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        Jake

      

    
    
      Jake smoothed a hand over his silver tie, cocking his head to the side as he squinted into the mirror. Not for the first time, he wished United would go blue. A rich, true blue that would make his eyes pop, not something trendy like cornflower or cyan or—God forbid—indigo. He’d be the first to admit that he looked sharp in his flight attendant uniform, but for all the charm of his extroverted personality, he didn’t get nearly enough action. Maybe having that little extra something would give him the edge he needed to actually get laid.

      A knock sounded on his bedroom door, overridden by his mother’s voice as she pushed it open without waiting for him to answer.

      “Isn’t the knock supposed to be a request for entry?” he asked, rolling his eyes as he pinned his wings over his left breast pocket, straightening them with a critical eye. “Knock, then wait, then—after I say so—you come in. What if I’d been naked, Mom?”

      Marlene Hansen laughed. “You were born naked, babycakes, and believe me, you’ve got nothing I haven’t seen,” she said, ignoring his little speech the same way she had ever since he’d been old enough to make it.

      Jake winced. “Boundaries, Mom, seriously.”

      There was no doubt that his mother was his favorite person in the world, but God, there’d been a reason he’d been so eager to move out after he’d graduated high school seven years ago.

      And, of course, an even better reason he’d moved back the year before.

      “Have you got plans tonight in San Diego, Jacob?” his mother asked, leaning against the doorframe and looking him up and down. “You look sharp, but maybe we should do some highlights when you get back?”

      Jake ran a hand through his dark hair, eyeing it critically. Highlights? It was September in Chicago, though. They probably didn’t have more than a few weeks left before fall weather kicked in. Maybe he’d better wait until summer came around again.

      “It’s always summer somewhere,” Marlene said, coming up behind him and pinching his bangs up. “We could get away with it, baby. I do want to trim a little from the sides, though. Right here… and here.”

      Sometimes Jake wondered if her ability to read his mind was just a mother-thing, or if it had something to do with how close they’d always been. Single mom busting ass to raise a gay-as-fuck son with no support?

      It’s us against the world, babycakes.

      He swatted her hands away, kissing her cheek as he moved her out of his way. “You’re not going to trim it now, Mom. I’ve got to get going.”

      “You want to look your best, though, don’t you, Jacob?” she asked, already going for the guest bathroom where she kept a complete set of scissors, clippers, and other tools of her trade. “You didn’t answer me about your plans for tonight, but I know you’re going to do something fun, right? For me?”

      How many times growing up had he heard the same words?

      Go do something fun! For me!

      A teen pregnancy and the pressures of single parenthood at too young an age had meant that Marlene had missed out on a lot. The plus side of that was that she’d always been his biggest cheerleader when it came to seizing every opportunity that came his way. Of course, the awkward side—especially as he’d gotten older—was that she’d wanted to hear every detail when he did.

      How many times had they had the you’re-my-mom-not-my-bestie argument?

      An argument Jake always lost, because really, she was both.

      “Maybe I’ll hit a club tonight, Mom, I don’t know,” Jake said, shrugging. “Blair’s working the flight with me—”

      “You didn’t tell me that,” she said, pausing in the doorway and beckoning for him to follow. “Be sure to say hello for me.”

      “I will,” Jake promised, dutifully following her to the bathroom.

      He knew she really would be quick with the trim, and humoring her was second nature. Besides, she was right. It didn’t hurt to stack the deck in his favor. Every edge counted, right? He was horny as fuck, and maybe it would be his lucky day and he’d meet a hot guy on the flight who was looking for some Friday night entertainment.

      “Has Blair got a boyfriend yet?” Marlene asked. “I always hoped you two might become more than just friends.”

      Jake rolled his eyes, sitting where she pointed and leaning forward so she could drape a towel around his shoulders. “That’s not going to happen, and you always hope I’ll become ‘more than just friends’ with every gay man I cross paths with, Mom.”

      She grabbed her cutting shears, her hands flying over his hair for about three seconds before she switched them out for the texturizing shears. “That’s not true,” she lied. “I only want you to hook up with the hot ones who are good to their mamas, Jacob.”

      “Oh my God,” he said, laughing despite himself. Marlene was true to form. “You’re still disappointed I didn’t land Brandon Byrne, aren’t you?”

      “You know his mother is one of my favorite clients, not to mention a good friend,” Marlene said, not bothering to deny it. “And Brandon seems like he’d be good in bed, don’t you think?”

      “Mom.”

      “Let’s just be real, Jacob,” she said, brushing back his hair with her palm and stepping away to admire her handiwork. She nodded briskly, whipping the towel off his shoulders. “It doesn’t matter how good he looks if he can’t give you what you need between the sheets.”

      “We are not talking about this,” Jake said, knowing it wouldn’t stop her.

      And, yes, she was right, but seriously.

      “When’s the last time you got laid, baby?” she asked, following him toward the front door. “I know living with me cramps your style when you’re in town—”

      “Mom, stop,” he said, whirling to face her. “First, and for the last time, I’m never going to give you details of my sex life. Nev-er. And second, you know I want to be here. You don’t cramp anything, okay? Us against the world.”

      She looked away, swiping at the suspicious brightness in her eyes with a mumbled comment about dust in the air.

      “It’s made all the difference to have you here, Jacob,” she said after a moment. “I just don’t want you to miss out on life because of me.”

      “I’m not missing out on anything,” he said, pulling her to him and planting a kiss on her forehead. “I’m traveling the globe with my glamorous career, meeting amazing men and partying until dawn.”

      She beamed up at him, patting his cheek. “That’s what I want to hear, baby. So you will go out clubbing tonight? Promise?”

      “Sure, Mom.”

      Maybe. Blair had to turn and burn, though, so Jake would be on his own in San Diego for the night. He didn’t know any hot, gay guys down there—well, not any that he wanted to see again, at least—and the only person he would like to see while he was in San Diego, currently wasn’t.

      Whenever he was “in country,” Gabe Byrne was stationed at Camp Pendleton, the U.S. Marine base just north of San Diego. For the last seven months, though, Gabe had been off in some hot and nasty part of the world being all badass.

      Which was too bad.

      Or maybe it was for the best.

      Gabe definitely qualified as hot, but, tragically, he wasn’t gay… no matter how hard Jake kept wishing otherwise.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “I just caught 4-B checking out your ass,” Blair whispered, pivoting with practiced ease to pass Jake in the center aisle of the Boeing 737. “Cheekbones to die for, black Gucci high tops, peanut allergy.”

      Jake shook his head. He’d already checked the manifest. “He’s got a connecting flight to Cabo on Alaska Air, no layover.”

      “What a tease,” Blair pouted. Then he grinned. “But I guess that means I don’t have to be jealous.”

      Jake laughed. He and Blair had been roommates for three years, back when they’d both been flying out of the San Francisco hub. Blair was still there, and while Jake didn’t miss his friend’s tendency to borrow his clothes and then “forget” he’d spilled wine on them, or the way Blair had always left half-eaten takeout on the counter overnight, he did miss the fun they used to have together.

      He delivered an extra pillow to 36-D, then joined Blair in the galley.

      “We should head down to Cabo,” he said, pulling out an orange juice. “Hand me a Tito’s? Screwdriver in 29-A.”

      “Oh, God. You know Cabo is too hot for me right now. Maybe in November? Better yet, come to San Francisco for a few days.” Blair passed over the vodka. “Is the screwdriver cute?”

      “Married.”

      “Hmmmm,” Blair said, craning his head in a vain attempt to see through 29-A’s seat back. “To a man or a woman?”

      Jake laughed. “No idea. I stopped looking after I saw his ring.”

      Blair rolled his eyes. “You’re no fun anymore, Jake.”

      “Don’t tell my mother that,” he said. “She’ll be so disappointed in me. She says hi, by the way.”

      Blair grinned. He and Marlene were two peas in a pod. “Tell her I saw the Lake Michigan pictures she posted on Facebook last month and her new boobs look fabulous.” He bit his lip. “Is she doing okay? Still in remission?”

      Jake nodded, but before he could give Blair a full update, the call light for 18-F came on.

      Blair groaned, then eyed the drink in Jake’s hand hopefully. “You want me to screw 29-A for you while you take 18-F?”

      “Not a chance,” Jake said, laughing. He’d gotten stuck responding to the last two of the five-and-counting calls from The Passenger From Hell. Blair was due.

      Blair gave him a pleading look, but Jake shook his head, standing firm.

      “If I have to fluff that man’s pillow one more time, I’ll be too cranky to have a good time tonight.”

      Blair’s eyes brightened with interest. “Ooooh, plans?” he asked, ignoring the soft chime as the same call light was hit again.

      And then again.

      “No plans,” Jake said, grinning when Blair finally leaned out to flutter his fingers at 18-F and flash the passenger a bland, fuck-you-very-much smile to reassure the man that he would be there in a minute. “I’m hoping to find some, though.”

      Blair gave him a pitying look. “Dry spell, honey? You really should come visit for a few days. Although wasn’t there some military guy in San Diego who you used to fly down to hook up with back in the spring? What ever happened to him? You get bored?”

      Jake had flown down to San Diego a few times to visit Gabe before he’d deployed earlier that year—okay, maybe it had been more than just a few—but he couldn’t believe Blair actually remembered that. The two of them didn’t get to fly together all that often, and the few times they had, Jake was pretty sure he hadn’t mentioned Gabe.

      At least, not much.

      “Gabe and I are just friends,” Jake said, turning his back on Blair to hunt up a stir stick. “No hooking up was ever involved.”

      “Mm-hmm,” Blair said, sounding skeptical. “So when you say you’re hoping to make some plans, are you sure that isn’t just code for saying you might accidentally-on-purpose find a way to run into your friend tonight?”

      “Totally sure,” Jake said, figuring his semi-regular masturbation fantasies didn’t count as running into Gabe. “One, because my friend is straight—”

      “How straight?”

      Jake rolled his eyes, not bothering to answer that. “And two, because I’m pretty sure he’s still overseas.”

      Blair grinned. “Please tell me you two have been sexting.”

      “No.”

      “So, no dick pics?”

      “Oh my God.” Jake laughed. “What part of ‘straight’ do you not understand?”

      “What?” Blair asked innocently, slapping the 18-F call light off when it dinged yet again. “Straight is like that wedding ring you were so quick to let stand in your way with 29-A. Where you see a roadblock, I see a scenic detour. You see a stop sign, but I see a chance for some off-road adventure. You see—”

      “I get it,” Jake said, cutting off what he knew from experience could turn into a five-minute monologue. He grinned. “And you’re horrible.”

      “No, 18-F is horrible,” Blair said as he gave in and finally left the galley to go take care of Mr. High Maintenance. “I’m just an opportunist.”

      Jake laughed, then followed Blair up the aisle, screwdriver for 29-A in hand. He’d been doing his best not to think about Gabe—even though of course flying into San Diego made that like trying to avoid thinking of the word “elephant” after someone told you not to—but now that Blair had brought him up in conversation, Jake’s resolve cracked.

      Gabe was like an addiction for him, but after the third time he’d almost been late picking his mother up from a doctor’s appointment because of constantly checking the mile-long chat thread that he and Gabe had kept going during Gabe’s deployment, he’d decided that he really needed to be strong and cut back.

      And when that had failed, he’d at least tried to keep himself in check.

      Case in point? Not pressing Gabe for an exact return date from his current deployment. It wasn’t stalker-ish to have noted that Gabe had mentioned he’d be stuck over in Whatever-istan for seven months, or that Jake could do the math and figure out that that would put the end of Gabe’s tour about… now.

      Gabe had even mentioned that the two of them should hang out once he got back.

      And, fine, the reference to hanging out had only been in a very general “we should do that again someday” type of way, but Gabe had also made a point to ask about Jake’s flight schedule, which meant… something, right?

      Jake gave himself a mental eye roll as he handed over the drink in his hand and made small talk with 29-A, his mouth moving on autopilot while his brain took off and ran with the let’s-obsess-about-Gabe-now plan.

      Yes, Gabe’s curiosity meant something. It meant that the two of them were friends, just like he’d told Blair. It meant that Gabe enjoyed his company, which Jake had already known. Because really, who wouldn’t? And it also meant that Gabe was a fun guy who liked to have… fun.

      Even if, sadly, it wasn’t the type of fun that involved them getting naked together.

      But the fact that Jake had packed his schedule with flights in and out of San Diego all month had nothing whatsoever to do with Gabe possibly being home soon… Jake just happened to like San Diego. It had gorgeous beaches and perfect weather, and, even if Gabe wasn’t and never would be available for more than sexually-frustrating platonic fun, there were plenty of other attractions.

      For one thing, the area was chock-full of eye candy, and for another, it practically overflowed with readily available opportunities to hook up with ripped surfer guys or the hot Marines stationed close by.

      Hot Marines like Gabe.

      Jake stifled a groan as he walked away from the friendly, hot-but-not-as-hot-as-Gabe passenger in 29-A.

      It was official. His obsession with Gabe had reached the red zone. It was starting to bleed over into his everyday life and interfere with his ability to be, as Blair had said, an opportunist.

      He needed help. And by help, he meant sex.

      The truth was, Jake hadn’t gotten laid in months, and if he was honest with himself, it wasn’t for lack of opportunity. Nope. It was all due to his stubborn brain’s new habit of comparing every guy he crossed paths with to He Who Shall Not Be Obsessed Over.

      But enough already. His mother had been right—and how cringe-worthy was that to admit when it came to this particular subject?—Jake needed to get some D.

      He took a deep breath, shoving Gabe’s sexy smirk out of his mind’s eye with a determined push, and decided that come hell or high water, he was going to break the Gabe-addiction and go get some that very night. And no matter what, he was absolutely, positively, not going to compare whatever guy he hooked up with to The One He Couldn’t Have.

      In fact, he was officially going to stop fantasizing about Gabe altogether.

      He was finished.

      Letting it go.

      It was over.

      Done.

      Complete.

      For real this time.
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        Gabe

      

    
    
      Gabe leaned against the wall, out of the way of the flow of airline passengers who were leaving the secure part of the terminal. He scanned their faces as they passed, but so far, no sign of Little Jakey.

      His phone pinged with an incoming text, and he glanced down, shooting off a quick—can’t, busy—in reply to an invitation to meet up at a bar just outside the base that was notorious for attracting Marine-groupies. He grinned at the explicit emoji he got in return, then shoved his phone back in his pocket and looked up to check for Jake again.

      Nope. Not yet.

      Sex was the first thing on most of the guys’ minds every time they came back from deployment, and the ones who didn’t have wives or girlfriends to rush home to generally didn’t waste any time looking for a place to plant their dicks the first night back. Gabe definitely wasn’t wired for either a wife or the kind of long-term girlfriend who would wait around through a seven-month deployment, so usually he’d be 100% down with hitting a place where DTF was practically a given.

      This time, though, getting laid would have to wait.

      Jake was working a San Diego flight that was scheduled to arrive just hours after Gabe had finally gotten his feet back on American soil and been officially released from duty for a couple of days. What, he was supposed to pass that up?

      Easy answer: Nope.

      The timing was just too perfect to miss out on.

      And sure, Gabe would love to get some, but at the moment, weird as it was, what he wanted even more than getting his dick wet was to hang with the guy who used to be such a little pest back when they’d been kids.

      Gabe grinned at the memory.

      Jake had been cute as shit back then, four years younger than Gabe and constantly getting underfoot as he tried to keep up with the Byrne boys. Gabe’s older brother, Matt, had always been annoyed by Little Jakey, and his younger brother, Brandon, had just ignored him, but Gabe had always gotten a kick out of the cocky little fuck.

      Still did.

      Gabe pulled out his phone again, double-checking Jake’s flight status. On-time, which meant he should have boots on the ground already. Not that he knew Gabe was coming to collect him at the airport; by the time his friend Zach had given him the perfect excuse to commandeer Jake’s night, Jake’s flight had already been in the air. Now, though, Gabe figured he’d better shoot off a text, just in case he’d somehow missed seeing him walk past.

      
        
        Yo, Jakey, you here?

