door. “Do they have buffalo wings?”

They ate nachos and buffalo wings and bowled, with Evan winning two out of three games. When they’d had their fill of bar food and bowling, they went back to Colin’s house, intent on sex followed by a well-deserved nap. But when they pulled into the driveway, the neighborhood kids were in the midst of another epic snowball fight, and the shouts imploring them to join were impossible to ignore.

When the battle was finally won they staggered inside, once again ravenous. They ordered dinner in, settling after a brief debate on Italian, and shared a Caesar salad and eggplant parmesan. They polished off the rest of Claire’s lemon tart for dessert and watched a West Coast basketball game. When the Pistons had finally fallen to the Lakers by a pair in overtime, they tumbled into bed.

Evan lay next to Colin in the dark, listening to the slow, even rhythm of his breathing, and stared at the ceiling. It had been a good day, easy and comfortable, but there was no denying that Colin’s hesitation to be open about their relationship had hurt his feelings.

He knew, intellectually, that it was perfectly reasonable that the changes in their dynamic would give Colin pause. He was private, even a little shy, and his anxiety made change difficult for him. But his heart ached every time Colin hesitated to take his hand, or glanced around to see who might be watching before leaning in for a kiss.

He shifted restlessly, then stilled when Colin murmured beside him. He waited until Colin’s breathing had settled once again into the deep rhythm of sleep, then slipped out of bed. He stepped into the bathroom, shutting the door silently behind him, then turned on the light and stared into the mirror.

His reflection stared back at him, scruffy and familiar but for the haunted look in his eyes. He’d yearned for so long to be able to love Colin and be loved back, and while it felt as though his most cherished wish was coming true, it also felt fragile. He was afraid to trust it, the fear tangling with the nerves in his belly and wreaking havoc on his equilibrium.

He wanted this so much, years of desperate longing built up inside him, that he almost didn’t know what to do with it. All he could do was take what Colin was willing to give, give him time and space to figure out what he wanted, and hope that at the end of the day, it would be the same thing Evan wanted.

A lifetime.

He turned away from the mirror with a sigh and turned off the light. When he slid silently back into bed Colin turned, reaching out and draping his arm across Evan’s chest.

Evan closed his eyes and tried to be content with the knowledge that in sleep, when his defenses were down and there was no room for subterfuge, Colin reached for him.
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Colin crunched his way up the walk to Tuck and Esme’s front porch, a bag slung over his shoulder. “We’re late.”

“Five minutes.” Evan resisted the urge to roll his eyes. “I think they’ll forgive us. And you’re the one who decided we needed to go out of our way for the fancy orange juice.”

“Fresh pressed tastes better,” Colin insisted, a refrain Evan had heard half a dozen times in the last hour, and climbed the porch steps. “You can’t make mimosas with orange juice from concentrate.”

He said concentrate, but clearly meant dog shit. Evan cleared the laugh from his throat. “Is there a mimosa police I don’t know about?”

“Yes.” Colin pressed the bell. “Me. What are you grinning at?”

“You. You’re so fucking cute.”

A blush rose to Colin’s cheeks, and he reached up to adjust his glasses. “I don’t know how to respond to that.”

Delighted with him, Evan wrapped a hand around the back of his neck. “Here, I’ll show you.”

Colin’s lips were cool, thanks to the frigid December morning, but they warmed quickly under Evan’s. He’d intended to keep the kiss light, because they were standing on their friends’ front porch and it was freezing and even Evan wasn’t reckless enough to try to bone under such circumstances. But Colin’s lips parted on a deep rumble of surprise and pleasure, and Evan remembered what they’d been doing the last time he heard that sound, and suddenly it didn’t seem too cold. And the porch had a solid brick wall surrounding it, so if they scooted over a few feet and laid down, well, it’s not like they’d be visible from the street.

“We can’t do this here,” Colin groaned, even as his hands slid beneath Evan’s shirt. He wore gloves, the fine grain leather smooth and cold. Evan hissed out a breath when they made contact with his bare skin, then swallowed a groan of his own when Colin pressed closer.

“Jesus.” He lifted his head. “Are you hard already?”

“I can’t help it.” Colin licked his lips, his eyes wide behind fogged-up lenses. “My dick really likes it when you kiss me.”

Caught between laughter and lust, Evan rested his forehead against Colin’s. “Brunch, remember?”

“You started it,” Colin accused with a faint smile that did nothing to cool the fire in Evan’s blood.

“And I’ll finish it,” Evan promised. “Just maybe not on the porch.”

“I appreciate that,” a low voice drawled, and Evan jerked around to find Tuck and Esme framed in the open doorway. Esme was beaming, and Tuck was smirking through the forest of his ginger beard. “We don’t want the neighbors to know we’re friends with a couple of perverts.”

Evan returned the smirk with a sneer. He’d felt Colin’s jerk of surprise, the instinctive step backward. Though it opened up that wound under his heart a little more, he let him go. “If your neighbors don’t like perverts, we’re the least of your problems.”

Tuck opened his mouth to respond, then grunted when his wife slapped her fist into his belly. “Shut up, Tuck. Ignore him,” she instructed them, leaning over to kiss first Evan, then Colin in welcome. “He has no romance in his soul.”

“That’s not true,” Tuck protested. “I romanced you twice last night, and once in the shower this morning.”

Esme just rolled her eyes. “Come on inside, guys. Spence is already here.”

Evan followed Colin inside, grateful to leave the cold behind, and shucked off his coat. “Here,” he said and tossed it to Tuck. “Be useful.”