        

      

      Gabe scanned the thinning crowd after hitting send, then straightened up, a grin splitting his face when he finally caught sight of Jake and a couple other flight attendants headed his way. All three were dragging cute little rolling bags behind them, and they looked like some kind of airline recruiting commercial as they marched through the terminal, all in a row.

      The one on the left, a redhead with killer legs and a massive rack, split off from Jake and the other guy with a little wave, heading toward a different part of the airport. Jake waved back, then put a hand over his pocket. He must have just felt Gabe’s text come in. His steps slowed as he fished his phone out and swiped the screen with one hand, and as soon as he read it, he stopped in his tracks, his face lighting up like some kind of miracle.

      Jake’s head snapped up and he looked around, blue eyes shining as he nibbled his lip and tried to spot Gabe. The expression on his face was exactly the same as it used to be back when they’d been kids and Gabe had let him tag along on some crazy adventure. Happy… but like, epically so.

      It was a good look on him.

      Truth was, everything looked good on Jake, though. Gabe may not have swung that way, but even he could tell that Little Jakey had grown up into the gay version of totally fuckable.

      Gabe’s grin got even bigger when Jake finally caught sight of him, and something Gabe had been missing for the last seven months suddenly clicked back into place, settling the antsy restlessness he hadn’t even known he’d been filled with until it was suddenly gone.

      “Oh my God,” Jake said, abandoning both his little suitcase and his fellow flight attendant without a backward glance as he rushed over. “What are you doing here?”

      A cocky reply was on the tip of Gabe’s tongue, but the minute Jake got within arm’s reach, it sort of slipped his mind.

      “That’s all the hello I get?” he asked, wrapping a hand around Jake’s wrist and tugging him close… closer… all the way into a sort-of hug before he got hold of himself and backed off a little. He shook his head in mock disappointment, trying to contain the smile that didn’t want to quit. “For real, I fly halfway across the world to see you—”

      “Don’t even think about trying to one-up me with the size of your air miles, Gabe,” Jake interrupted, his face still lit up like the sun. “Mine is definitely bigger than yours.”

      “That so?” Gabe asked, grinning down at him. “We gonna pull them out right here and compare?”

      The blond flight attendant walked over, pulling Jake’s bag behind him as well as his own.

      “Let me guess,” the blond said, cocking one eyebrow as he looked Gabe up and down with a predatory gleam in his eye. “You’re Jake’s hot Marine? I approve, but just in case I’ve guessed wrong, I’m Blair, and I’m single.”

      Pink bloomed over Jake’s cheeks at the words hot Marine, making Gabe laugh. He was usually unflappable, as immune to embarrassment as Gabe himself was, but seeing how the other flight attendant’s teasing made him squirm?

      Cute as fuck.

      “So, I’m yours now, Jakey?” Gabe teased.

      “Ooooh,” Blair said, looking back and forth between the two of them avidly. “Was that a question, Hot Marine, or a declaration?”

      “Shut up, Blair,” Jake said, rolling his eyes. Then, to Gabe, “He just wanted to get away with calling you hot again.”

      “Can you blame him? I am hot.”

      Blair grinned. “Oh, I do like you.”

      “Please,” Jake scoffed, stepping back and eyeing Gabe critically. “Cargo shorts and flip flops? Do you even own anything else?”

      Gabe grinned. “You suck at faking it. You know I’m hot, Little Jakey.”

      Jake rolled his eyes. “Oh my God, really? I don’t see you for 223 days, and the first thing you call me is that? I’m not twelve anymore, Gabe. It’s Jake. You’re welcome to drop the ‘little’ any year now, hm?”

      Blair’s eyes went wide with delight. “You’ve been counting the days, Jake?” he asked. “Oh honey, you’ve got it bad. For your sake, I really hope you’re wrong about the whole strai—”

      “Don’t you have another flight to be on right about now?” Jake asked snarkily, cutting him off.

      Gabe laughed. Little Jakey getting his snit on was just as cute as blushing-Jake had been.

      Damn, but it was good to see him.

      “Sadly, I do have to go,” Blair said with a disappointed-sounding sigh. “And just when this was getting good, too.”

      Blair flounced off, laughing as Jake muttered something about voyeurism under his breath.

      Gabe picked up Jake’s compact little suitcase, grabbing onto his arm and tugging him toward the exit. “Two hundred and twenty-three days?” he teased. “Does that mean you missed me?”

      “Don’t flatter yourself, Gabe. I just pulled that number out of my ass. It’s not like I actually remember exactly when I saw you last. Sometime in the spring, was it?”

      Gabe grinned. Little liar. It actually had been 223 days since they’d last seen each other, something he knew for sure since Jake had flown in to San Diego to say goodbye the day before Gabe had shipped out.

      And Gabe definitely knew the length of his deployment.

      Down to the day.

      Unlike a lot of guys, he didn’t mind being deployed—in some ways, he even kind of loved it—but no matter how much military life might suit him, there was no getting around the fact that there were certain aspects that sucked. Like the tedious, mind-numbing boredom that tended to set in whenever shit wasn’t going down.

      This time though?

      Jake had kept in touch, and—other than getting to blow things up occasionally—getting his messages had been the best part of every single one of those two hundred and twenty-three days.

      They reached the exit and Jake slowed down, pulling on Gabe until he stopped, too.

      “What are you doing here, Gabe?” he asked. “The airline puts me up downtown at the Sheraton, and I need to—”

      “Fuck the Sheraton. You’ll stay with me,” Gabe interrupted. “I know you don’t fly out until tomorrow, right? To Phoenix? And besides, we’ve got plans tonight, so it will just be easier if you come to my place.”

      Jake blinked. “You memorized my flight schedule?”

      Gabe grinned.

      “I’ve got skills. Now, come on.” He shifted the suitcase to his other hand, throwing an arm around Jake’s shoulders in an effort to urge him out the door.

      Jake resisted.

      “We’ve got plans?” he asked, throwing Gabe’s words back at him as he dug in his heels and refused to budge. “Do I get a say in this? What if I already have plans of my own, hm?”

      Gabe grinned. Yeah, whatever. The way Jake’s eyes were sparkling, Gabe already knew he’d end up getting his way. If necessary, he could always pull out the puppy eyes, but he was pretty sure offering Zach up on a silver platter would do the trick without having to resort to that.

      Gabe started walking, not even a little bit surprised when Jake followed.

      “Remember how I keep promising to hook you up with a hot, gay Marine, Jakey?”

      Jake’s eyebrows shot up. “Oh my God. Are you telling me that you’ve finally decided to put out?” he asked gleefully. “Is this my reward for waiting on your ass for seven months?”

      Gabe laughed. “I hate to disappoint you, but if it’s my ass you were waiting on this whole time…”

      Jake made a show of admiring the ass in question, then grinned up at him. “Well, you did just say you were going to put out.”

      “You said that, Jakey, not me,” Gabe reminded him, trying to ignore the way his dick had started thickening from all the sexual innuendo. He was normally totally down to joke around with Jake, but maybe he should back off this particular topic until he got some relief. Clearly, seven months with nothing but his right hand did something to a guy.

      Gabe cleared his throat, letting Jake get a couple of steps ahead of him so he could reach down and adjust himself without earning another round of teasing.

      “I was actually talking about my friend Zach,” Gabe said, catching up once he had things under control. “One hot, gay Marine, ready and willing to be at your service, as promised.”

      Jake stopped walking. “Um, what?”

      “Zach Hunter,” Gabe explained. “He was deployed with me. He’s actually Navy, but he’s got his FMF pin, so I figure he’s close enough to a Marine to count. He’s a bit of an adrenaline junkie, but when he’s not busy doing crazy shit, he’s actually pretty laid back.”

      Jake was staring at him like he’d grown a second head or something. What, could he not see that it was a brilliant plan?

      “I’m pretty sure you can handle him, Jake,” Gabe said. “Zach swings both ways, and when I told him about you, he was—”

      “You want me to cancel my plans for tonight so you can pawn me off on your friend?” Jake asked, interrupting him.

      Gabe frowned. “You really had plans already?”

      “Yes, I really had plans already,” Jake said, sounding testy. “My plans are to go out and get laid. I’m horny as fuck, Gabe, and I plan on doing something about it. Tonight. Do you have a problem with that?”

      Gabe blinked. Of course he… didn’t. Why would he? He was a fan of sex. Jake should definitely get some. Everyone should.

      He cleared his throat. “I’m not pawning you off. I’m sure Zach will be down to fuck, if that’s what you want. You know, after.”

      Zach was one of his best friends, and Jake was his… Jakey. Also one of his best friends.

      Gabe frowned.

      He didn’t exactly want to picture the two of them fucking, though. At least, not each other. And not because of the gay thing, either. Gabe had no problem with gay. His own brother was gay. Hell, Gabe had even checked out gay porn a time or two, just to sort of get a feel for what was out there, and he’d be the first to admit it could be kind of hot.

      But still, the idea of Zach and Jake…

      “He’ll be down to fuck after what, Gabe?” Jake asked, his voice even testier than before.

      “What?” Gabe asked. Oh, right. Jake wanted intel on their plans for the night. “Zach got dumped while we were deployed, and he told me he plans to hit a gay club tonight. I know you like dancing and whatnot, so I invited us along.”

      “Us? So it’s going to be a threesome?” Jake teased, sounding a bit more like his usual self than he had a minute ago.

      Gabe laughed. “Yeah, no. I don’t know what kind of kinky shit you’re into, but I’m totally not down with sharing.”

      “Okay, but that wouldn’t be an issue tonight, would it?” Jake asked, swinging right back to testy. “You’re just, what, coming along as a third-wheel?”

      Gabe frowned. “Ouch, Jakey. Harsh.”

      There was definitely a bite in Jake’s voice, and Gabe wondered what exactly he’d fucked up. Usually, everything was perfect between the two of them. Jake was the easiest person in the world to spend time with. Never boring. Always fun. Always keeping Gabe on his toes.

      Hadn’t Jake been the one thing Gabe had looked forward to getting back to the most?

      Hadn’t the idea of spending some time with him been better than getting laid himself?

      Jake looked away, and Gabe knew he wasn’t just imagining things. Shit. Well, whatever the problem was, Gabe would go with his usual approach to fixing things: Ignore all obstacles and keep driving toward his objective.

      And right now?

      His objective was most definitely to have a good time with Jake for the next few hours, regardless of whatever Jake decided to get up to afterward. Gabe shut down that thought as soon as it popped up, not wanting to go there again.

      Besides, maybe Jake and Zach wouldn’t even hit it off.

      He grinned, perking up at the thought. He grabbed Jake’s arm again and started moving toward the parking lot. One way or another, he’d get Jake to say yes. After all, the Little Jakey he’d always known had never been able to resist him.

      And if necessary, puppy eyes were still an option.

      “Let’s just call me your wingman,” he said. “I’m not gonna cock block you, Jake. I just want to hang with my favorite… you. Is that so much to ask? I’m sure you’ll be able to find yourself some dick, after.”

      “Fine,” Jake said, sounding put upon but giving in like Gabe had known he would. His lips twitched like he was trying not to laugh, which looked hella cute and also reassured Gabe that the situation was recoverable.

      Zach was definitely going to owe him for this one.

      Nope. He pushed that thought away. Still gonna hold off on going there.

      “Please tell me I get to dress you, though,” Jake said as they reached Gabe’s Jeep. “Because I reserve the right to pretend I don’t know you if you plan on wearing those cargo shorts.”

      “Trying to get me naked?” Gabe teased.

      “I dream of it,” Jake said dryly.

      Gabe laughed, the weird weight in his chest from things going temporarily south with Jake easing up as they got back onto familiar ground.

      “I’ll wear whatever you want, Jakey, as long as you promise to wear something blue.” Gabe opened the passenger door for Jake, tossing the little suitcase into the backseat once Jake got in.

      Jake raised an eyebrow. “Blue?”

      “It makes your eyes pop,” Gabe said, winking.

      And… yep. Blushing Jake was back.

      So fucking cute, it was ridiculous.
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      Jake tightened the towel around his waist, unzipping his carry-on and snapping out the club clothes he’d brought. It felt oddly intimate to be getting dressed in Gabe’s bedroom, but since Gabe had turned the second bedroom of his small, Spanish-style house into a weight room, it was really the only choice.

      Jake pulled on a fresh pair of briefs and laid the rest of his clothes out on the bed, tsking under his breath at the ugly brown blanket that Gabe was using as a bedspread. It looked military-issue, and if he’d ever needed proof that Gabe was straight, the blanket—along with the rest of the decor of the could-have-been-cute little house Gabe owned—clinched it.

      Gabe pushed open the bedroom door, knocking as he entered.

      Jake rolled his eyes. “Aren’t you supposed to wait until I say come in? I’m not even dressed yet.”

      Gabe grinned, flopping onto his bed. “Don’t worry, Jakey,” he said, picking up the lavender print shirt Jake was planning on wearing when they went out. “You don’t have anything I haven’t seen before.”

      “Why do I feel like I’m talking to my mother?” Jake muttered, snatching his shirt out of Gabe’s hands.

      Gabe laughed. “I can honestly say no one’s ever said that to me before. But dude, I thought you were gonna wear blue for me? This one is purple.”

      “It’s lavender.”

      “You’re going to look so gay.”

      Jake grinned. “I am so gay. And I guess you’ll just have to take me out again next time I’m in town if you want to see me in blue. This is all I brought.”

      Gabe picked up the pants Jake had laid out on the bed, eying them critically. “With these?”

      Jake laughed. Gabe was still dressed in his standard off-duty uniform: baggy cargo shorts and a plain, white t-shirt that had seen better days.

      “You’re critiquing my fashion choices?”

      “Nah,” Gabe said, handing the pants over and watching as Jake stepped into them. “You always look good. You know, like a flower. All colorful and shit.”

      “Aw, are you trying to say I’m pretty?”

      Gabe grinned. “Can you say ‘pretty’ about another guy?”

      Jake threw a pillow at his head.

      Gabe easily batted away the atrocious thing before it hit him. It was brown and shaped like a football and just… no.

      “You need to learn to throw, Jakey,” he said. “Forget clubbing. Next time you’re in town I’ll take you out to Crispin Field so we can work on your arm.”

      “Oh, God. Shoot me now.”

      Jake scooped up the plush… football… from where it had landed and centered it on Gabe’s bed, right over the two king-sized pillows covered in—God help him—actual camo-print pillowcases. To add insult to injury, they were flat. Seriously, how could anyone sleep on those?

      “You need better pillows, Gabe. And you definitely need better accent pieces. That football thing is hideous. No wonder you’re still single.”

      Gabe snorted. “Logic fail, Jakey. I stole this little gem from Matt, and you know he and Jenna have been married forever.”

      Jake rolled his eyes. “They’re probably only still married because you saved your sister-in-law from living with that eyesore.”

      “You know a pillow isn’t going to make or break those two,” Gabe said, grabbing the football pillow again. He rolled onto his back, tossing it up into the air and catching it as he talked. “My big brother inherited the patented falling-in-love-once-and-forever Byrne gene. Matty and Jenna are solid.”

      Jake slipped his lavender-not-purple shirt on, working the buttons as he tried to pretend he wasn’t affected by the fact that Gabe was watching him dress. It was true about Matt and Jenna, though. Matt, the oldest of the Byrne boys, had married his high school sweetheart. And maybe that kind of devotion was some kind of genetic thing, because Gabe’s younger brother, Brandon, had faithfully carried a torch for his fiancé for ten years before they’d finally gotten together.

      And Gabe’s parents? Still happily married, too.

      But… Gabe?

      Jake grinned as he tucked his shirt in, trying to picture it. Imagining Gabe as his own personal sex fantasy? Yes, please. But Gabe as someone’s devoted husband? As a starry-eyed romantic? As the guy who put the “ever” in happily-ever-after and made up one half of someone’s whole world? That picture was definitely a bit blurry.

      “So you’re trying to say that falling in love is an inherited family trait?” he teased, moving to stand in front of Gabe’s dresser so he could use the mirror there. “Because if you didn’t look exactly like your dad, I’d say that makes a pretty good case for you being adopted.”

      Gabe was a self-proclaimed commitment-phobe… which, selfishly, Jake didn’t mind one bit. After all, it was much easier to enjoy a few private moments with his fantasy version of Gabe when he didn’t have to face a reality where the man he wanted was already taken.

      “You know I’m the Byrne black sheep,” Gabe said, grinning over at him. “And as often as I’m deployed? It’s probably a good thing when it comes to that particular Byrne gene. I hear it sucks for the wives and girlfriends to have their men gone for so long.”

      “I’m sure they think it’s worth it,” Jake murmured, putting some product in his hair.

      Gabe snorted, but his phone chose that moment to buzz in his pocket, cutting off whatever further commentary he had on the subject.

      Jake watched him in the mirror as he tossed the ugly pillow aside and sat up to check it.

      Gabe frowned down at the screen, tapping out a quick reply.

      “Problem?” Jake asked.

      “Nah,” Gabe said, tossing it aside and hopping off the bed to come stand behind Jake. He smirked down at him in the mirror as he watched him fix his hair, reaching out to tug on Jake’s bangs the minute he finally got them to stay where he wanted.

      Jake glared, swatting Gabe’s hand away.

      “Zach’s bailing tonight,” Gabe said, grinning unrepentantly. “So I guess it’ll be just the two of us.”

      “Oh.” Jake bit back a smile.

      Gabe appearing out of the blue at the airport?

      Best surprise ever.

      And the fact that he’d wanted to take Jake out?

      Christmas.

      But… Gabe setting him up with another guy?

      That part had definitely taken some of the shine off the whole thing. Even if this Zach was hot, Jake was more than happy to miss out… as long as he still got to spend the night with Gabe, so to speak.

      “So… no club then?” he asked. “I know it’s not really your scene.”

      “Oh, we’re still hitting the club,” Gabe said, grinning as he messed up Jake’s hair again.

      Jake narrowed his eyes, jabbing an elbow back into Gabe’s ribs… which had absolutely no effect whatsoever.

      Gabe laughed, not even trying to pretend it had hurt. “You can’t get rid of me that easily, Jakey. And tonight, I’ll still be your wingman, too. You know I’ve always got your back.”

      “You don’t dance,” Jake reminded him, putting a little more product in his hair to repair the Gabe-damage.

      “I’ll make up for it by drinking.”

      Jake grinned. “Then we’re definitely taking an Uber, because no way am I letting you have all the fun without me.”

      “Sure you don’t want to be DD? I know you’ve got an early flight in the morning.”

      Jake rolled his eyes. “I can handle it. And you did say this club is gay, right? So if we do this, I hope you’re prepared to get hit on.”

      Gabe winked. “I trust you’ll fend them off for me.”

      Jake frowned, feeling an irrational surge of possessiveness at the sudden vision of other guys drooling over Gabe. Sure, Jake cast him in a ton of private fantasies of his own, but those were private… plus, Jake knew him.

      There was a lot more to Gabe than just how good he looked.

      Jake nibbled his lip, debating. Maybe going to a gay club with the hottest straight guy he knew wasn’t such a good idea, especially when alcohol was going to be involved. And even more especially after the extended dry spell Jake had been having…

      He met Gabe’s eyes in the mirror. “You know, we can do something else. We could go to—”

      Gabe slapped a hand over Jake’s mouth to shut him up, snaking his other arm around Jake’s waist and pulling him back against his ridiculously hot body.

      Jake forgot to breathe, instantly going from mildly flirty to a 140 pounds of turned-the-fuck-on as Gabe grinned down at him like he wasn’t… affected… at… all.

      “Stop arguing, Little Jakey,” Gabe said. “We’re going to the damn club, okay? You’re already all prettied up, and I’m a big boy. Don’t worry about me. I can handle the gay.”

      Jake yanked Gabe’s hand away from his mouth, glaring up at him in the mirror. He couldn’t quite bring himself to pull away from the solid heat of Gabe’s body, though, so to distract himself from the sudden urge to turn around and crawl all over him, he went on the attack.

      “For the last time, it’s just Jake. J-A-K-E.”

      Jake took a breath. Mistake. How did Gabe smell so fucking good?

      With that big, hard body pressing against him from behind, it was all too easy to imagine being in this position under a totally different scenario.

      Gabe smirked at him, raising one eyebrow. “I know what your name is, Little Jakey.”

      “I am not little,” Jake gritted out from between his clenched teeth… a true accomplishment, since he had to simultaneously use 99% of his willpower to keep his dick from leaping to attention and saluting the man behind him.

      “Sure you are,” Gabe said, wrapping his other arm around Jake, too.

      Torture.

      He leaned down to rest his chin on Jake’s shoulder. “But hey, if you don’t like the nickname, I can always go with another one… Flower.”

      Somehow, Jake mustered the strength to shrug out of Gabe’s hold, turning to face him and poking him in the chest. Hard.

      “Those puppy eyes aren’t going to work on me, Gabe, and you definitely don’t get to call me flower.”

      Gabe grinned, running the tip of one, callused finger down Jake’s cheek. “See? Soft as a petal. You sure you don’t want to be my flower, Little Jakey?”

      Oh, God.

      Jake spun back around, yanking open Gabe’s dresser drawers in a desperate attempt to ignore the fact that Gabe’s touch had just made him lose the getting-hard battle with his dick.

      The sooner they got out of Gabe’s bedroom the better. Seven months of online messaging had done nothing to quench Jake’s thirst for the man, but live and in the flesh?

      He was definitely going to need a drink to survive Gabe Byrne.

      “I don’t want you to call me Little Jakey,” he said, slamming closed a drawer full of approximately 500 pairs of white socks and trying the next. “I don’t want to be your flower.” How could one man have so many white t-shirts? “The only thing I want right now is to get you out of those shorts.”

      One of those statements was true, at least.

      He tried the last drawer, grabbing the first thing he came across that wasn’t another pair of baggy shorts.

      “You did say you’d let me dress you tonight, right?” he asked, turning back around.

      Gabe grinned, dropping trou. “I’m all yours… Petal.”

      Jake swallowed.

      Gabe winked.

      Oh, God. The whole night was going to be pure torture, wasn’t it?
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      “Beer?” Gabe asked, pulling Jake closer so he could be heard over the throbbing beat of the club music. Well, that, and because it was just hella fun to manhandle him.

      Jake shook his head. “Fuck beer. We’re doing shots,” he said, reaching down to grab Gabe’s hand and towing him through the crowd in the direction of the bar.

      Gabe grinned, following along without protest. He hadn’t spent much time in gay bars—well, more like none—but this one certainly lived up to his expectations. Colorful, loud, and overflowing with a huge variety of guys who all seemed to have one thing in common.

      Every one of them turned to look at Jake when he breezed past them, confident and colorful and cute as hell.

      Okay, maybe not every one was checking him out, but a few definitely were… and the rest apparently had vision problems if Jake wasn’t turning their heads. Gabe was no expert on what guys looked for in other guys, but whatever it was, he was pretty sure Jake had it in spades.

      He glanced down at Jake’s ass as he followed him through the press, trying to see him the way a gay dude would. Not that hard, actually. Gabe had always been a bit of an ass man, and wasn’t that a prime attribute for gay ogling? Jake was actually pretty toned all over; something Gabe had seen firsthand while he’d been getting dressed earlier. And the way he moved? It always made him look sort of… sexy.

      In, you know, a gay way.

      The press of bodies around them was definitely tighter the closer they got to the bar, and Jake’s hand tightened on Gabe’s as if he wanted to make sure they stayed together. Gabe laughed, the sound lost to the pounding beat. Nah, he’d bet money that that wasn’t it. He knew damn well that Jake would use any excuse to get handsy, which was one part funny, one part flattering, and all part of Jakey’s charm.

      Gabe snorted, trying to imagine being in this situation with any of the other guys he knew.

      Nope. Couldn’t do it. Other than Jake, he really didn’t hang with anyone other than his fellow Marines.

      That wasn’t really why the picture wouldn’t form, though.

      Even if the Corps wasn’t exactly a hotbed of tolerance and inclusion, there were plenty—like his friend Zach Hunter—who he knew for a fact liked the D. None of them, though, were like Jake.

      No one was.

      Jake wrapped a hand around the back of Gabe’s neck as they reached the counter, pulling his head down to shout in his ear. Gabe grinned. Yep, clearly Jake was going to use the whole club scene to get his grope on, which was 100% not a problem with Gabe. Jake’s constant state of flirt was half the fun of hanging with him.

      “What do you want to start with?” Jake asked, his breath tickling Gabe’s ear. “A Blowjob, or a Buttery Nipple?”

      “I’ll put whatever you want in my mouth, Jakey,” Gabe answered, not bothering to shout back. Because the way Jake was staring at his mouth?

      Yeah, Gabe was pretty sure lip reading would do the trick.

      Jake grinned at his answer. “I’m going to hold you to that,” he said, turning back toward the bar to order.

      Gabe took the opportunity to reach down and adjust himself. Damn, but it really had been too long since he’d had any action. Even with a distinct shortage of available women around, the hot press of bodies combined with the pulsing beat of the music—not to mention the fact that he hadn’t taken the time to jerk off and relieve any pressure before heading to the airport to collect Jake—all added up to a dick that seemed to have suddenly developed a mind of its own.

      A big guy who clearly spent too much time in the gym rammed into Gabe’s shoulder, squeezing past him and making a beeline for the bar. Gabe raised an eyebrow, but stepped aside without comment. As far as he was concerned, there was a time and place for retaliation, and both were when he was on the job. Otherwise? Unless dickwads like that one were actively bothering someone who didn’t want the attention, he didn’t see any reason to get worked up.

      Apparently, dude really needed a drink.

      Instead of trying to get the bartender’s attention, though, the guy propped one elbow on the bar right next to Jake, wedging himself in and grinning lasciviously down at him. Gym Rat was bare chested—his shirt dangling from a back pocket and his pecs so shiny that Gabe had to wonder if he’d actually oiled them—and even given how crowded it was, he was clearly making a deliberate choice to invade Jake’s personal space.

      Gabe frowned.

      Jake looked up at the guy, saying something to him that Gabe couldn’t make out. Gym Rat said something back, and whatever it was, it made Jake roll his eyes in response. The dude leaned closer, speaking directly into Jake’s ear as his hand landed on Jake’s ass.

      What the fuck?

      Gabe moved without thinking, yanking the fuckhead off Jake as he repeated the words out loud.

      “What the fuck?”

      Jake grinned at Gabe, not seeming to mind the interference one bit, then looked back at the shirtless wonder.

      “Sorry, Darren,” he said to the guy, jerking a thumb in Gabe’s direction. “I’ve got a better offer.”

      “You sure, baby?” Darren asked, trying to sidle closer to Jake again. “Because if I remember correctly, we had a pretty good time together over New Year’s.”

      Gabe narrowed his eyes. This Darren was either already lit, or else just fucking clueless. Jake had just given him a clear no-go.

      Jake raised an eyebrow. “A good time? Funny how memory can play tricks on you, hm?”

      Jake turned his back on Darren and Gabe put a possessive hand on his back, just in case dude needed a visual aid to interpret the message. The bartender chose that moment to finally come back with their drinks, and when he set down half a dozen shot glasses, Gabe threw some money down and grabbed them, nudging Jake away from the bar.

      “So, you know that guy?” he asked.

      “Mm-hmm.” Jake plucked two shots out of Gabe’s hands, downing one and holding the other against Gabe’s lips. “But I have no interest in renewing our acquaintance.”

      Gabe obediently drank, as promised, then handed two of the remaining four shot glasses to Jake. He finished off the ones he still held in rapid succession, grinning down at Jake when he did the same.

      And… damn. Jakey had definitely ordered something potent. Gabe was gonna feel that fast.

      “Just checkin’,” he said, glancing back over his shoulder to where Darren was still watching them. “Because I thought my job as wingman was to help you find a hookup, not to scare them off.”

      And okay, maybe that comment was a little off since Gabe had been the one to pull Darren off Jake without waiting for Jake to ask for any help, but that had just been a knee-jerk reaction to the fuckwad’s excessive use of hands. If Jake was going to get his gay on, he could definitely do better.

      “Well, you’re more than welcome to scare him off,” Jake said, darting a glance toward the bar. A wicked gleam appeared in his eye. “But I don’t think you’ve managed to do it yet. If Darren’s going to take the hint, I think you’re going to need to dance with me.”

      Gabe looked toward the dance floor skeptically. “Dude, what they’re doing out there isn’t dancing. It looks more like vertical fucking.”

      Jake grinned, grabbing Gabe’s hand and pulling him out onto the floor. “I guess that means you’re in luck. Because we both know you can’t dance, but I’m going to venture a guess that you fuck like a rockstar.”

      “I can hold my own,” Gabe said, definitely feeling the shots they’d just done as he followed Jake to the middle of the crowded floor.

      Jakey started dancing, and… damn. At least one of them could.

      Gabe pulled his eyes away with a frown when his dick started to react to the way Jake was moving. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea.

      He cleared his throat. “Uh, Jake, I don’t know if I—”

      “Don’t start having a gay freak-out now,” Jake interrupted, wrapping both arms around Gabe’s waist when he made a move to leave the floor. He winked up at Gabe, holding on tight, and then, true to form, took advantage of the moment to let his hands do a bit of roaming. “Remember, Darren’s watching, so I need you, wingman.”

      Well, shit. He couldn’t back out on Jake now, not if Jake needed him.

      And then, somehow, Gabe’s body was moving, too. And sure, maybe no one would have been generous enough to call what he was doing dancing, but it was definitely inspired by the beat… or at least, inspired by the way Jake was moving to that beat.

      Jake grinned up at him, getting even closer, and Gabe decided that maybe he liked dancing, after all. Even if… they shouldn’t be so close.

      Why was that again?

      Oh, right. Because his dick was fully hard now, which was confusing in and of itself, but would be hella worse if his favorite friend happened to feel it pressing against him. He pulled Jake’s hands off him and spun him around, keeping a little space between Jake’s back and his front as he willed his happy-stick to calm the fuck down.

      “Oh, you like it this way, do you?” Jake teased, looking back over his shoulder.

      Fuckkkkkkkkk. Not helping. So not helping.

      “Didn’t I tell you I’d always have your back, Jake?” Gabe tried to joke, his voice sounding thick and slow in his own ears as his stubborn dick kept throbbing like it wanted him to hurry up and close the space between them again.

      What the fuck had been in those shots Jake had given him? Some kind of gay Viagra? This was Little Jakey, not some Marine-groupie panting for a chance to get in Gabe’s pants.

      Somehow, he managed to tear his eyes off Jake, looking around the dance floor for something to get his mind off the way Jake was moving in front of him. Although, actually, looking around wasn’t all that much better when it came to distracting his dick from its current interest. Had he ever been surrounded by this many guys sporting hard-ons before? And fine, he was just guessing on the amount of erectile function in the room, but the way they were all grinding on each other, he figured it was a pretty safe bet.

      Gabe swallowed. He’d never had a problem with the idea of guy-on-guy action. And okay, even if “never” wasn’t exactly true, he’d long since gotten over any squeamishness about it and had no problem admitting to himself that being surrounded by a sea of men doing their best to get each other off under the guise of “dancing” was pretty hot. But still, he needed to get a grip. As fun as it was to carry on the constant tongue-in-cheek flirtation with Jake, he didn’t want to fuck things up by giving him the wrong impression.

      Gabe hissed in a sharp breath as Jake suddenly backed up, his pert little ass coming into intimate contact with Gabe’s raging hard-on.

      “Sorry,” he muttered, putting his hands on Jake’s hips to push him away.

      Or at least, he’d meant to say sorry. Instead, when Jake ground against him, he pretty much lost all ability to speak… and he definitely lost interest in pushing Jake away.

      He groaned, his fingers accidentally finding their way under the hem of Jake’s shirt. And dammmmmnnnnn… his skin was petal-soft just about everywhere, wasn’t it? He slid his hands around to Jake’s front without thinking, splaying his fingers across the taut warmth of his stomach, and Jake made the sexiest sound he’d ever heard, arching into Gabe’s touch as he let his head fall back onto his shoulder in total surrender. Jake’s eyes fluttered closed as he moved to the music, and for a while, Gabe forgot everything that wasn’t having Jake in his arms.

      He felt good there. Beyond good.