Tuck fielded it easily and grinned. “Sure you don’t want to hang onto it? You can hold it in your lap.”

Well aware that the episode on the porch had temporarily changed the fit of his jeans, Evan just laughed. “What for? Everyone here has seen my boner before.”

“Hey,” Spence called out from his sprawl on the sofa. He was dressed in jeans and a black long-sleeved t-shirt, his booted feet up on the coffee table and a coffee cup in his hand. His dark hair was reasonably neat and his jaw was shaved clean, making the thick mustache look even more lush by comparison. “I thought what happened at Thanksgiving was supposed to stay at Thanksgiving. Or did I miss a rule change?”

“The rule has not changed,” Esme confirmed and aimed a steely look at her husband. “Tucker. Knock it off.”

“Hey, he’s the one who said it,” Tuck protested.

“And you’re the one giving him shit,” Esme replied and rose on her toes to brush a kiss over his lips. “So knock it off.”

“Fine,” Tuck grumbled, sliding an arm around her waist to hold her close. “But only if I can romance you later with my face.”

She tried to maintain a stern visage, but the giggle spoiled it. “You’re terrible,” she said affectionately, and kissed him again with enough enthusiasm that Evan wondered idly if they might just romance each other right there.

Then she turned and aimed her steely gaze at Evan. “And you. Respect the rules of the orgy, and behave.”

Properly chastised, Evan fixed an apologetic look on his face. “Sorry, E.”

Her face softened into a smile. “Apology accepted. But for penance, you have to make the mimosas.”

“Fair enough,” Evan decided, then glanced at Colin. “If Colin will trust me with them. Apparently, he’s the mimosa police.”

Colin just slid the bag off his shoulder. “Here. Shake the juice well before pouring, use equal parts Cava and OJ.”

Evan took the bag and tried to read Colin’s expression. His cheeks were still flushed, either from cold or embarrassment, and though there was a shadow of vulnerability in his soft brown eyes, his mouth was curved in a smile.

The combination made Evan wish for his coat back. “Anything else?”

“Yeah. You only get one.”

It took him a moment for the words to register; he was too busy watching Colin’s mouth move. “What? Why?”

“You’re driving.”

Though he didn’t mind playing designated driver, he scowled for form. “Says who?”

“Says me. I feel like getting a little tipsy.” Colin raised an eyebrow, the look in his eyes going from shy to smokey. “You don’t mind, do you?”

Evan stilled. Colin was trying to tell him something, but he couldn’t quite figure it out. He opened his mouth to ask, then shut it without a word. Their friends were watching with avid interest, and the moment felt too intimate to share. Besides, he liked the idea that Colin was trying to communicate with him without speaking. It was like having a secret code, just the two of them—even if he didn’t understand it yet. So he just said, “No, I don’t mind at all,” and carried his bag of goodies into the kitchen.

He was pulling champagne flutes out of the cupboard when Spence walked into the kitchen. “Don’t make me one of those. I’m sticking with coffee.”

“Okay.” Evan put the last flute back, picked up the jug of orange juice, and began to shake.

“Don’t make one for Jude, either,” Spence continued, crossing to the coffee pot for a refill.

“He’s not coming?”

Spence shook his head. “He’s on a plane to San Jose. Got called up.”

“No shit?”

“One of Detroit’s defensemen went down yesterday, took a skate blade to the face. He’s out, Jude’s in.”

“Shit.” Evan winced. “Who got cut?”

“I dunno, I don’t follow hockey.” Spence leaned back against the counter and sipped his coffee. “According to Tuck, the guy’s gonna be fine, he just can’t play for a while. So Jude’s on a plane.”

Figuring the orange juice was sufficiently shaken, Evan twisted off the cap. “Bad break for him, lucky one for Jude.”

“It’s an opportunity,” Spence agreed. “How’d your date go?”

Evan poured juice into the flutes. “My date?”

“The one you needed my rope for.”

“Oh.” Remembering, Evan grinned. “It was great.”

“You get any jizz on my hemp?”

Amused, Evan carried the orange juice to the fridge. “No, but it was close.”

“I’ll bet. You bring it with you?”

“I was hoping to hang onto it for a few more days if you don’t mind.” Evan grinned. “It’s my turn to get tied up.”

Spence barked out a laugh. “I guess that answers my question.”

Bottle of Cava in hand, Evan glanced up. “What question?”

“If you guys were okay,” Spence said, his dark eyes on Evan’s over his coffee cup. “Colin seemed…awkward.”

Evan concentrated on getting the cork out of the bottle, and when it finally popped free, on getting the fizzing wine into the glasses instead of on the floor. When the glasses were full and the bottle tucked away in the fridge, he said, “I think he’s having trouble finding his footing.”

“It’s a big change for you guys.”

“Plus, he’s shy,” Evan went on, unsure if he was convincing Spence or himself. “Private, you know? So he’s a little uncomfortable with people knowing we’re…”

“Fucking?” Spence suggested.

“Together,” Evan decided. “Because it’s a big change.”

“Sure.”

“He just needs some time to get used to it, I think,” Evan went on. “It happened pretty fast.”

Spence’s eyes met Evan’s. “Fifteen years is fast?”

“You know what I mean. It’s only been three weeks since Thanksgiving.”

“I wondered if that had been the trigger,” Spence said, amused. “Score one for Esme.”

Evan frowned. “Huh?”

The amusement morphed into a full-blown laugh. “You think it was just a lucky break she pulled you and Colin to tag team her? Foolish boy.”

Evan blinked. “She set us up?”