      Fucking perfect.

      The music changed, and Jake opened his eyes. “Jesus, Gabe, you’re getting me hard,” he said, the expression on his face so fucking sexy that, for a second, Gabe couldn’t breathe.

      What the fuck was happening to him?

      “I need another drink,” he said, forcing himself to take a step back as he came to his senses.

      He pushed Jake away. Jesus. What had just happened? He’d been in serious danger of coming in his pants like some kind of horny teenager.

      Not good.

      Not even remotely good.

      Shit was always weird for a while after coming back from a deployment, so maybe he should have waited a while before pouncing on the chance to see Jake again. Or, at the least, waited until he’d worked off seven months of abstinence with a willing partner. Because, outside of family? Jakey was by far Gabe’s favorite person—basically ever—and he definitely didn’t want to ruin what they had just because he hadn’t gotten laid in so long that his dick had forgotten it wasn’t into guys.

      He grabbed Jake’s hand, dragging him along without giving him a chance to argue; pushing through the crowd with a single-minded focus born of desperation.

      Even just holding onto Jake’s hand was acting like an aphrodisiac. But more alcohol would help, right?

      “Hey,” someone said, taking offense when he bumped them in passing. And then, “Oh, sorry, Gunny.”

      Hearing himself addressed by his rank slowed Gabe’s steps, and he glanced back at the guy who’d spoken. It was Brody O’Shay, a young hothead he recognized from the base but didn’t really know well. Gabe nodded in acknowledgment without stopping.

      “Who was that?” Jake asked, leaning against the bar next to him as Gabe flagged down the bartender.

      “Nobody.”

      Jake raised an eyebrow, bumping Gabe with his hip. “Well, your nobody is hot. Those tattoos and haircut? I’m guessing he’s in the Marines, too, right?”

      Gabe turned back to check out O’Shay. Hot?

      Nope. He couldn’t see it.

      He picked up the shots the bartender had set down in front of him, handing one to Jake.

      “Didn’t you promise me something about getting to hook up with a hot, gay Marine tonight?” Jake asked, toying with the small glass as his eyes sparkled with mischief.

      “Drink,” Gabe ordered, following his own advice. “You don’t want O’Shay, Jakey. He’s got a temper. Plus, he’s too young for you. Twenty? Twenty-two? Something.”

      Jake raised one eyebrow, grinning. “Maybe I like them young.”

      Gabe snorted, holding up two fingers when the bartender looked over. “Nope. You don’t.”

      “Oh, now you’re an expert on what I like?”

      Actually, Gabe had no idea what Jake liked. They’d never really talked about it, but the idea of Jake and Brody O’Shay was as hard to stomach as the picture of Jake hooking up with Zach had been.

      “I just can’t see it,” Gabe said, downing his second shot and ordering two more. “You need someone who…”

      He frowned, glancing around the club and trying to imagine Jake hooking up with someone there.

      No.

      Nope.

      No again.

      The idea of Jake with any of these guys kind of made Gabe want to hit something.

      He opened his mouth to give Jake his opinion, but before he could say anything, Jake reached out and skimmed a finger across Gabe’s bottom lip.

      “Fuck,” Gabe said, his dick jerking in his pants as Jake’s touch shot something hot and primal through his body.

      And when Jake took his finger away and sucked it into his own mouth?

      Gabe completely forgot whatever it was that he’d meant to say.

      Jake gave him a cheeky grin that should have been cute, but—given the state of Gabe’s libido—came across as something about fifty shades hotter. Then he picked up one of the shots the bartender had brought and swallowed it down, keeping his eyes locked on Gabe’s.

      Gabe took a shot, too.

      Then he had another.

      “Sorry, Gabe. I didn’t mean to startle you, but you had a drop, right… here,” Jake said, brushing the corner of Gabe’s mouth as soon as Gabe put the last shot glass down.

      “I had a what?” Gabe asked, Jake’s feather-soft touch jolted through him, just like it had the first time. Jesus, it was like there was some kind of live electrical wire connecting Jake’s finger straight to his dick.

      “A drop.” Jake grinned, clearly enjoying himself. “You know, of your drink?”

      Gabe stared at him, trying to remember how many shots they’d already had. Not that many, right? So why did he feel so muddled? Because with Jake staring at him like that, he was suddenly having a really hard time remembering things.

      Like the fact that he was supposed to be Jake’s wingman, not his… not anything else.

      Or the fact that he and Jake were friends.

      Just friends.

      Platonic friends.

      Known-him-since-he-was-a-kid friends.

      Friends… because Gabe wasn’t gay.

      Twenty-nine years was plenty of time to have figured out if he swung the other way, right? And the answer to that would be a solid no. Gabe had never wanted to hook up with a guy. Never gotten hard looking at one. Never gotten turned on by the thought of another dick rubbing up against his own.

      Well, at least, not often… but porn didn’t count. That shit was designed to get you off.

      And any gay-porn-inspired scenarios that may or may not have popped into his head during random jerk-off sessions? That didn’t mean anything. It just proved that he wasn’t a closed-minded bigot, as far as he was concerned. Besides, he’d certainly never fantasized about Jakey.

      At least, not on purpose.

      “Do you want another?” Jake asked, the slight glaze in his gorgeous blue eyes and the sexy-sloppy way he tilted his head to the side both telling Gabe that he wasn’t the only one feeling a buzz.

      Jake had a drop of whatever they were drinking on his lips, too. Gabe stared at it. What would it taste like if he licked it off?

      “Gabe?” Jake prompted, inching closer. “Do you want—”

      “Yeah,” Gabe said thickly, reaching for him. “I do.”

      Before he could figure out what he’d really been reaching for, someone slammed into him from behind, shoving him into Jake hard enough to knock them both off their feet.

      “Fuck,” Gabe said, his adrenaline surging. He grabbed Jake before he hit the ground and then whirled around, ready to rip someone’s head off.

      It was Brody Fucking O’Shay.

      Great. Just… great.
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* * *

      Gabe watched Jake head for the exit, wondering if he’d stop looking so damn delicious once Gabe finally sobered up. Jake had gone to call an Uber, and Gabe wasn’t sure if he was disappointed that their night was ending so abruptly or kinda loved the fact that Jake understood and wasn’t making a fuss about it.

      Maybe a little of both.

      When Brody O’Shay had gone after the huge dude in leather who’d knocked him into Gabe’s barstool with a roar, it had been apparent that he was in no shape to exercise any form of good judgment, and after all the things that Gabe and Jake had talked about online while he’d been overseas, Jake had understood without Gabe having to spell it out that Marines took care of their own. That—even out of uniform—it was his duty as a fellow Marine to help deal with the mess that O’Shay was busy making for himself, and that regardless of who the young hothead had come to the club with, he was going to end up being the one who made sure he got back to base without causing any irreparable damage.

      Jake had instantly understood that. Jake always understood him.

      Which was awesome.

      But… still sucked, when it came to the current situation.

      Gabe scrubbed a hand over his face, turning back toward the bar fight escalating behind him. O’Shay was still going strong, doing his best to pound the leather dude into the ground while simultaneously dodging the bartender and a big guy who had to be a bouncer. Gabe waded in and extracted O’Shay from his drunken stupidity, and by the time he managed to get the two of them outside, Jake already had an Uber waiting.

      “That shithead had it coming,” O’Shay mumbled, leaning on Gabe’s arm. Gabe shoved him toward the car, and O’Shay immediately stumbled into Jake, giving Jake a sloppy grin. “How you doin’?”

      “Watch it,” Gabe said, jerking O’Shay off him.

      Jake laughed. “I’m fine, Gabe.”

      Which was good, because drunk or not, if O’Shay got physical with Jake they were going to have a problem that brothers-in-arms didn’t give the younger Marine a pass on.

      Gabe poured the drunken fool into the front seat of the Uber, slamming the door closed after him. He’d probably owe the driver a decent tip later to make up for it, but he had his limits. He pulled Jake into the backseat, trying to ignore the fact that Jakey was still all sexy and mussed-looking from dancing… although the whole concept of “ignoring” was hard as fuck when Gabe couldn’t seem to look away. Everything Jake did—from the animated way he chatted up the driver, to the lyrical way he moved his hands when he talked, to the flirtatious looks he kept sending Gabe’s way—suddenly seemed like air.

      Necessary.

      Gabe tipped his head back against the headrest, closing his eyes and trying to get a hold of himself. O’Shay’s interruption and the accompanying adrenaline rush had managed to clear his head a little, but there was no avoiding the fact that things had gotten a bit crazy between him and Jake back at the club.

      Jake hadn’t called him out on it, though. Had he noticed? He had to have, right?

      Gabe had given the driver his own address first, hoping that Jake would be able to get a few hours of sleep while Gabe took O’Shay back to the base, and they were there before he knew it. He blinked as the car came to a stop. Damn, he really had drunk more than he’d realized, hadn’t he?

      He told the driver to wait while he walked Jake to the door.

      “You’ve got to be at the airport at 0600, right?” Gabe asked, trying to remember Jake’s flight schedule as he unlocked the door for him.

      Jake nodded, smoothing a hand down Gabe’s chest and then seeming to catch himself. He put that hand in his pocket, instantly making Gabe jealous of it.

      “Are you going to be back before then?” Jake asked.

      “Shit, I don’t know, Jakey.” Gabe glanced back at O’Shay. The man was already proving to be a royal pain in the ass. “Maybe not.”

      As tempting as it was to leave the fuck-up to his own devices, Gabe wasn’t going to be able to do that. He was going to have to make sure that O’Shay not only got back on base, but didn’t do anything once he was there to cause the kind of problems that would escalate to his commanding officer.

      “Okay,” Jake said, nibbling his lip for a moment before turning to go inside. “Well, good night, then. And thanks for taking me out. It was fun.”

      “Wait,” Gabe said, grabbing his arm before he could disappear inside the house. That was it? Just… okay? Good night?

      He hadn’t seen Jakey in seven months, and Jake would probably be gone when he got home. Leaving it like this made the night feel… incomplete. Fucking O’Shay.

      “Did you want something?” Jake asked after a minute, his cheeks flushed from the night of drinking.

      A little smile played across his lips as he waited for Gabe’s answer, reminding him of that drop he’d never had a chance to taste. Yeah, he wanted something… but that was probably a temporary lapse in sanity.

      He cleared his throat. He was still pissed at O’Shay, but maybe the dude had saved him from fucking up something that he couldn’t afford to lose.

      “So, uh… I’ll see you next time you’re in San Diego?” he asked, shoving his hands in his pockets and stepping away from temptation.

      “Sure,” Jake said, some of the light going out of his eyes. Or maybe that was just because the streetlight flickered. He waited another beat, then said, “So… good night.”

      Gabe said good night, too, then stared after him for a minute once the door closed. He hadn’t even done anything, so why did he still feel like he’d just fucked something up?

      He scrubbed a hand over his face, turning back to the waiting Uber. He’d definitely gotten a weird vibe from Jake along with that “good night.”

      Frustrated?

      Disappointed?

      Or maybe Gabe was just projecting all the shit he was feeling. He sighed. They’d both been drinking, and weird shit happened after enough shots, but hopefully their friendship was solid enough that it hadn’t taken any irreparable harm.

      By the time Jake flew in to San Diego again, Gabe’s raging hormones should have cooled down and the two of them could go do something together that didn’t involve alcohol… or dancing… or the urge to feel more of Jake’s petal-soft skin under his hands. They’d go back to their usual mildly flirtatious friendship, and everything would be the way it had always been between them.

      Which would be perfect.

      Exactly what Gabe had been looking forward to for the last seven months.

      Exactly what he wanted.

      Exactly.
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        Jake

      

    
    
      “Have you ever flown with anyone famous? Famous and hot? Like a big celebrity?” Megan asked.

      Or maybe her name was Molly? Matilda? Madison? Jake gave the eager young flight attendant trailing him through the Phoenix airport a distracted smile, trying to get his brain to kick into gear. Usually he was great with names, but he’d been a bit out of it all morning. Thank God he’d been flying long enough that he’d been able to handle the short hop from San Diego to Phoenix basically on autopilot.

      “Have you ever seen anything weird?” Miss Bright-Eyed-And-Bushy-Tailed asked without pausing to take a breath. Then, with a giggle and a low whisper, “Do people really have sex in the bathrooms?”

      “Only the contortionists,” Jake answered, trying to muster the energy to make friends.

      He’d never flown with the girl before and he usually made more of an effort. It never hurt to be on good terms with people you might end up stuck on a six-hour leg with in the future, and besides, Jake was a people person. It was one of the reasons he was so good at his job. Normally, he loved to talk shop—especially when it came to the juicy bits—but this morning…

      God. He couldn’t count the number of times he’d partied all night and then worked an early morning flight. He’d never had a problem doing it before. Was he seriously getting too old for it at only twenty-five?

      Unfair.

      “Coffee,” he said to his one-woman entourage, veering toward a Starbucks stand.

      “Oh, I don’t drink it,” she said, practically vibrating in a way that he’d been assuming was due to over-caffeination. But apparently not. “Actually, I’m meeting friends for lunch, so I’ve got to scoot. Unless you want to come with?”

      “I’m doing the 248 to Chicago,” he said, naming the flight he was working in less than an hour. “But thanks.”

      “Oh, boo,” she said with a pout that was overdone enough to almost make him laugh. “Well, hopefully we’ll fly together again sometime! Bye, Blake!”

      “Jake,” he said under his breath as she bounced off. But whatever. He hadn’t remembered hers, either.

      He got in line at Starbucks, not checking his phone. Besides, Gabe might not even be up yet. When had he ended up getting home, anyway? Whatever time it had been, he hadn’t bothered to message before Jake had been required to stick his phone on airplane mode back in San Diego.

      Which was fine.

      Why would Gabe message him so late? Early. Whatever. The point was, it wasn’t like the night before had been a date, even if it had kind of ended up feeling like it. And even if—Jake bit his lip, a surge of heat shooting through him—Gabe had gotten turned on… for him.

      For Jake.

      That had definitely been an erection grinding against his ass. Unless he’d just imagined it? That had happened, hadn’t it?

      “You in line?” someone asked, tapping him on the shoulder.

      “Yeah,” Jake said distractedly, realizing that the harried-looking business traveler ahead of him had moved up and Jake had forgotten to step forward, too. He closed the gap, staring blankly at the menu board as he replayed what had happened at the club in his mind.

      God, he’d fantasized about Gabe so many times that he was having trouble convincing himself that his memory wasn’t playing tricks on him. But there wasn’t any age limit on when a straight guy could finally see the light, right? When he might start to get curious? Want to explore? Experiment?

      Jake rubbed a hand over his stomach, remembering the feel of having Gabe’s big hand there. That hadn’t been his imagination. That had definitely happened. His skin still tingled with it, despite the shower he’d spent way too much time in that morning trying to get himself awake enough to make his flight.

      Gabe’s shower.

      Jake reached the front of the line. “Skinny Quad Venti Flat White. Six sugars and double-cupped, please,” he said, swiping his Starbucks gold card and then pulling out his phone as he moved to the end of the counter to wait for his drink.

      It was silly to avoid checking for new messages. Besides, even if Gabe still hadn’t reached out to him, there might be other urgent messages waiting. Emergencies happened, after all. Like that time Blair had been stranded in Miami and had desperately needed to find a pair of rhinestone skinny jeans. What would have happened if Jake hadn’t checked his phone between flights then?

      He turned his cell service back on, a little jolt of excitement going through him when it immediately pinged.

      It was from Gabe.

      
        
        You home safe yet, Petal? Sorry about last night. Man, I really got lit, huh? Guess seven months away shot my tolerance all to hell… LOL. See you soon?

        

      

      LOL?

      L-O-fucking-L?

      Jake shoved his phone back in his pocket, grabbing his drink from the perky barista without remembering to thank her. Really? Gabe was going to go with the epically lame “oops, my dick slipped while I was drunk but it didn’t really mean anything” straight-guy defense? And… petal. Jake snorted, ignoring the way his eyes had started to sting and his throat tighten up. Gabe totally didn’t get to call him that. It sounded too much like the kinds of things that would never exist between them.

      Never.

      Ever.