“Like bowling pins.” Spence grinned into his coffee cup. “And down you went.”

Evan shook his head. “Son of a bitch.”

“Not only did she set you up, but she did it at an orgy.” Spence shook his head in admiration. “You gotta respect that kind of savvy.”

What a story it’ll be to tell our grandchildren, Evan wanted to say. But he didn’t dare. “Do you think Colin knows?”

Spence shrugged. “Does it matter?”

“I guess not.” Forcing the spurt of anxiety back into the pit of his stomach, he reached for a tray for the drinks.

“Would he be offended?”

“No.” Evan took care to position the flutes just so on the tray, then looked up. “But he’s still finding that balance, and until he does…”

“You don’t want to rock the boat,” Spence finished.

Evan tried to read Spence’s expression, but as usual, the man was as emotive as a block of granite. “Yeah.”

Spence nodded. “Okay.”

Evan blinked. “Okay?”

“He won’t hear it from me.” Spence jerked his head at the tray. “You want me to carry that?”

“No, I’ve got it.” Evan lifted it. “Thanks, Spence.”

“You’re welcome,” Spence said and pushed the kitchen door open. “Tuck!”

“What?” came the shouted reply.

“I’m fucking hungry,” Spence announced, and let the door swing shut behind Evan. “Go make the damn waffles so we can eat.”

Tuck made the damn waffles, and they ate. Conversation flowed freely, with Jude’s call up to the NHL and the upcoming holidays dominating the discussion. Spence was grilled on his mother’s Las Vegas wedding plans, then thoroughly chastised when it was discovered he knew nothing about it.

“It’s in Vegas on New Year’s Eve, I’m giving her away, I have to wear a fucking suit,” he told them with a scowl, mopping his plate with the last waffle. “That’s all I know, and that’s all I need to know.”

“You’re such a sentimental fool, Spence,” Tuck drawled.

“Eat my ass,” Spence shot back.

Esme rolled her eyes. “Don’t start, you two.”

“I’m not starting anything,” Tuck protested innocently.

“You can sell that story to someone who doesn’t know any better,” she told him.

“Is she happy?” Colin asked, and had every eye turning towards him.

“Yeah,” Spence said slowly, some of the fuck you leaving his expression. “Damned if I can figure it out—I mean, he’s a fucking farmer, for sweet Christ’s sake—but she’s really happy.”

“Well, then.” Colin lifted his glass in a toast. “To Heather and Steve. May they live a long and happy life together.”

Beside him, Evan raised his glass. “And may she make Spence shave off his lip caterpillar for the wedding.”

“Blow me,” Spence said, then he sighed and raised his glass. “Hell with it. To Heather and Steve.”

“Heather and Steve,” Tuck and Esme echoed.

“Are they registered anywhere?” Colin wanted to know.

“Registered?”

“For wedding gifts,” Colin clarified.

“What the fuck do they need to register for?” Spence wanted to know. “He’s sixty-two, she’s fifty-seven. They already have dishes and towels and shit.”

“It’s still a wedding,” Esme pointed out, her pretty face beaming innocence while her husband grinned beside her. “They might not need the basics, but we should still get them something.”

She turned to Tuck. “Maybe something like those silver candlesticks we got for our wedding.”

“Sure,” Tuck said agreeably, and eyes dancing, turned to Spence. “What do you think, Spencer? Would your mom like a pair of silver candlesticks for a wedding gift?”

“Maybe crystal would be better,” Esme mused and attempted to hide her grin in a thoughtful frown. “Crystal candlesticks are so pretty, but it’s hard to keep all those little cuts and facets dusted and shiny.”

“Silver’s tough to keep clean, too,” Tuck pointed out helpfully. “Gotta polish them to keep the tarnish off.”

Esme grimaced. “That’s such a pain in the ass.”

“A pain in my ass, you mean,” Tuck pointed out. “You always make me do it.”

“And you hate it,” Esme reminded him. “I think crystal will be better. Dusting sucks, but not as much as polishing.”

“You’re probably right. What do you think Spence? Silver or crystal?”

“Jesus tits.” Spence pressed the heels of his hands to his eyes in an uncharacteristically dramatic display of frustration, then dropped them to glare at Tuck. “I don’t give a shit. Get them whatever you fucking want, just leave me out of it.”

“Oh, maybe brass would work,” Esme exclaimed.

“Keep it up,” Spence warned. “Just keep it up and see where it gets you.”

“You threatening my wife?” Tuck demanded as Esme dissolved into giggles beside him.

“Hell, yes.”

“Just checking,” Tuck said with a grin.

Spence tossed his napkin down in disgust. “I need new fucking friends.”

“Aw,” Esme managed between giggles. “You know I love you, Spence.”

“Then quit busting my balls.”

“But it’s so much fun,” she protested.

Colin leaned over to whisper to Evan. “Should we take pity on him?”

Evan was watching their friends with a grin. “What’d you have in mind?”

With a tremble in his belly, Colin took a deep breath and blurted out, “We could tell them we’re…dating.”

Evan turned, surprise in his eyes.

Colin shrugged. “Spence already knows, and Jude. And since we were making out on the porch, it’s a good bet Tuck and Esme have figured it out.”

Evan nodded slowly, his gaze searching Colin’s. “True.”

Colin tried a smile and found it wasn’t hard at all. “So, we’ll tell them.”

“If we can get a word in,” Evan said, jerking his chin at the trio still bickering across the table.

Colin considered them. Spence scowling, Tuck teasing, Esme laughing. “I know how to get their attention.”

“How?”

“Like this,” Colin said and kissed him.

Evan jolted, and for a moment Colin thought he would pull away. But then the stiffness of surprise eased, and he parted his lips in welcome. With a shiver of delight, Colin accepted the unspoken invitation and deepened the kiss.

Evan tasted good, like bacon and waffles and desire, and Colin sank deeper. The giggles and chatter of their friends faded away, and for a moment, it was as though they were the only two people in the room.

Then a loud wolf whistle rent the air, followed by a cheer and raucous applause. Evan huffed out a laugh, his breath mingling with Colin’s. “Mission accomplished,” he murmured, and with a last, lingering kiss, eased back.

Colin pushed his glasses back up on his nose and turned to look. Tuck and Esme were on their feet, clapping and cheering, and even Spence’s normally stern visage was creased in a grin.

“It’s about time,” Tuck called out.

Esme hurried around the table to wrap her arms around Evan, then Colin. “I’m so happy for you,” she whispered in his ear.

He returned the hug and tried not to blush. “Thanks.”

She eased back, beaming. “This calls for more champagne.”

“I’ll get it,” Colin volunteered and slipped away to the kitchen.

He was pulling the stopper out of the bottle when Evan walked in. “You okay?”

“Of course.” He turned, bottle in hand. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

“I don’t know.” Evan’s eyes were quiet, watchful. “You surprised me.”

“By kissing you?”

“In front of everyone, yeah.”

“I’m not trying to hide, Evan.”

A little of the tension flowed out of the set of Evan’s shoulders. “But you’re not comfortable out in the open, either.”

This was the benefit—and the detriment—to dating someone you’d known for fifteen years, Colin realized. The man knew him too well. “Not entirely.”

“You can take your time, you know,” Evan told him. “I’m not going anywhere.”

Wanting the connection, Colin reached for his hand. “I know.”

“Good.” Squeezing his hand, Evan smiled.

“Hey you two, what’s taking so long?” Tuck hollered from the living room, and Evan rolled his eyes.

“We better get back out there.”

“Yeah,” Colin agreed, and without thinking, dropped his hand. A flicker of hurt flashed over Evan’s face, a spasm of pain so brief if Colin hadn’t been watching, he would’ve missed it.

Then it was gone, any trace of unhappiness wiped away by Evan’s wide smile. “We’re coming,” he called, and turning away, pushed the swinging door open and walked through.

Colin followed, his heart stuck in his throat. He wanted to apologize, to explain, but he didn’t know how. So he carried the champagne out to the table and poured himself a full glass, hoping that if he drank enough, the right words would come to him.

There’s a fine line between tipsy enough to speak truths that were otherwise too hard to say and too drunk to speak at all, and unfortunately, Colin crossed that line. When they’d run out of champagne, he’d switched to mixed drinks, and when brunch had turned into a movie marathon, he’d kept drinking.

So instead of apologizing to Evan for hurting his feelings, he fell asleep in the Jeep on the drive home, threw up in his driveway, and had to be helped to bed.

He wasn’t at all surprised to wake before dawn on Monday morning with his mouth tasting like the inside of a dumpster, his head pounding like the entire Detroit Symphony percussion section was inside it, and a note on the nightstand telling him Evan had gone home.

“I’m an ass,” Colin groaned and stumbled his way into the shower.

It didn’t cure his headache or ease the knots in his stomach, but scrubbing the faint smell of vomit from his skin and brushing the dumpster taste out of his mouth made him feel a little better. Then he started a pot of coffee, downed a glass of water and some ibuprofen, and did something he hadn’t done in five years: he rescheduled his client meetings and called in sick to work.

He had some dry toast with the first cup of coffee, and by the time he’d finished the second was feeling marginally human. The headache lingered, but it was down to a dull rumble, and he figured that was as good as it was going to get. Then he got dressed, got in his car, and drove to Dunbar Sports & Outdoors to face the music.

He knew Evan was scheduled to open, and hoped to find him there by himself. But the parking lot was full, and too late he remembered they’d kicked off their Christmas sale over the weekend, their first since Covid. He was half tempted to go back home and spend the rest of the day with his head buried under a pillow, but he forced himself to get out of the car, put on a mask, and walk inside.

It wasn’t as full as the parking lot had led him to believe, but there were still plenty of customers crowding the aisles. He spotted Eddie, Evan’s father, behind the checkout counter ringing up sales with a trio of other cashiers, the beeps and chimes of the registers mingling with the holiday music playing over the speakers.

Hoping to avoid an awkward conversation, he turned away from the counter and scanned the room. He couldn’t see Evan through the crowd but knew he usually worked the camping gear section and headed in that direction.

He heard Evan before he saw him, a rumbling laugh coming from behind a display of camp stoves, and turned the corner to see him standing with a pretty—and very familiar—brunette.

She spotted him first, her eyes going bright over the sequined mask she wore. “Colin!”

He forced himself to speak. “Hey, Shelby. Long time, no see.”

“I know, right?” Eyes dancing, she bounced over, arms outstretched for a hug before she rocked to a stop and held out a fist for bumping. “Dammit, I keep forgetting. Asshole Covid.”

Colin let out a chuckle and tapped his fist to hers, studiously avoiding Evan’s gaze. “How have you been?”

“I’m awesome.” Her eyes crinkled above the mask, the bubbly personality she’d been known for in their college days undiminished with the passage of time. “I’m in Lansing, now, for vet school.”

“That’s great,” he said, and he meant it. Shelby had always wanted to be a veterinarian. “You’re at State?”