      Now his throat was really closing up. He took a breath, but that didn’t work, so he tried taking a drink. The burning liquid seared his throat, but did absolutely nothing to help alleviate the pressure of his disappointment. He eyed a trash can as he wove through the throngs of pedestrians on his way back to terminal two, almost tempted to just chuck it.

      But no. He was definitely going to need to be caffeinated for the three-and-a-half hour flight back to Chicago.

      He’d been harboring a crush on Gabe for half his life, and flirting his ass off ever since the two of them had reconnected back in January. And sure, Gabe hadn’t run away screaming in fear that Jake’s gay would somehow rub off on him. But had Jake actually thought that just because Gabe flirted back, he might actually wake up one day and suddenly realize that Jake was what he needed? That he was the one thing Gabe had never realized was missing in his life?

      Jake took a breath… then another.

      No. Prior to last night, he hadn’t believed that would happen, actually. In fact, he’d fully accepted the fact that his fantasies were just that—some better-than-porn mental movies to be used whenever he wanted to get himself off, but otherwise to be kept firmly locked away in the never-gonna-happen-but-fun-to-think-about vault, along with other totally unattainable things, like Matt Bomer wanting to make him his love slave, or Rihanna tapping him as a backup dancer for her next tour.

      But then, when Jake had arrived in San Diego yesterday, Gabe had blindsided him. He’d gone and cracked open Jake’s fantasy-vault with all his flatteringly insistent attention and the slew of exaggerated compliments and the possessive way he’d held him out on the dance floor.

      And once that vault had opened?

      All sorts of what if and might be scenarios had tumbled out. All the things Jake had never seen a point in letting himself admit he truly wanted.

      His phone vibrated in his pocket, and his heart went from heavy to racing in the blink of an eye. He stumbled to a stop in the middle of the concourse, burning his hand when he tried to juggle his drink and his carry-on and pull his phone back out, all at the same time.

      It wasn’t another message from Gabe, though. It was a voicemail that must have come in while he was in the air.

      Jake’s pulse slowed, disappointment setting back in. Besides… seriously? Who used a phone for actual phone calls anymore?

      He tapped the little voicemail icon, then frowned. It was the number from his mother’s salon… which didn’t necessarily mean anything bad, right? The déjà vu sent a surge of adrenaline through him, though. Hadn’t he been in the Phoenix airport the other time, too? When he’d gotten the message last year from Betty, the woman who’d run the front desk at his mother’s salon for the last ten years, that his mother had collapsed?

      God, that had led to a fight.

      He could count the number of times he and his mother had ever really gotten into it on one hand, and the first one didn’t even count, since he’d only been six years old. Besides, he still maintained that having to wear a coat over his glitter body paint Halloween costume had ruined the effect. And the next three times they’d butted heads? Puberty, so he got a pass for hormones. But that last one…

      Jake had never been so angry, or so scared, in his whole life.

      They were supposed to be “us against the world,” but Marlene hadn’t even bothered to tell him she was sick until Betty had called him and spilled the beans. And when he’d called her on it, and Marlene had finally confessed that it was cancer? And that she’d known about it for weeks? As far as Jake was concerned, the fight was over at that point. He’d ignored her protests and immediately put in for a transfer back to Chicago. No way had he been willing to let her go through that alone.

      He took a breath, hitting play on the voicemail app.

      “Hey, Sweetie.” Just hearing Betty’s familiar voice made his stomach tense with that same fearful sense of déjà vu. “Your mom would kill me if she knew I was calling, but I just thought you should know that she canceled the rest of her appointments for today and went home just now. Said she was just tired, but that’s not like her, you know? I’ve noticed that she’s been dragging a bit lately and, well, honey, I’m sure it’s all fine, but she was doing so much better for a while. Let me know if everything’s okay?”

      Jake pressed his lips together tightly. He knew better than to bother trying to check in with his mom by phone. Not about this. She’d either ignore it, or just tell him she was fine. But Betty was right—Marlene had been dragging a little lately. He’d wanted to believe her when she’d said she’d just been pushing a little too hard; too much morning Zumba on top of a full schedule at the salon. He hadn’t pressed her on the explanation because he’d known how much she wanted her life to get back to normal.

      Or maybe he hadn’t pressed her because he wanted things to be normal again.

      He swallowed. Had he missed something? Was the cancer back? Had his mother been lying to him about keeping up with her follow-up appointments with Dr. Patel when Jake was out of town?

      The answers were going to have to wait until he got back to Chicago.

      Jake glanced down at the time on his phone, mentally calculating the flight time plus his commute back to his mom’s place from O’Hare and then tucking it away. He started walking toward his gate again. His hand stung from the hot coffee that had splashed onto it when Betty’s message had come in, and the next time he passed a trash can, he chucked his almost-full Starbucks cup in.

      Four shots of espresso mixed with five hours of worry wouldn’t be a good look on him.
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* * *

      Marlene’s red Ford Mustang was parked in the driveway when Jake finally got home. The house was too quiet, though. An afternoon nap wasn’t her usual style, but when he finally found her sleeping in her bedroom, the pillow-creases on her cheek made him suspect that she’d been in bed for at least a few hours.

      Jake bit his lip, sitting down next to her and clicking on the lamp. She mumbled something in her sleep, rolling away from the light, but otherwise didn’t stir. Was she too pale? Sick? Feverish?

      He couldn’t tell.

      He laid his palm against her cheek. She looked so young. She’d always taken care of herself, and despite a few lines around her eyes, neither the years of raising him all on her own, nor the stress of running her salon, nor gutting out the hell of chemo had managed to make her look anywhere near her real age. Only forty-two, but she could easily pass for early thirties in Jake’s opinion.

      Not that forty-two was even remotely old, of course.

      And it was definitely too young for her to have had to face her own mortality so soon.

      “Jacob?” she asked, sitting up as she held a hand over her eyes to block the light. The move revealed a deep purple bruise on her forearm. “What time is it, baby? I thought you were going to be gone all weekend.”

      “It’s almost six, Mom,” he said, brushing the hair off her forehead the way she had done a million times back when he’d been a kid, whenever he’d gotten too tired to keep his eyes open during one of their impromptu pajama parties.

      Back then, her hair had been thick, straight, and dark, just like his. When it had finally grown back after the chemo, though, it had come in curly, and even now it still felt a bit foreign under his fingers.

      “I was just gone two days, remember? San Diego to Phoenix and back.”

      “Oh, right,” she said, blinking groggily. “Did you have fun? Meet anyone interesting?”

      She tugged her sleeve down as she spoke, covering the bruise he’d seen.

      Jake frowned, reaching for her arm. “What happened here, Mom?” he asked, pushing her sleeve back up. “I don’t remember you having this when I left.”

      She glanced down. “It’s nothing, baby. I probably just bumped into something at the salon.” She pulled her arm away and made a shooing motion to get him off the bed, starting to look more awake. “I can’t believe it’s six o’clock already. Let me get up, Jacob. I need to put my face back on. I’m going to go see that new Hugh Jackman movie with some of the girls tonight. Oh! And I forgot to tell you—”

      “Mom,” Jake interrupted, dutifully standing, but then blocking her way as she made a beeline for her closet. “Are you really okay? Don’t lie.”

      “I’m fine, babycakes,” she said, patting his cheek with a grin. “Too much Zumba, probably. Things don’t just bounce back on their own once you’re in your forties, you know. Enjoy your youth while you have it, hm?”

      Jake searched her face for some kind of clue about how she was really feeling, but he just couldn’t tell. For as long as he could remember, his mother had lived her life on full-throttle, as if she was determined to make up for all the fun she’d missed out on during her late teens and early twenties. All the fun she’d missed out on because of having him.

      “Stop worrying, Jacob,” she said with a laugh, brushing past him. “I’m the mother. Worrying is my job; yours is to keep carpe-ing your diems while you can. Speaking of which, don’t think I didn’t notice you dodging my question. Did you meet any eligible bachelors on your flights this time?”

      “When was the last time you saw Doc Patel, Mom?” Jake asked, refusing to be sidetracked.

      Plus, God, no thank you on any eligible bachelor conversations right now. He’d replayed the night with Gabe in his head far too many times already, and he just… couldn’t.

      “Mom?” he prompted, sensing her trying to pull a dodge of her own as she flipped through the clothes in her closet without meeting his eyes. “Doc Patel? Have you had a follow-up appointment recently?”

      “Hm? Oh, honey, I don’t remember. I’d have to check my calendar.”

      “You’d tell me if your CA 15.3 levels were elevated? Or if—” he paused, not wanting to jinx anything by saying the C-word out loud, “—um, anything was coming back?”

      “Like what, my boobs?” she asked, laughing as she pulled a ruched, V-neck tank out of the closet. “No, thank you on those old things. I’ll keep the new ones. I always wanted to be a C-cup, and God knows I earned them.”

      “It’s chilly out,” he said, plucking the tank out of her hand and hanging it back up. He pulled out a cute sweater instead. “And this isn’t a joke, Mom. I’m serious.”

      “Look, baby, I know it’s serious, okay?” she said, taking the sweater—at least—without argument. “And I am seeing Dr. Patel on a regular basis, okay? Although sadly, not the way I’d mind seeing him. Did you know he’s single?”

      Jake grinned despite his concern. No one could say his mother didn’t know how to stay focused on her goals, and the doctor was pretty hot, if you didn’t mind a silver fox. Still, Jake wasn’t going to let his mother’s love life sidetrack him any more than he’d been willing to let his own get them off-topic.

      Not, of course, that anything to do with Gabe qualified as Jake’s love life.

      Jake took a breath, shoving his recurring Gabe-thoughts away again with an effort.

      “So Doc McHottie says there’s still no sign of the cancer returning?” he asked, needing to hear her actually say it.

      “Right,” Marlene said briskly, holding the sweater he’d picked up in front of her and frowning into the mirror as she turned from side to side. “Which is a good thing, because I’d rather die than go through chemo again. Now give me some privacy, baby, so I can get dressed.”

      Jake frowned. “Mom, that’s not funny.”

      She looked down at the sweater, then back up at him. “You’re the one who picked it out, Jacob.”

      “I meant the comment about dying, and you know it. If you had to do another round of chemo—”

      “I’d say no,” she said, cutting him off. She turned away, brushing at her eyes.

      He squeezed her shoulder. “I know it was hard, but—”

      “No, Jacob,” she said. “You really don’t know, and I hope to God you never find out. Watching isn’t the same thing, even if you did have to see me looking worse than any son should ever have to see his mother. But I’m telling you, baby, I will never go through that again. Never. I’m sorry, but life is just too short.”

      He pressed his lips together to keep from arguing that the whole point of treatment was to make sure her life wasn’t too short. No point fighting about it now, though, because—like she’d said—she was fine.

      “You’ll tell me if something changes though, right? Hiding it from me the first time was really shitty, Mom.”

      “Well, like I said, so far there’s just been nothing to tell, so please quit worrying,” she said. Then she brightened. “But I do have something else to tell you. Beverly Byrne invited us to their end-of-summer barbecue next weekend. I already said yes, and I’m hoping her gay son and his fiancé bring some friends, hm?” She tapped her lip, looking thoughtful. “It’s too bad her other boys aren’t gay, too. Brandon is so sweet to his man, and the Byrnes are such a nice-looking family, aren’t they?”

      Yes, it really was too bad more of the Byrne boys weren’t gay. And yes, objectively speaking, all three of them were hot. In Jake’s completely unbiased opinion, though, Gabe was definitely the most drool-worthy of the three brothers.

      “I can’t, Mom. I’m working next weekend,” he said, kind of wanting to kick himself for rearranging his schedule to include so many San Diego runs. Not so much because he cared about missing out on the barbecue, but because it was just one more sign of what he hadn’t wanted to admit to himself.

      He was really sprung on Gabe, wasn’t he?

      And no way was he going to be able to deny himself the chance to see him whenever he flew down to San Diego… even if those visits were going to kind of suck, now that he’d sort-of-almost had a taste of what he’d never thought would happen.

      Marlene pouted. “Can you switch flights with someone, baby? Just this once? I really want you to come to the barbecue. For me?”

      Jake laughed, seeing right through her. “Who are you trying to set me up with, Mom?”

      “Fine,” she said, grinning up at him. “You caught me. I’m not just hoping there will be some eligible, gay bachelors there; Beverly already told me that Brandon and Shane will have some single friends coming.”

      Jake laughed. “You’re relentless,” he said, pulling her in for a quick hug.

      “Well, you know you don’t get things in life if you just sit around waiting for them to come to you. You’ve got to seize every opportunity you can, Jacob.”

      Maybe she was right. And really, it might be easier to give the whole wanting-what-he-couldn’t-have thing time to fade if he held off visiting Gabe for a while.

      “Okay, Mom,” he promised. “Let me see what I can do.”

      She beamed up at him. “Perfect! It will be fun, babycakes, you’ll see. And who knows? You might just meet The One.” Then she frowned, reaching out to run her fingers through his hair. “But we’ll definitely have to do those highlights we talked about before then. Have you got time to swing by the salon tomorrow?”

      Jake laughed, hugging her again. “I love you, Mom.”

      “Of course you do,” she said, her eyes growing suspiciously bright. “After all, you’ve got me to thank for your good looks, don’t you, baby?”

      “Mm-hmm,” he agreed, letting her push him toward the door. “Not to mention my sparkling personality.”

      “You did inherit all the good stuff. Now we’ve just got to find a man who appreciates those things, don’t we?”

      “Oh, are we talking about Doc Patel again, Mom?”

      “Oh, you,” she said, blushing. “Out, or I’m going to be late.”

      He laughed, going. And relieved that she really did seem fine, despite the out-of-character day off and her initial grogginess when he’d woken her.

      And, who knew? Maybe his mother would prove right about the Byrne barbecue, too. Maybe Jake really would meet the man of his dreams there.

      Another man of his dreams, anyway.

      One who actually wanted him, too.
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        Gabe

      

    
    
      Gabe claimed a bench at one of the utilitarian tables set up near Roberto’s, the Mexican food truck he and Zach generally hit up for lunch, while he waited for his friend to hurry up and order. Zach was taking forever, as usual, chatting up the cute girl who was working that day with some kind of twenty-questions about guacamole.

      Gabe eyed his chalupa, then shoved it away and pulled out his phone. He’d like to believe that the feeling that he’d fucked things up with Jake on Friday night was just paranoia, but the sparse message thread between the two of them over the last few days wasn’t encouraging.

      Gabe had checked in with Jake Saturday morning, but had gotten nothing back. After a few hours of even more nothing, he’d gotten a little worried. Didn’t Jake usually turn his phone on between flights?

      Gabe had finally messaged again:

      
        
        You make it home, Little Jakey?

        

      

      And instead of a chatty, wall-of-text-style reply like Gabe was used to getting from his favorite friend, Jake had just sent back:

      
        
        Yeah, thanks.

        

      

      He hadn’t even squawked about the “Little Jakey.”

      And then? Nothing, the rest of the night.

      Or all day Sunday.

      Which was fine. Weird, but fine. It wasn’t like Jake was under some obligation to keep in touch… even if Gabe had gotten kinda used to getting daily messages from him while he’d been deployed. Sometimes multiple times per day. But maybe Jake had just decided to tone it down now that Gabe was home.

      Or maybe he’d been busy.

      Or he’d lost his phone.

      Or maybe he just… hadn’t had anything to say.

      Gabe frowned, staring at his stubbornly silent phone as if he could force it to give up the correct answer by sheer willpower alone. Nope. He set it down, tearing at the corner of his chalupa’s wrapper while he thought back over the weekend and waited for Zach to join him and offer some distraction.

      He’d managed to keep himself busy… sort of. There’d been tons to do to get settled back into the little house that had seemed like a good buy a few years before, not to mention getting himself reoriented with all the small luxuries that came with being home. Shit he knew he’d end up taking for granted again in a few months, but that still felt like a little slice of heaven after so many months in the desert.

      And fine, maybe saying he’d had “tons” to do was overstating it, but there had definitely been a few everyday things he’d needed to handle after so long away.

      Laundry.

      Mowing the yard.

      Trying to restart his curbside garbage service, only to realize that it was the weekend, so that shit would have to wait for regular business hours.