“Yep. Took me a while to get there, but I’m in the home stretch now.” She poked him in the shoulder, a friendly gesture she’d used often. “What are you up to? Still doing the financial planning thing?”

“Still doing it,” he said, enjoying himself despite the lingering hangover. Shelby’s good cheer was infectious.

“Maybe when I finally get out of school and get a job, you can help me figure out how to pay off my student loans.”

“Happy to.”

“Awesome. My trip hasn’t been a total waste, then.”

“Waste?” Colin asked curiously.

“Yeah.” She patted Evan on the arm, her head tilting to rest on his shoulder. “I was hoping sexy here would be up for a little trip down memory lane. Make Christmas home with the folks a little more bearable, you know?” Then she heaved a dramatic sigh. “But alas, he’s taken.”

Colin glanced at Evan for the first time. “That he is.”

“He won’t tell me by who, though.” She narrowed her eyes playfully at Colin. “I bet you know, don’t you?”

Colin tucked his hands into his pockets. “It was good to see you again, Shelby.”

Shelby shook her head. “I should’ve known you’d keep it in the vault for him. Best friends forever, right?”

Colin risked another glance at Evan. “Right.”

Shelby trilled out a laugh. “All right, keep your secrets. I’ll just stalk your social media until I find out.”

“You do that,” Evan said, amused. “Don’t be a stranger, okay?”

“You either.” She pressed a kiss to her finger through her mask, then tapped it on Evan’s nose before turning to Colin. “And you, you call me if you decide to open the vault.”

“You’ll be the first,” he promised and watched until she’d bounced out of sight. “You didn’t tell her.”

“That you’re who I’m taken by?” Evan said behind him, his voice strangely subdued. “No.”

With his stomach threatening to reject the toast and coffee, Colin turned to face him. “Why?”

Evan shrugged. He was dressed in his work uniform of jeans and a t-shirt, his blond curls tousled and his eyes cautious. “I didn’t think you’d want me to. Was I wrong?”

“No,” Colin admitted, rubbing a hand over his uneasy belly. “It hurts you.”

Evan started to speak, then shrugged. “I can deal.”

“It hurts you,” Colin repeated.

Evan looked away for a moment, indecision stamped on his features, then looked straight into Colin’s eyes. “Yeah, it does.”

“I’m sorry.” Colin dragged a hand down his face. “I don’t mean to hurt you. I just…I can’t seem to get a handle on this. You and me. I’m trying, but…”

Evan’s face went still, his eyes shuttered. “Do you want to stop?”

“Stop what?” Colin asked, genuinely confused. Stop trying to handle it? What good would that do? Then the penny dropped, and his stomach fell to his toes. “No. God, no, that’s not what I want.”

“Then what do you want?” Evan asked, and though his voice was low, the frustration was unmistakable.

“I don’t know,” Colin said, annoyed that he couldn’t do any better than that. “We’ve been friends for a long time.”

“Yeah, we have. And for almost every minute of that, I’ve wished for more. But if that’s not what you want—”

“It is,” Colin interrupted, panic pushing the words out. “That is what I want.”

“Then what’s going on, Colin?”

“I can’t get my balance,” he began, then shook his head. It was true, as far as it went, but it wasn’t the whole truth. He took a breath and blurted out, “I’m scared.”

“I’m scared, too.”

Colin felt as though there were razors in his throat. “What are you scared of?”

“Mostly that we don’t have enough in common to last,” Evan said baldly. “I know we’ve been friends for a long time, and it hasn’t mattered, but this is different. Isn’t it?”

Colin felt raw, exposed. “Yeah, it is.”

“So that’s what I’m scared of.” Evan’s gaze stayed steady, searching. “What are you scared of?”

Of losing you, Colin thought and opened his mouth to say it. But the words stuck in his throat.

Evan’s gaze softened, and he stepped forward so the toes of his sneakers bumped up against Colin’s. “What are you scared of, baby?”

Maybe it was the baby that did it. Maybe it was the intimate tone of voice. Maybe it was the hand he lifted to cradle Colin’s cheek, solid and comforting, and the look in those blue eyes, imploring him. Whatever it was, the dam broke.

“Of losing you,” Colin blurted out. “I don’t want to lose you, Evan.”

Evan leaned forward, resting his forehead against Colin’s. “Not possible.”

“But what if—?”

Evan pulled back to look him in the eye, his hand sliding from Colin’s jaw to the back of his neck. “You won’t lose me, Colin. You can’t.”

Colin swallowed convulsively, the press of Evan’s hand against the back of his neck was wonderfully firm. Solid. There. “Evan, I—”

“You can’t,” Evan repeated. “Not unless you push me away.”

“I don’t want to do that,” Colin managed.

Relief flashed in Evan’s eyes. “Good. Do you want to be with me?”

“Of course, I want to be with you,” Colin said, and with fear making his hands sweat, bit the bullet. “I love you.”

Something flared in Evan’s eyes, a bright burst of emotion that was quickly banked. “You do?”

“Yeah.” His stomach suddenly calm, Colin pulled off his mask so Evan could see his smile. “I really do.”

“That’s handy,” Evan choked out. “Since I love you, too.”

Colin blinked. “You do?”

“I really fucking do.”

Colin stared at the love of his life. “Oh. Good,” he said and began to laugh.

All the tension and anxiety flowed out of him, replaced with sheer, unadulterated joy. The weight he’d woken with was gone, leaving him feeling light and free. And looking into Evan’s smiling eyes, loved.

“I love you so fucking much,” he said, the words coming so easily he wondered how he’d ever thought them hard. “I don’t care that we don’t have a lot in common. So you like to camp and hike and swim and kayak and I’d rather go to the library. Big fucking deal. And I don’t care that you’re messy and have no taste in furniture or clothes.”

“I wouldn’t say I have no taste,” Evan began.

“Absolutely none,” Colin confirmed, his heart lifting when Evan laughed. “But I don’t care what you wear, and I don’t care that your furniture is ugly. You can even bring that monstrosity of a chair into my house if you want.”

Evan blinked. “Duct tape and all?”

“Shit, I forgot about the duct tape,” Colin said with a wince, then he shook his head. “I don’t care. I just want to go to bed with you every night and wake up with you every morning. And if I have to look at an ugly chair to do it—”

“We can get the chair reupholstered,” Evan blurted out and dragged off his mask. “Colin?”

“What?”

“Will you kiss me now?”

“I thought you’d never ask,” Colin said and grabbed Evan by the ears and kissed him.

Evan’s laugh puffed out against his mouth, but he didn’t care. He kissed him and kissed him and kissed him, and was giving serious thought to suggesting a quick break in the back office when a clearing throat caught his attention.

He tore himself free and struggled to see through fogged glasses. When he recognized Evan’s father, he cleared his throat. “Hi, Mr. Dunbar.”

“Colin,” Eddie said and aimed a raised eyebrow at his son. “Is this what I’m paying you to do?”

“I’m on a break,” Evan told him. “Go away.”

“Ha! You had your break an hour ago.”

“I’m taking another one.”

“You don’t get another one, so stop kissing your boyfriend and go get more water bottles for the counter display. We’re low.”

“Sorry, Mr. Dunbar,” Colin put in, swallowing when that steely gaze swung around to him. “It’s my fault.”

“Then you can help him get the water bottles,” Eddie replied, then eyed his son again. “Did you ask him?”

“Not yet,” Evan said, tense again.

Colin looked at him. “Ask me what?”

“To Christmas dinner,” Eddie said before Evan could open his mouth. “You’re welcome to join us if you don’t have plans.”

“Dad, he might not—"

“I’d love to,” Colin interrupted him and only felt a slight hint of nerves when he sent Eddie a wide smile. “Can I bring anything?”

“I’ll ask Julie, have her call you,” Eddie said with a nod, then frowned at his son. “Why are you just standing there? Water bottles, boy. Jump to it.”

“I’ll be right there,” Evan said, and with a grunt, Eddie turned and marched away.

“You don’t have to come,” Evan said, eyes sober. “My family can be a lot, especially at Christmas.”

“I like your family,” Colin told him. “Most of the time. There’ll be booze, right?”

“We’ll make sure to bring some,” Evan promised.

Colin nodded and took a reluctant step back “I better let you get back to work.”

“Yeah.”

“But maybe later, if you don’t have plans, I can take you to dinner,” Colin continued.

“I don’t have plans,” Evan said, then blinked. “You want to go out?”

“Yeah, I do. Someplace where we can hold hands,” Colin replied and watched the smile move across Evan’s face like sunshine.

“I’d like that,” Evan murmured, then rolled his eyes when they heard a shout of “water bottles!” from the front of the store. “I better go. How are you feeling, by the way?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, you were pretty hammered yesterday.” Evan raised an eyebrow, concern in his pretty blue eyes. “I thought you might be hungover and miserable.”

“I was,” Colin admitted. Then he smiled. “But I’m feeling much better now.”


EPILOGUE
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THANKSGIVING, ONE YEAR LATER


Colin was sweating, his glasses slipping down the bridge of his nose. He lifted a hand from Evan’s hip to nudge them back into place, then resumed fucking him. “Fuck, I hope you’re close or we’re going to be late for dinner.”

“So close,” Evan moaned into the pillow beneath him and wiggled as much as the ropes holding him to the bed would allow. “Fuck, I love that piercing.”

As it was a sentiment Evan had expressed any number of times over the last eleven months, Colin just grunted in response. They’d been fucking for what seemed like hours, slow and steady the way Evan liked best, and Colin was ready to let himself off the leash. He wouldn’t do it until Evan came, which better be soon, he thought darkly, or he might not be alive by the time he was able to have his own orgasm.

“What do you need, baby?” he rasped and shoved his glasses back into place again.

“Nothing,” Evan panted, his back muscles rippling as he arched into Colin’s thrusts. “I want to see if I can come like this.”

Colin checked the bedside clock, narrowing his eyes to try to read it through the fog on his lenses. Tuck and Esme were expecting them in forty-five minutes. “Cutting it close.”

Evan grunted out a curse. “A little faster, then—not too much.”

Colin obliged, picking up the pace just a bit, hissing out a breath when Evan’s asshole tightened, fluttering around him.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Evan chanted, his legs beginning to shake. “There, just like that, oh God, baby, I’m going to—”

The words died in a half shout, half grunt, his asshole rippling around Colin’s cock as he came. With a fierce satisfaction and a dizzying relief, Colin picked up the pace, racing for his own orgasm and drawing out Evan’s, and after half a dozen hammering thrusts, succumbed to pleasure.

Wrung out, he sank against Evan’s back and thought about how lovely it would be to just stay there all day.

“Don’t fall asleep on me,” Evan mumbled, as though he could read Colin’s mind. “You have to untie me, remember?”

“Right,” Colin said and pushed himself up. “I screwed up.”

“Don’t tell me you forgot a towel,” Evan mumbled, his voice catching when Colin’s softening dick slid out of his ass.