      He’d caught up with the family back in Chicago on Skype, then worked out for a few hours… gone for a run… ordered some takeout. He’d found plenty to do to keep his mind off worrying about whatever may or may not have happened between him and Jake.

      So, fine, maybe he hadn’t really done all that much with his weekend, but still, by Sunday night, he’d been wiped out. He’d even turned down another invitation to hit up one of the bars near the base with some friends. Worse, he’d claimed it was due to the 0500 start to his workday Monday morning. Now that he was back in-country, being a Marine was kinda like going to an office job where you had to get up at the butt crack of dawn, spend the first few hours of every day exercising, and listen to people scream at each other far more than he guessed would happen in the civilian world. Dull as shit, but at least they’d get to ship out for some field training within a few months.

      Gabe scrubbed a hand over his face, suddenly feeling old.

      There was a time he would have been all over the invitation to go out Sunday night, early start or not, but he was definitely feeling the adjustment period as his body got used to the current time zone. And sure, his thirtieth birthday was right around the corner, but that didn’t mean it was an age thing. He certainly hadn’t felt old when he’d been out with Jake.

      Jake… who still hadn’t sent any new messages by the time Gabe had rolled out of bed that morning.

      Even though Gabe was pretty sure he already knew Jake’s schedule, he’d shot off another text as he’d headed into the base, just to check in:

      
        
        You flying today?

        

      

      “Did you grab any hot sauce, Gabe?” Zach asked, dropping onto the bench across from him.

      “Yep.” Gabe passed it over to him, doing a quick time zone calculation in his head. He was pretty sure Jake had said he was scheduled to work a flight to New York that morning, but that meant he should have landed about an hour ago.

      His phone suddenly vibrated on the table between him and Zach, and Gabe grinned, willing to bet money it was Jake.

      Finally.

      He grabbed the phone, almost knocking Zach’s drink over. Zach lurched back in an instinctive effort to dodge getting drenched in Coke, but luckily for both of them, Gabe had quick reflexes.

      “Whoa. Expecting some good news?” Zach asked, grinning around a mouthful of the taco he’d just taken a bite of as he settled back in his seat. “Please tell me you hooked up with someone over the weekend that you’re actually going to see again?”

      “Nah, it’s just Jakey,” Gabe said, frowning as he skimmed the short line of text Jake had replied with.

      
        
        Yes. Just landed. I’m on the East Coast through Wednesday.

        

      

      So Gabe’s memory about Jake’s schedule had been spot on. Which meant Jake should have Thursday and Friday off, then come back down to San Diego on Saturday. But… really? That was all Jake had to say? Where was the color commentary? The funny quips about his passengers or the whining Gabe was used to hearing every time Jake had to fly into LaGuardia?

      And why hadn’t he said anything about Friday night?

      Fuck. That clinched it. There was no denying that shit was now officially weird between the two of them. And yeah, Gabe knew it was his fault. He’d gotten a little out of hand at the club, but he’d already apologized and reminded Jake to cut him some slack because of his alcohol intake. It looked like he wasn’t going to be able to fix it via text, though, so anything else would have to wait until they were face-to-face again.

      “You want the hot sauce back, or are you just planning on using your death glare to heat up that burrito?” Zach asked.

      “What?” Gabe looked up. “Dude, it’s a chalupa, not a burrito. Give me back the hot sauce.”

      Zach shot a look at Gabe’s white-knuckled grip on his phone. “Everything okay with your bestie?”

      “Yep.” Gabe tapped out a quick message—

      
        
        See you this weekend?

        

      

      —then tossed the phone down and reached for the hot sauce Zach had failed to return, dousing his chalupa.

      Jesus. Time to get a grip. He was totally overthinking. Would he be freaking like this if it was Zach who’d suddenly gotten weird on him? Answer: No. So… time to chill about the Jake situation and stop trying to read so much between the lines.

      “I can’t believe you stood us up on Friday, Z,” he said, pausing for a little bite of fiery heaven. Why anyone bothered with food that didn’t include some kick, Gabe would never understand. “What happened to you, anyway? Decided you needed some beauty sleep instead?”

      Zach shrugged, wadding up the paper wrapper from his first taco and pitching it into the trash can off to their left. “Janis called.”

      Gabe’s eyebrows shot up. “Is this the same Janis who Dear John’d you last month?”

      Zach nodded, giving Gabe a sheepish grin. “What can I say? Clubbing sounded like a good way to let off steam, but what I really want is the real deal. You know, someone who’s there when I come home. I’m getting too old for hookups.”

      “Too old?”

      What the fuck was up with that? Weren’t they the same age?

      “Okay, maybe not that,” Zach said, grinning as he finished off his second taco. “Maybe it’s just the fact that I don’t run screaming at the idea of waking up next to the same person more than once or twice, unlike some people at this table.”

      Gabe snorted. That was an exaggeration. Well… sort of. But this was about Zach, not him.

      “Yeah, but dude… Janis?” Gabe tried to wrap his head around it. Gabe may not have been looking to settle down himself, but he did know there was no way he’d ever settle for that. The Corps’ Semper Fi—Always Faithful—motto resonated with him in more ways than one, and Zach’s ex had definitely not upheld it. “I’d have figured her ship sailed the minute she let on about how she’d been keeping busy with her tennis instructor while you were gone.”

      Zach sighed. “You’re right. I thought it was worth seeing if anything was still there, but I knew as soon as I saw her face-to-face that I wasn’t going to be able to get past that. I would like to find someone though.”

      “Well, if you hadn’t bailed on Friday, it coulda been Jake,” Gabe mumbled, shoving the last of his chalupa in his mouth.

      Not that he loved the idea, even if he had been the one who’d tried to set it up.

      He frowned, trying to imagine how the night might have gone differently if Zach had showed. Zach and Jake on the dance floor… Jake getting his flirt on… Jake leaning into Zach to be heard over the music… feeding him shots…

      “I don’t think Friday would have worked out anyway,” Zach said, laughing. “The way you talk about him, it sounds like your friend isn’t looking for the same thing I am.”

      “What, you mean dick?” Gabe asked, arguing just for the sake of it. Because yeah, Zach and Jake? Zach was right. Gabe didn’t like it. “Why, does the Janis thing means you’ve decided to give up on your gay?”

      “I’m not giving up anything,” Zach said, lowering his voice as a couple of Marines walked by with sour looks on their faces as they overheard the word “gay.”

      Stupid fucks. Gabe had no patience for that shit. Besides, they’d looked like they were about sixteen, but obviously that couldn’t be. Still, Gabe would have sworn they were poolees if not for the pins on the collars of their utilities.

      Shit, maybe he was getting old?

      “I want the real deal, Gabe,” Zach went on, taking back the hot sauce as he started in on his third taco. “Not just a quick lay from someone who’s only looking for a good time, like your Jake. And if I find that with a guy? Great. But if I end up falling for another girl, I’m down with that, too. You know both do it for me. I’m just looking for someone who will be there, you know? Someone to build a life with.”

      “Shoot me now,” Gabe said, shuddering at the thought.

      He tended to get bored with the same old shit, restless if he had to stay in one place too long, a little stir-crazy if he didn’t have some adrenaline in his day. It was one of the reasons he’d gone career with the Marines, instead of doing one and done with the Army like every other Byrne since the dawn of time.

      Not that Gabe didn’t like roots—it was good to know his family was back in Chicago whenever he wanted to visit, and even here, he’d bought a house, hadn’t he?—but the frequent deployments the Marine Corps was notorious for worked for him for a reason. And the idea of being shackled to a significant other who expected him to settle down and squeeze into some kind of white-picket-fence life?

      No, thank you.

      Zach had told Gabe once that the whole reason he’d enlisted was to escape a shit home life, and now he wanted to make one of his own? He was a hospital corpsman; technically Navy, but serving with the Marines because the Corps didn’t have medics of their own, and because Zach needed the rush of being in the middle of the action.

      Gabe narrowed his eyes, cocking his head to the side as he tried to overlay the image of his older brother, Matt—all happily settled down with a wife and two-point-five kids—onto his adrenaline-addicted friend, Zach.

      Nope. He just couldn’t reconcile the picture.

      “What?” Zach asked, wiping at his mouth. “Hot sauce on my chin?”

      “Nah,” Gabe said shaking his head. The sound of a throat clearing behind him saved him from trying to explain himself, though.

      “Gunny, you have a minute?”

      Gabe turned to see who wanted him. Oh, great. It was Brody O’Shay.

      “I think you meant ‘Gunnery Sergeant Byrne,’ isn’t that right, Lance Corporal O’Shay?” Zach asked, looking like he was holding back a grin as he glanced back and forth between the two of them.

      Gabe snorted. Zach knew perfectly well that he was pretty laid back when it came to proper forms of address. Then again, O’Shay was a pain in the ass, so Zach was more than welcome to give him a little shit for the over-familiarity.

      “’Sup, O’Shay.” Gabe nodded, not inviting him to sit. Hadn’t he wasted enough time with the young hothead on Friday night? “You manage to get out of bed Saturday?”

      The kid had barely been upright by the time Gabe had finally wrangled him into his bunk.

      O’Shay grimaced. “Let’s just say I made it to formation on time this morning.” He cleared his throat. “I just wanted to say thank you, Gunn—” He shot a look at Zach, then went for Gabe’s full rank. “Uh, Gunnery Sergeant.”

      “Oh?” Gabe’s eyes narrowed. He was not feeling charitable. “You thanking me for ruining my first night in-country?”

      O’Shay’s face went red—the kid really did have a hair-trigger temper—but surprisingly, he held himself in check. “Actually, I’m thanking you for making sure that I got back to base Friday night,” he said tightly. “Without, uh…”

      His voice trailed off, and Gabe raised an eyebrow. “Without embarrassing yourself, your Corps, and your country?”

      O’Shay gave a jerky nod, but Gabe wasn’t done.

      “Without causing property and/or physical damage that would have delayed your advancement as a Marine?” he went on, venting some of his frustration about the whole Jake mess onto O’Shay. “Without bringing unfavorable attention to yourself as a gay Marine? Without—”

      “Gabe,” Zach said, cutting him off with a stern look. He gave his head a slight shake. O’Shay’s face had been getting steadily more red with every word, and while Gabe had been enjoying the effect, apparently it had triggered Zach’s protective instincts.

      Gabe snorted, but gave in and decided to play nice. “You’re welcome, Lance Corporal,” he said to O’Shay, gathering up his trash and rising to his feet. “I hope it doesn’t happen again. If you’ll excuse me, though, Chief Hunter and I have got to get back to work.”

      O’Shay nodded, stepping aside, and as soon as Gabe and Zach were out of earshot, Zach gave Gabe a withering look.

      “Brody’s trying, Gabe. Don’t make it harder on him.”

      Gabe looked at him curiously. “You know him?”

      Zach nodded. “I’ve had to patch him up a few times.”

      “From fighting?” Gabe guessed.

      Zach gave Gabe a look that said he wasn’t going to spill O’Shay’s personal business, and Gabe let it drop. Then a thought occurred to him, and he slanted Zach a look.

      “So, since you’re still up for dick, are you saying that you and O’Shay…?”

      Zach laughed, shaking his head. “Yeah, no. Brody’s actually a good guy, but he’s definitely not my type. Actually, I met someone this weekend—”

      “Wait, what?” Gabe interrupted. “Are we talking about someone-who-isn’t-Janis?”

      Zach nodded, grinning.

      Gabe laughed. “Dude, that’s some quick work. When you said you were ‘looking,’ you didn’t tell me you were on a hardcore, take-no-prisoners mission.”

      Zach shrugged, looking sheepish. “I want someone in my life, so sue me. I don’t know whether she’ll be the one or not, but her name is Lily, and she’s got this friend, Cassie? Carrie? I can’t remember. But I thought maybe the four of us could go out sometime?”

      “No, thanks,” Gabe said, his phone vibrating in his pocket. Finally.

      “You sure?” Zach asked, turning to walk backward as he veered off in the direction of the hospital.

      “What?” Gabe asked, glancing up distractedly.

      Zach grinned. “Just let me know if you change your mind.”

      Gabe nodded, looking back down at the screen with a frown. Jakey had finally answered him—

      
        
        Sorry, schedule change. I’m staying in Chicago this weekend, but have fun without me.

        

      

      —and Gabe didn’t like it one bit.

      Not even with the cute winky-face emoji at the end.
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* * *

      Gabe’s eyes snapped open as he came awake, his heart racing in his chest. The street light outside shed just enough light to save his bedroom from pitch darkness, cutting down the momentary disorientation of not knowing where he was. Which was good, given that the dream he’d just woken from was disorienting enough.

      He heaved himself upright, leaning back against the headboard as he scrubbed a hand over his face and made a concerted effort to ignore the insistent throbbing of his dick. Hard as a rock. Jesus. What was wrong with him?

      He’d been dreaming of Jake.

      Gabe shoved the sheet off himself and got out of bed. Maybe a glass of water would help. He glanced at his phone, plugged into the charger next to his bed, but left it alone. Brandon had called shortly after he’d gotten home, and it had felt good to shoot the shit with his younger brother, catching up on family business and teasing him about his pre-wedding jitters. The call had ended on a sour note, though, when Brandon had inadvertently let slip the real reason Jake had rearranged his weekend flight schedule.

      Sour for Gabe, at least… thankfully, Branny hadn’t seemed to catch on to his moodiness.

      Apparently their mother was hosting a barbecue on Saturday, and Brandon and his fiancé, Shane, had been given specific instructions to bring “single friends to meet Marlene’s son, Jacob.” Brandon had joked that since both he and their older brother, Matt, were off the market, their mother had decided to make Jake the focus of all her matchmaking efforts.

      “We all know she’s given up on you, Gabe, but you’re still friends with Jake, right? Maybe you should warn him.”

      Brandon had laughed about it, but it didn’t exactly seem like Jakey needed any warning, given that he’d changed his flight schedule just so he could make the barbecue, now did it?

      Gabe didn’t bother turning on the lights when he reached the kitchen. The small room faced the same side of the house as his bedroom, and the dim glow from outside was more than enough to see by. He grabbed a glass from the cupboard, filling it and then gulping the water down while not thinking about Jake.

      And definitely not thinking about the dream of Jake that he’d just woken up from.

      He filled the glass again and took it back to the bedroom with him, still not thinking about the dream. It was barely midnight. He set the water down on the nightstand next to the digital clock there and did some shoulder rotations while he stared at his tangled sheets. He wasn’t normally a restless sleeper, but clearly he’d thrashed around a bit during the dream that he still wasn’t thinking about.

      He got back in bed, punching his pillow into a more acceptable shape and then folding his arms under his head, determined to get back to sleep. The bed was firm, but not as firm as what he’d gotten used to for the last seven months.

      It wasn’t too hot.

      He didn’t have to listen to anyone else snore.

      No one was liable to start shooting at him.

      Sleep should be easy as pie.

      Gabe closed his eyes. When that didn’t work, he kicked the sheet off again and tried staring at the ceiling some more.

      It was understandable that he’d dreamed of Jake, if you thought about it. After all, they were friends. Good friends. And even if they’d only started really spending time together earlier that year, Jake had been one of the main things Gabe had missed while he’d been overseas—not to mention the first person he’d seen once he’d gotten back to San Diego—so of course he’d be on Gabe’s mind. And the dream… it had really just been a recap of Friday night.

      Sure, the dream version had started getting a little heated just before Gabe had woken himself up, but that was probably just due to his brain getting stuck in a loop of recent events.

      Gabe and Jake at the club.

      Gabe and Jake out on the dance floor.

      Jake, grinding against him in that uninhibited way he always moved… his tight little ass rubbing up against Gabe’s cock as he’d swayed to the music… rubbing and rubbing and rubbing, until Gabe hadn’t been able to think about anything else.

      Until he’d had to touch Jake. To feel more of him. To try and get closer.

      And fucking God, what was up with Jakey’s skin? So buttery soft that Gabe’s hands had wanted to slide all over it; had tingled with a kind of visceral excitement as they’d moved over the subtle contours of Jake’s body, the firm muscle that shaped his slender form. And that soft trail of hair he’d felt on Jake’s stomach… Jesus.