Colin snickered, using the towel he hadn’t forgotten to mop up the cum oozing out of Evan’s still-twitching asshole. “No, I didn’t forget a towel. But now I want a nap, and we’re supposed to be at Esme and Tuck’s in less than an hour.”

“We’re bringing the turkey fryer,” Evan pointed out, sighing with relief when Colin loosened the ropes around his ankles. “It’s not like they can start dinner without us.”

Colin tossed the loosened ropes aside and shifted to reach the ones around Evan’s wrists. “That’s rude.”

“If you can’t be rude to friends, who can you be rude to?” Freed, Evan rolled over onto his back. “You talk to your folks yet?”

Colin shook his head. “It’s too early in Alaska. I’ll call them later. Are you still okay with them coming for Christmas?”

Evan stretched, muscles popping and joints creaking. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

“They’re not as… easygoing as your parents,” Colin pointed out. “And two weeks is a long time to have guests.”

“They’re not guests, they’re your family. As long as the bedroom door locks and they don’t sit in my chair, I can deal.”

“Trust me, babe. Nobody wants to sit in your chair.”

“Hey, it looks great since we recovered it,” Evan protested.

“It looks better, but great is a gross overstatement,” Colin said drily. “I still can’t believe you picked orange velvet.”

Evan just grinned. “You signed off on it.”

“I thought you were joking. My mother’s going to have a cow when she sees it.”

“Your mother loves me.”

“She’ll still have a cow. And by the way, she’s making noises about how much fun it would be to plan a wedding,” Colin warned.

“At least she’ll have something to talk about with my mother.” Evan sat up, looking bemused. “I was hoping being a new grandma would keep her attention for longer.”

Colin reached out to help him off the bed. “At least the baby got us a pass for Thanksgiving.”

“Can’t-miss little Georgie’s first Thanksgiving,” Evan said, and scooped both towels—his and Colin’s—off the mattress. “Even if it does mean sharing him with his other grandparents.”

“You told them we’d stop by later?”

“I’m going to call them when we leave Tuck and Esme’s.” Evan padded into the bathroom, stopping to drop the towels in the hamper before continuing to the shower. “They said they might decide to stay overnight in Ludington rather than drive home late.”

He turned the water on, ducking his head under the water with a heartfelt groan. “God, that feels good.”

Colin laid his glasses on the counter and followed him into the shower. And giving into sentiment, laid his lips on Evan’s shoulder.

Evan turned to look at him, pushing his dripping hair out of surprised eyes. “Hey.”

“Hey.”

“You’re wearing your I’m-having-big-feelings face,” Evan observed, his hands coming up to cup Colin’s cheeks. “What’s up, love?”

Colin closed his eyes for a second, wanting to savor the moment. Relaxed and sated from good sex, surrounded by the steam from the shower, and his love’s hands on him. Then he opened his eyes. “I was just thinking. It’s been a year.”

“Not quite,” Evan corrected with a small smirk. “We didn’t get together until two weeks after Thanksgiving.”

“Yeah, but you kissed me the morning after. Remember?”

Evan’s eyes went soft with the memory. “Yeah. I was scared half to death.”

“Me, too. Well, first I was horny, then I was scared.”

Evan grinned. “It’s been a pretty good year, yeah?”

“It has,” Colin agreed. They’d dated through the winter and into spring, spending most of their time at Colin’s house simply because he had more room. And when Evan’s lease had come up for renewal in April, he’d let it go and officially moved in, bringing his chair with him. They’d had two weeks to get used to cohabitating before Evan’s job sent him on the road. “I missed you over the summer, though.”

“Me, too. You know, I could talk to my supervisor. See if they can find me a permanent spot closer to home.”

“I thought you liked going all over.”

“I’d rather see you every night.”

Colin had mostly gotten used to being so full of love he thought he might burst, but sometimes it still took him by surprise. “Well, if they can’t, I could take some time off next summer and come camping with you. I can handle a night or two in the Airstream.”

Evan cocked a brow. “You hate camping.”

Colin shrugged. “I hate being without you more.”

Evan dropped his forehead to Colin’s in a now familiar gesture. “We’ve gotten really sappy, haven’t we?”

“Yeah. I like it.”

“Maybe we should make our mothers happy and let them plan a wedding.”

Colin’s heart clutched. “Is that a proposal?”

“If you want it to be.” Evan’s eyes were soft, searching. “I want to marry you someday.”

“Someday.”

Evan shrugged. “I’ll do it tomorrow if that’s what you want. But if you want to wait, I’m okay with that, too.”

There were butterflies in his belly, but over the last year, Colin had grown to like them. “We’ve had a lot of changes already this year.”

Evan nodded. “Yeah, we have.”

“And marriage is a big deal,” Colin continued.

“The biggest,” Evan agreed. “Not something we should rush.”

“Yeah.” Feeling a little shy, and so very loved, Colin smiled. “I like where we are right now. Getting used to living together, figuring things out. I wouldn’t want to ruin that by moving too fast.”

“Me neither.”

“But maybe in a year or two, you could ask me again.”

Evan lifted a brow. “Or you could ask me.”

“I could,” Colin agreed. “Either way, the answer will be yes.”

“Damn right it will,” Evan said, then sighed. “I wish we didn’t have to be somewhere right now.”

“Well, maybe we can be a little late,” Colin decided.

“What happened to ‘that’s rude’?”

“They’re our F.I.L.T.H. friends,” Colin reminded him. “They’ll understand.”