      He’d wanted to follow it down.

      Gabe closed his eyes, his whole body pulsing with the heat of the memory. Without letting himself think about what he was doing, he skimmed a hand down his own chest… over the front of his underwear… pushed up into his palm as he let his overactive imagination relive the way Jake’s body had moved and flexed under his hands. How good Jake had felt, pressed up against him.

      Gabe had wanted him even closer. He’d wanted to do more. To taste him. He’d wanted—

      Fuckkkkkkkkkkk.

      His cock jerked against his palm, and his eyes snapped open. What the fuck was he doing? He glanced over at the clock again. Less than four hours until he had to be up… but how the fuck was he supposed to sleep like this?

      Answer: He wasn’t.

      Gabe shoved his underwear down to his hips, giving in to the inevitable. He had to, didn’t he? And if the fastest way to get there was to let it be about Jake, well then he’d just do what he had to do to get it done.

      He thrust up into his fist, closing his eyes with a groan as he remembered the expression on Jake’s face, head thrown back onto Gabe’s shoulder… how his mouth had fallen open and his eyelids had fluttered closed and he’d panted out the words that could have been taken directly from Gabe’s own mind.

      You’re getting me hard… you’re getting me hard… you’re getting me hard.

      Gabe gasped, heat shooting through him as every part of his body went taut. He threw his head back onto the pillow, grabbing onto his tightening balls as his other hand worked his cock faster and faster, remembering the way Jake had looked in his arms… the way he’d felt.

      Fucking Christ.

      Gabe let out a desperate curse, needing more. Needing Jake.

      He rolled onto his stomach, not giving one single shit about how far he’d let his imagination go. He ground against the mattress, fucking into his fist with abandon as his breath started coming hard and fast. As the urgent drive to get what he needed became his whole world.

      As he closed his eyes and pictured that he was really getting it.

      That Jake was here, underneath him… panting out his name… tight little body slick with sweat as he rubbed against Gabe… giving Gabe whatever he wanted… begging for it—

      “Fuck,” Gabe grunted, squeezing his eyes closed even more tightly as the image pushed him over the edge. “Oh, fucking fuck.”

      And then he was coming. His hips stuttered against the mattress and he grit his teeth as his orgasm slammed through him, unstoppable, pumping out in a hot rush that felt so damn good it almost wrecked him.

      So good he didn’t want it to end.

      So… fucking… good… that it was hard to believe it hadn’t been real.

      Aftershocks of mind-numbing pleasure quivered through him as it started to fade, and he wanted nothing more than to keep his eyes closed and let himself tumble down into the kind of deep sleep that had evaded him earlier. Wanted to avoid thinking about what he’d just done, or how hard it was going to be not to let himself do it again.

      “Shit.”

      He’d collapsed right on the wet spot, so drifting off without thinking was going to be a no-go. He sighed, opening his eyes and rolling onto his back. He wiped his hand off on the freshly-tangled sheet, then cleaned the rest of himself up with it and tossed it onto the floor. He always ran hot, and he’d rather sleep without a sheet than deal with getting up to change the bedding.

      He tried to catch his breath.

      Had he ever come that hard in his life?

      But okay, that didn’t necessarily mean anything. After all, it had been approximately forever since he’d gotten laid, so it was understandable that he’d had a bit of a buildup. Not that he hadn’t been taking care of himself along the way, of course… but he’d never let himself go like that before. Never just given in and imagined it was Jakey.

      Gabe sat up abruptly, reaching for his phone as the truth hit him. He had to stop pussy-footing around the fact that Friday night had changed things between them, and not for the better. He was gonna have to fix it, and he had to fix it fast, because Jake was…

      Gabe stared at his phone without really seeing it, his brain stumbling over the appropriate end to that sentence.

      His thoughts were still colored by what he’d just let himself indulge in, but what he knew for sure was that the stilted messages they’d been trading over the last few days sucked. That wasn’t the real Jake, not Gabe’s Jake, and Gabe needed to get him back. He needed Jake in his life, and he needed him to be there the way he’d gotten used to.

      Daily.

      Fully.

      Always.

      Zach had joked about Jake being Gabe’s bestie earlier, but that wasn’t quite it, was it? When it came to friends, Gabe had more in common with Zach and more history with his two brothers. They were the ones he’d always thought of as his best friends. He’d lay down his life for them and theirs, just like he would for the men and women he fought and served with.

      Jakey was something different, though.

      Something more.

      Gabe wasn’t quite sure when it had happened, but somehow, the moments he spent with Jake—virtual or otherwise—had become what Gabe looked forward to most every day. Jake had become the one who Gabe saved up his stories to share with, the one he thought of telling first whenever something funny happened, the one who made the shitty moments seem less so.

      He glanced at the wadded-up sheet he’d tossed on the floor, grimacing as he wondered what Jake would think if he knew what Gabe had just done.

      Maybe it was actually a good thing that he wouldn’t be coming back out to San Diego for a while. If Gabe was going to fix things between them, he needed to do what he should have done as soon as he’d gotten back in-country: Hurry up and get himself laid so that his overeager dick would calm the fuck down and stop fucking up his friendship with the one person who mattered most.

      He tapped the home button on his phone, waking it up. Best to take action now; confirm in the morning.

      
        
        Yo, Zach, your offer still good? I’m down for that double date. When can you make it happen?

        

      

      Gabe’s finger hovered over the send button for a second as he tried to picture getting it up for some girl he didn’t give two shits about. He had to, though, right? Because there was no getting around it: Jake was straight-up dodging him, and it had all started when Gabe had gotten a little too confused about the boundaries of their friendship. If he didn’t get things back to normal between the two of them, he was going to lose him completely… and that was an outcome Gabe wasn’t willing to accept.

      He’d do whatever was necessary to keep it from happening.

      He yawned as a wave of tiredness caught up with him, then laughed at himself. Since when had he thought of sex as a chore? Certainly hadn’t been his mindset a few minutes ago. His dick was clearly on board with the idea of getting some action, and if the girl Zach was going to hook him up with didn’t work out, Gabe would just have to go find one on his own.

      Based on tonight, Gabe would have zero problems taking care of business as soon as he found a willing partner.

      He hit send.

      Getting himself laid would do the trick—it had to—and then he’d get his Jakey back.
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      Marlene joined Jake on the patio where he was chatting with Brandon Byrne’s fiancé, shading her eyes against the mid-day glare of the sun. So far, the weather had cooperated beautifully, giving Beverly Byrne a perfect day for her final barbecue of the summer. The spacious backyard was packed with friends and family of the Byrnes, and Jake had been catching up with Shane and not-so-subtly hitting him up for a sneak peek at the new line of men’s jewelry Shane was working on.

      “So, how do you know Paxton, Shane?” she asked the moment there was a break in the conversation, nodding toward a tall, thin man standing across the yard who Jake had been introduced to earlier.

      “He’s a buyer for Ashby’s,” Shane answered, referring to the high-end department store that carried an exclusive line of the jewelry he’d originally launched with a small Etsy store.

      “Hmmm,” Marlene said thoughtfully. Then, with a hopeful gleam in her eye, she added, “Is he gay? More importantly, is he single?”

      Jake rolled his eyes, attempting to mime some version of no at Shane behind her back.

      Shane laughed. “Yes to both, as far as I know,” he said, grinning at Jake as Jake groaned.

      So far, the afternoon had actually been fun, though. The Byrne family was always warm and welcoming, and despite having spent the last week angsting over The Byrne Who Wasn’t There, Jake was enjoying himself.

      Marlene looked across the lawn at Paxton, eying him appreciatively. “Well, he’s definitely got a nice set of buns, doesn’t he, Jacob?”

      “Oh, God. Mom.”

      Shane cracked up, then excused himself when Brandon called him over to help at the grill.

      “Well, if Paxton’s not doing it for you, wasn’t there another single one, Jacob?” Marlene asked as Shane walked away. She pointed toward a cluster of men who were currently botching a game of horseshoes. “That one. Eli, isn’t it? Weren’t you talking to him earlier, baby?”

      “Mm-hmm,” Jake said noncommittally. He’d talked to a lot of people. He was a social person.

      Marlene swatted his arm. “Jacob! You need to make more of an effort here. It’s not like eligible men just grow on trees. These ones are handpicked. The Byrnes have excellent taste, and this is practically a curated selection of eligible bachelors!”

      Jake laughed, suddenly having a mental image of his mother rattling off the merits of each, like a sommelier offering the wine selection for the night.

      “That Eli is watching you,” Marlene said gleefully, giving the man in question a little wave.

      Eli raised a glass in salute, looking confused, then turned back to the group he was with.

      “No, he’s wondering why you were pointing at him, Mom,” Jake said dryly.

      “I don’t think so,” she said stubbornly. “And he looks like a frisky one, doesn’t he? I bet he’d be for taking you home tonight. Or I could make myself scarce at the house…?”

      “Oh my God. Please, no.” Jake looked longingly toward the cooler sitting near the grill; the one full of beer and wine spritzers.

      “A healthy sex life is important, Jacob,” Marlene went on relentlessly. “It’s even good exercise, which is maybe something you should think about since you won’t come to Zumba with me. I read that most men burn four calories per minute while having sex, so if you find one with a little stamina—”

      “Are you and Jacob talking about Zumba, Marlene?” Beverly Byrne asked, appearing like a blessed angel with cold drinks and a timely interruption.

      She handed one to Jake and he gave his mother the stink-eye as he took a grateful sip, silently begging her not to keep going down the road she’d just been traveling. Not in front of Beverly Byrne.

      Marlene sent him a wicked grin, reading him like a book, but—thankfully—she had mercy.

      “I was just telling Jacob how important exercise is, don’t you think, Beverly?”

      “Absolutely,” Gabe’s mother said with a smile. “I can’t believe how much better I feel since you got me into that Zumba class, Marlene. My boys have been teasing me about my dedication to burning calories, but I’ve never felt better.”

      Jake choked on his drink, the unasked-for four-calories-per-minute factoid popping to mind.

      “Are you okay, baby?” Marlene asked, hitting his back in an effort to save him from choking to death.

      “Are you okay, Marlene?” Beverly asked, her brows lowering in concern as she reached for Marlene’s wrist. She ran a finger over a swath of pinpoint-sized red spots on the inside of Marlene’s forearm, just below the fading bruise Jake had noticed the week before. “What happened here? Is this from Zumba yesterday? A mat burn or something?”

      Marlene glanced down, tugging her arm free and shrugging. “Must be. It was too bad you had to miss class, Bev. Zoe really pushed us hard.”

      “I hated missing it, too, but hopefully I’ll be able to make it tomorrow,” Beverly said. Then she sent a brilliant smile in Brandon and Shane’s direction. “I’d forgotten how many details go into planning a wedding.”

      “I’m so jealous,” Marlene said, giving Jake a pointed look. Then, to Beverly, “Can you imagine how fun it would have been if our boys had—”

      “Mom,” Jake snapped, cutting her off. “Shane is perfect for Brandon.”

      She and Beverly had tried to set him up with Brandon earlier that year, before Brandon and Shane had admitted their feelings for each other. Jake liked Brandon, but there hadn’t been any chemistry there. And on the plus side, his aborted date with the youngest Byrne brother had led to him reconnecting with Gabe.

      “Of course I’m happy for Brandon and Shane,” Marlene rushed to say. “I didn’t mean that. I just meant… it would have been fun to have our families connected, wouldn’t it?”

      She sounded so wistful that Jake felt bad for having been so short with her. Getting together with a Byrne was a touchy subject for him at the moment, but he knew his mother didn’t mean any harm. And for the first time, it occurred to him that maybe part of her drive to play matchmaker between him and Brandon had stemmed from her own desire to be a part of a larger family again.

      God knows her own had treated her like shit.

      He and Marlene never talked about her parents, but he knew they’d made her life hell after she’d defied them and decided not to give him up for adoption back when she’d been seventeen. He had vague memories from the earliest years of his childhood—disapproving grandparents and cold, snooty aunts and uncles—but the whole bigoted, small-minded family had cut both Marlene and Jake out of their lives completely after he’d come out in middle school, and Jake had never missed them.

      Us against the world.

      Marlene had always been all the family Jake needed, and he’d just assumed Marlene felt the same. Watching how much she lit up now, though—surrounded by the Byrnes and welcomed into their fold—Jake suddenly wondered if she wanted more. If she’d hoped for something to work out between him and Brandon not just for his happiness, but also so that there would be a larger family that she could be a part of, too.

      “Oh, Marlene,” Beverly said, reaching out to squeeze his mother’s hand. “Even if we won’t ever be connected by marriage, you know we love you and Jacob.” She glanced over at Brandon and Shane, beaming again. “I am glad that things worked out this way for Brandon, though. We all just adore Shane. You know how happy it makes me to see my boys find love, and the two of them are perfect for each other.”

      Jake started edging away from the two of them as the conversation turned back to Brandon and Shane’s upcoming wedding. Jake was happy for Brandon, sure, but he’d about reached his limit with hearing about Byrne boys in love.

      Maybe he should go flirt with Eli or Paxton. He’d made a half-hearted effort earlier, but as nice as Paxton’s ass was—his mother was right about that, God help him—he just hadn’t been able to muster the enthusiasm that the effort warranted.

      “Jacob, you fly down to San Diego sometimes, don’t you?” Beverly Byrne asked, stopping him in his tracks. “Did you know Gabriel is back from his latest deployment? He’s back at Camp Pendleton. We just heard from him last weekend.”

      Last weekend? Right after Jake had seen him.

      Jake nodded. “I do. Uh, I did. I mean, yes, I know he’s back, and yeah, I still fly that route sometimes,” he said, stumbling over his answer since it was exactly the subject he’d been working so hard to avoid thinking about. He cleared his throat. “I saw Gabe last Friday, actually.”

      “You didn’t tell me that, baby,” Marlene said, turning to him with a curious look.

      Beverly’s eyebrows shot up in surprise, too. “Last Friday?” she asked. “You saw him the day he got home? He didn’t mention that when he called. How did he look? We’ve seen him on Skype a few times, but it’s not quite the same as in person, is it?”

      Jake frowned. Gabe hadn’t said anything to his mother about having seen him? Why not? Did Gabe not think that seeing Jake was worth a mention to his family? Gabe knew their mothers were friends. Hadn’t he thought Beverly might be interested? Had it just not occurred to him? Had the fact that he’d taken Jake out just slipped his mind completely when he’d called his family?

      Possible, given that he certainly hadn’t brought it up with Jake again over the past week.

      “Jacob?”

      Jake blinked, realizing he’d missed something Beverly had asked him.

      “Did Gabriel look okay, honey?” She smiled, but he could see a hint of anxiety in her eyes. “I’m sure he is, but it would be nice to hear you say it. I always worry about him coming back all in one piece when he’s overseas.”

      “Yeah,” Jake reassured her. “He looked amazing. I mean, good. He looked good. All his parts seemed to be present and, um, accounted for. He was healthy and, you know—” mouthwatering, “—uh, he looks totally fine.”

      Marlene gave him a Cheshire-Cat smile—God, she knew him too well, didn’t she?—then turned to Beverly with a renewed gleam in her eye. “Gabe’s still single, isn’t he, Bev? He just hasn’t found the right… girl… yet, hm?”

      Oh, God. No. Nooooooooo. Nope. Jake was definitely not going to stick around long enough for that line of questioning to get off the ground. He chugged the rest of his drink, then held up the empty bottle.

      “I’m going to go grab another and see if I can give Shane a hand at the grill.”

      “Maybe you should try horseshoes instead, baby,” Marlene said, her focus immediately shifting. A bird in hand, and all that. “Eli and Paxton look like they could use some help.”

      She was about as subtle as a battleship.

      “Fine,” Jake said, veering in that direction just to make her happy. “I’ll see what I can do, Mom.”

      “Maybe you boys can burn some calories together,” she called after him, just to drive her point home.

      Jake wasn’t sure whether to groan or laugh. He loved his mother, but for real, was there such a thing as a parent being too supportive?

      [image: ]
* * *

      “You didn’t have to leave the barbecue just because of me, baby,” Marlene said as Jake pulled the car into their driveway a few hours later. “I could have called a cab.”