“Friends I’d Like To Hump,” Evan said, laughing so hard he sat down on the bench. “God, I’d forgotten that.”

“You’re the only friend I want to hump these days,” Colin assured him.

“Same, babe,” Evan said, and pushing to his feet, leaned in for a kiss.

They were indeed late to dinner, but they didn’t care. And neither did anyone else.

The End

Thank you fior reading Starved! I hope you enjoyed it.

Authors love reviews, and I’m no different. If you have thoughts on Starved you’d like to share with other readers, you can do so on Amazon, Goodreads, or BookBub. Please also feel free to post your thoughts on your blog or social media, and know that your review –be it 1 star or 5—is welcome and valued.

If you’d like to join my list of reviewers and get ARCs of future books before everyone else, you can do that by filling out this form.

~Hannah


COMING SOON


Looking for more fun from the F.I.L.T.H. gang? Spence’s story is next!

Spence’s plan for spending New Year’s Eve in Las Vegas was to fly in, walk his mother down the aisle, play nice with his new stepfather and stepsisters, then fly home—a night of passion with a sexy stranger wasn’t in the cards. But the pretty brunette seated next to him on the plane is smart, funny, and wastes no time making it clear that she’d be up for some no-strings, out-of-town fun. Because what happens in Vegas stays in Vegas…right?

Feast is coming your way in late 2023!
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PEOPLE I NEED TO THANK


Big thanks to my proofreader, David Faulkner, for his keen eye, and to my husband, for stepping out of his comfort zone to beta-read this one. To Shannon and Christine, for always being my cheerleaders, and my mom, who gets my newsletter and always asks “how’s the writing going?” It’s a little thing, but it means a lot. Love you, Mom.


ALSO BY HANNAH MURRAY


Single Titles

Their Perfect Fit

Honey and the Hitman

Sun, Sea & Satisfaction Guaranteed

Just A Little Crush

F.I.L.T.H Series

Stuffed

Perfect Taboo Series

Book No. 1 – Santa Daddy

Book No. 2 – The Shame Game

Book No. 3 – Sharing His Submissive

Book No. 4 – Show Me Something Good

Book No. 5 – In His Hands

Previously Published by Ellora’s Cave

Now in KU!

Jane and the Sneaky Dom

The Devil & Ms. Johnson

Knockout

Tooth and Nailed

One Hit Wonderful

A Toy Story


ABOUT THE AUTHOR


Hannah has been reading romance novels since she was young enough to have to hide them from her mother. She lives in the Pacific Northwest with her husband—former Special Forces and an OR nurse who writes sci-fi fantasy and acts as In-House Expert on matters pertaining to weapons, tactics, the military, medical conditions, and physics—their daughter, who takes after her father, her best friend and fellow author Christine Warren, and a ridiculous dog named Agatha.

[image: A photo of a brindle English Mastiff lying in the grass staring off into the distance with a blue sky behind her.]


You can find information, including excerpts, buy links, and Content Warnings for Hannah’s books on her website. She has a newsletter (once a month and release days only!) and can be reached via email and the social media links below.

[image: Facebook icon] [image: Twitter icon] [image: Instagram icon] [image: Goodreads icon] [image: BookBub icon] [image: Amazon icon]

OEBPS/image_rsrc274.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc26X.jpg





OEBPS/font_rsrc26V.ttf


OEBPS/image_rsrc26W.jpg
A S OB IIRETREATER SR VS C=IE P USSBRRIE[F 4G AT 50 N

F.1.L.T.H. BOOK 2

HANNAH MURRAY





OEBPS/image_rsrc275.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc270.jpg





OEBPS/nav.xhtml


  
    		Title Page


    		Copyright


    		Dedication


    		Epigraph


    		Contents


    		Chapter 1


    		Chapter 2


    		Chapter 3


    		Chapter 4


    		Chapter 5


    		Chapter 6


    		Chapter 7


    		Chapter 8


    		Chapter 9


    		Chapter 10


    		Epilogue


    		Coming Soon


    		Author’s Note


    		People I Need to Thank


    		Also by Hannah Murray


    		About the Author


  



Guide

		Cover

		Beginning

		Contents




		1

		2

		3

		4

		5

		6

		7

		8

		9

		10

		11

		12

		13

		14

		15

		16

		17

		18

		19

		20

		21

		22

		23

		24

		25

		26

		27

		28

		29

		30

		31

		32

		33

		34

		35

		36

		37

		38

		39

		40

		41

		42

		43

		44

		45

		46

		47

		48

		49

		50

		51

		52

		53

		54

		55

		56

		57

		58

		59

		60

		61

		62

		63

		64

		65

		66

		67

		68

		69

		70

		71

		72

		73

		74

		75

		76

		77

		78

		79

		80

		81

		82

		83

		84

		85

		86

		87

		88

		89

		90

		91

		92

		93

		94

		95

		96

		97

		98

		99

		100

		101

		102

		103

		104

		105

		106

		107

		108

		109

		110

		111

		112

		113

		114

		115

		116

		117

		118

		119

		120

		121

		122

		123

		124

		125

		126

		127

		128

		129

		130

		131

		132

		133

		134

		135

		136

		137

		138

		139

		140

		141

		142

		143

		144

		145

		146

		147

		148

		149

		150

		151

		152

		153

		154

		155

		156

		157

		158

		159






OEBPS/image_rsrc26Z.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc276.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc271.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc26Y.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc273.jpg





OEBPS/font_rsrc26T.ttf


OEBPS/image_rsrc277.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc272.jpg