      He frowned, glancing over at her. She still sounded out of breath even though she’d been off her feet for twenty minutes now. And it wasn’t just his imagination; she was definitely looking pale.

      It was why he’d insisted on leaving the Byrne’s.

      “You know I don’t mind, Mom,” he said, turning off the car. “And tomorrow, I think you should call and make an appointment with Doc Patel.”

      She flapped a hand at him dismissively, not meeting his eyes as she gathered up her purse and unbuckled her seatbelt. “I’m just a little tired. I’m not sure why it hit me all at once like that, but the barbecue was fun, wasn’t it? Did you get Paxton’s number before we left?”

      It hadn’t even occurred to him to try.

      “Mom, really. Please? Betty said you’ve been looking tired at work lately, too—”

      “You and Betty are gossiping about me now, babycakes?” she teased, tsking at him as she opened the passenger door. “Believe me, I’m fine, Jacob. I think I’m just going to turn in early and catch up on some sleep. Maybe you can head back to the Byrne’s and enjoy yourself some more, hm?”

      She didn’t wait for him to answer, and Jake slumped back in the driver’s seat, frowning after her as she made her way into the house. She was stubborn as hell, which was normally a quality he admired in her. Right now, though?

      He was starting to get worried.

      Maybe he’d rearrange his flight schedule and go to her next follow-up appointment with her, just so he could hear Doc Patel’s reassurances firsthand. Jake sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose. That would be a fight. Still, he’d inherited more than his good looks and charm from Marlene. He could be stubborn, too.

      He pulled the keys out of the ignition, not interested in going back to the barbecue, and followed her inside. His phone pinged just as he got in the front door, and—as much as he’d like to deny it—a little frisson of excitement raced through him at the sound.

      Would it be Gabe?

      No… it was Blair.

      
        
        I’m going to Kaaboo!!!

        

      

      Jake grinned despite himself. He and Blair had discovered the annual open-air music festival in San Diego the year before, and yes, it really did warrant three exclamation points. But was it really that time of year again?

      A second ping came hot on the heels of the first, the message not really surprising him:

      
        
        You should come, too! Craig Darwin was supposed to work the flight down with me on Friday, but he’s met someone in Orlando and is looking to swap so he can meet up with her for the weekend. Trade him, Jake!!!

        

      

      Jake grimaced. Swapping routes was usually pretty easy—after all, flexible travel was the main attraction for pretty much every flight attendant he knew—and when he’d traded away the San Diego flight he’d been scheduled to work today in order to hit the Byrne barbecue, he’d had a little snit and traded away all his San Diego routes. He’d made a point of mentioning his change of schedule to Gabe in one of the few-and-far-between messages they’d exchanged over the last week, but Gabe hadn’t batted an eye, virtually-speaking.

      What was he trying to prove to himself, though? Was he really waiting for Gabe to ask him to come back to San Diego?

      Fuck that.

      There was more to do in San Diego than Gabe. Jake was perfectly capable of flying down there and enjoying himself without making it all about his favorite hot Marine. He had other friends—Blair, for instance. And while Gabe clearly wasn’t missing him in the least, Blair wanted to hang out with him.

      Jake swallowed, his throat going uncomfortably tight.

      He missed Gabe.

      Which was stupid, wasn’t it? Other than the week before, Jake hadn’t even seen him in more than half a year. But the way they’d talked every day—well, messaged, but whatever—Jake had thought it meant something. Not something romantic, but something else. Something nice. Something important to him.

      He’d felt close to Gabe.

      Jake had always liked him, even back when they’d been kids. And sure, he’d always been a bit attracted—Gabe was fucking hot—but this had been something different. All the words they’d exchanged had sort of made him feel like he’d gotten to know Gabe from the inside out, and it had made Jake like him even more. And the way Gabe had seemed to understand and appreciate him? It had felt like Jake mattered to Gabe, too.

      That’s what he missed.

      His phone pinged again.

      
        
        Answer me or I’m going to call you, Jake. I’m with Craig right now. Do I hear a yes?

        

      

      The insistent message was classic Blair, and it made Jake laugh—a welcome change from the overdose of angst he’d been wallowing in lately.

      He wasn’t used to spending so much time worrying about someone who didn’t want him. Normally, if a man had the poor taste to pass on what Jake had to offer, he just shrugged it off and moved on. Gabe shouldn’t be any different, right?

      Jake swallowed, willing himself to believe it.

      But Blair was right. Kaaboo would be fun, and Jake definitely needed to switch things up before he became too pathetic for even himself to handle. He tapped out a quick reply:

      
        
        I’m in.

        

      

      And since Gabe hadn’t asked him to come down to San Diego, Jake wouldn’t even mention it to him. After all, he didn’t need to see the man to have a good time. He was perfectly capable of visiting San Diego without involving Gabe, and could definitely enjoy himself there with Blair. In fact, maybe if he and Gabe didn’t see each other in person, their relationship could go back to the way it had been. They could just be… pen pals.

      That had worked for them while Gabe had been overseas, right? So why not now?

      They’d go back to chatting about anything and everything online, Jake would have someone to share the stupid little moments of his day with, and he could still enjoy the occasional private fantasy that things between them were different. More. Just as long as he kept those thoughts firmly in the fantasy box. The not-face-to-face, not-in-the-flesh, not-smelling-good-and-looking-better and calling-him-butterflies-in-the-stomach-inducing nicknames-like-petal box.

      And reality?

      If they didn’t see each other in person, it wouldn’t have to intrude. It wouldn’t get a chance to raise Jake’s hopes, only to dash them… wouldn’t take those hopes and grind them under its heel… pulverize his dreams into dust and wash them away with bitter tears, crack open his heart—

      His phone pinged again.

      
        
        Awesome! We’ll have a blast, Jake! I can’t wait. :-)

        

      

      Right. Jake gave himself a mental eye roll as Blair’s message yanked him out of the whirlpool of broken dreams he’d started to get sucked down into. Drama, much? This was exactly why he needed to plan something fun that had nothing to do with Gabe.

      He sent Blair back a thumbs-up followed by an emoji with a cheek-splitting grin, then tucked his phone away.

      Next weekend was going to be fun, dammit. He’d go to San Diego and not see Gabe and it would be awesome.

      Kaaboo would be a blast.

      Jake swallowed, his throat tightening up again.

      He could hardly wait.
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        Gabe

      

    
    
      Gabe stared at the little surf-n-turf place’s menu without really seeing it, his knee bouncing under the table Zach had managed to snag for the four of them as he tried to get himself in the proper mood. It had taken a couple of weeks for Zach to set up the double-date he’d promised, but now that he had, all signs pointed toward Gabe’s dry spell finally ending later that night.

      The four of them—Zach and the girl Lily who he’d been seeing, plus Gabe and Lily’s friend, Carrie—had just spent the better part of the day at the Del Mar fairgrounds for some kind of music festival. The whole open-air party vibe had been totally at odds with Gabe’s shitty mood, but on the plus side, the upbeat, crowded venue had meant that he hadn’t had to try very hard. He knew damn well that he’d been phoning it in all day, but as far as he could tell, Carrie hadn’t seemed to notice.

      And based on the way she’d been hanging on him the whole time? Yeah, she would be 100% down to fuck once they wrapped up the group portion of the date.

      Gabe looked over the top of his menu at her, willing his dick to get excited about that fact.

      Nope.

      He stifled a sigh, looking back down at the menu. Carrie was a classic California girl. Blonde and sun-kissed and pretty; her two most prominent features a skimpy top that struggled to contain her tits and a blindingly white smile that she’d been flashing at him all day. At the moment, she had a proprietary hand on his arm… something he was doing his best not to be irritated by. Other than that, her attention was fully engaged in a hot debate with Lily about whether or not the lead singer of the last band they’d seen had been high.

      Yawn.

      Gabe stealthily slid his arm out from under her hand, giving up on the menu that he didn’t give a shit about and letting his gaze roam over the colorful sea of people meandering past instead. A slender, dark-haired guy walked by, his laugh sounding so much like Jake’s that Gabe’s pulse started to race. Dark eyes instead of Jake’s killer blue ones, though. Gabe drummed his fingers on the tabletop, assessing him. He was pretty sure Jake would never be caught dead in the faded beige board shorts the guy was wearing—too bland for Jakey—and this dude looked a little taller, too.

      Jake must be… what? Five-seven? Five-eight? Whatever it was, it had felt like the perfect height when he’d leaned back against Gabe at the club. Not annoyingly short like some of the girls Gabe had dated, but still plenty short enough that, if Gabe had wanted to, all he would have had to do was lean in and—

      Zach kicked him under the table, snapping Gabe’s attention back to the here-and-now. Zach subtly jerked his head in the direction of the two girls.

      “What?” Gabe mouthed, even though he was pretty fucking sure he knew. He’d definitely been the least animated member of their little foursome all day, and right now he was totally dropping the ball when it came to any form of conversational participation. The whole day in Del Mar had sounded like a win when Zach had first proposed it, but, so far, Gabe just hadn’t been able to get in the groove.

      Zach cut his eyes over at Carrie—still occupied with giving Lily a way-too-fucking-detailed recap of one of the bands—then raised his eyebrows at Gabe. It was a silent question along the lines of, “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

      Gabe shrugged. Yeah, Carrie was hot. And no, he didn’t really have an answer to why he wasn’t more enthusiastic about it.

      As far as he could tell, neither Carrie nor Lily had been put out by how lackluster he’d been all day. The music was loud, the weather was typical San Diego-perfect, they’d all had plenty to drink, and neither of the girls knew that he was usually a hell of a lot more fun than he’d been today.

      Zach did, though.

      Zach’s brow furrowed, his what-the-fuck look morphing into concern. Mother Hen had clearly decided that Gabe wasn’t just being a dick; he thought Gabe needed his help.

      Gabe snorted, his lip quirking up in amusement. Zach’s tenacious caring made him a kick-ass medic, but it could also be as annoying as shit when he decided a friend was in need. Gabe knew from experience that the dude just wouldn’t let up if he thought he could make a difference. In this case, though, Gabe’s “need” wasn’t something Zach was gonna be able to do anything about.

      Although to be fair, that’s exactly what Zach had been trying to do, wasn’t it? Gabe needed to get laid, and Zach had hooked him up with Carrie.

      Gabe looked over at her, manufacturing a grin on his face when she turned to face him. He may not be feeling it, but that wasn’t her fault. Maybe he just needed to put forth a little more effort to wake his dick back up after its extended leave of absence from the playing field.

      “Are you ready to eat, Gabe?” she asked, lighting up under the attention and leaning close enough to put herself at risk of a wardrobe malfunction.

      His eyes dropped to her cleavage, because hello, incoming, and she scooted her chair closer to his without waiting for an answer, obviously taking his reflex boob-check as the sign she’d been waiting for.

      She giggled, leaning against his arm and pointing at whatever on the menu. “If you want, we could share…?”

      “Sure,” he said, trying and failing to give a shit about either the food choices or her tits—even now that they were plastered against his side.

      He liked a curvy girl as much as the next guy, but lately he’d been thinking he was more of an ass man.

      Gabe glanced away, his eyes meeting Zach’s. Yeah, Zach could tell he wasn’t into it. Gabe gave a tiny shrug. What was he supposed to do, though? He sucked at faking things, and even if he’d wanted to, his dick had definitely decided to sit this one out.

      Zach sighed from across the table, giving his head an almost imperceptible shake. He was pretty sure Zach would be whipping out some bullshit PTSD-effect-on-libido psychobabble later.

      Fair enough, even if Gabe didn’t think that was the problem.

      His knee started bouncing under the table again. Not that he had a fucking clue what the problem was. After all, he’d been bugging Zach all week to hurry the fuck up and make this thing happen before his dick fell off from lack of use. But now that Zach had come through for him? Gabe snuck a peek at Carrie and her double whammies again.

      Yeah… no.

      Fuck.

      Maybe something really was wrong with him, because even he could see that he should be all over that.

      Hadn’t that been the whole point?

      His grand plan to relieve some pressure so that he didn’t keep confusing things between him and Jake?

      Gabe frowned. Not that he needed to be in any kind of hurry to work things out of his system at the moment, since Jake had clearly decided to take his dodge to a whole new level. There was no risk of Gabe’s dick getting in the way of their friendship if Jakey couldn’t even be bothered to show up and give him a reason to keep it in check, now was there?

      “So… you don’t like avocado, Gabe?” Carrie asked, biting her lip as she scooted her chair away from him. “I mean, that’s fine. Maybe we can just get it on the side?”

      He stared at her. What the fuck was she talking about?

      “Don’t mind Gabe. He always looks like he wants to kill something when he’s hungry,” Zach joked from across the table, kicking Gabe’s shin again and throwing him a covert you-fucking-idiot look. “He won’t actually bite, though… unless you ask him nicely, of course.”

      Both girls giggled at that, and Gabe forced his face to relax out of the scowl it had somehow ended up in. He could do this. He could get his flirt on and start appreciating the view in front of him and stop fucking thinking about Jake 24/7. After all, Gabe getting laid wasn’t about Jake, it was just a basic human need, and—as wound up as he was—it was pretty fucking obvious that Gabe needed it.

      Jake was always joking about that subject, always talking about wanting to get laid, always quick with the sexual innuendo… was that why he’d ended up canceling all his upcoming San Diego trips? Had he met up with some gay dude in another city who was keeping him busy? Had Jake actually bailed on their friendship just to get some D?

      Gabe scrubbed a hand over his face, his stomach twisting into a knot at the thought. Fucking fuck. Since when did he care who Jake slept with?

      “Gabe?”

      Jake’s voice shot through Gabe like a bolt of electricity, and he dropped his hand away from his face faster than a hot grenade, knocking his chair over backward as he bolted to his feet.

      It was Jake. Standing right in front of him, as if Gabe’s thoughts had been some kind of magic summoning spell. He looked tanned and shocked and fucking gorgeous, and Gabe’s brain sort of stuttered to a stop for a second, trying to process how on earth he could actually be here.

      He’d definitely said he wasn’t going to be in town… hadn’t he?

      “Jakey? What the fuck are you doing here?” Gabe asked, his built-up stress over the clusterfuck that their friendship had become over the last couple of weeks making the words come out a little harsher than he’d intended.

      Jake flinched, looking hurt, and Gabe immediately felt like an ass. He was an ass. What he’d really meant to say had been how happy he was to see him.

      “Sorry, Jake,” Gabe said, catching another one of Zach’s you-idiot looks out of the corner of his eye. “You just didn’t tell me you were flying out. So, uh, you must have changed your schedule again?”

      Jake nodded, nibbling on his lip as he took in the little group at the table and then looked back up at Gabe.

      A vaguely familiar-looking blond guy ambled up behind Jake. He was clearly intoxicated, and when he draped an arm over Jake’s shoulders and distracted him from giving Gabe any more information on how he’d miraculously shown up out of the blue, Gabe felt a tiny surge of anger.

      Well, not anger, exactly… but he definitely had to clench his fists to keep from physically removing blond-guy’s arm from Jake’s body.

      “Hi there, Hot Marine,” the blond said, grinning up at Gabe sloppily.

      “You remember Blair, right?” Jake asked, his voice sounding strained.

      “Sure,” Gabe said, only half lying.

      “Nice to see you again, Gabe. Pity Jake was right about you being straight, though,” Blair said, nodding in the direction of the two girls. Then he grinned, his gaze skittering over to Zach, and he added a hopeful-sounding, “Unless you’re here with Sergeant McHottie?”

      “That’s Chief McHottie,” Zach corrected Blair, his lips twitching with amusement.

      “Oooh. Chief. Sexy,” Blair said, his eyes lighting up as he leaned even more heavily against Jake. “And you’re here with…?”

      “He’s with Lily,” Carrie said, popping out of her seat to wrap a proprietary arm around Gabe’s waist. “And Gabe’s with me. Are you two friends of Gabe’s?”

      “Yes,” Blair said promptly, heading around the table in Zach’s direction. “And we should join you.”

      “No,” snapped Jake.

      “What, you’re saying we’re not friends anymore?” Gabe asked, hoping it came out sounding like a joke.

      The way Jake was glaring at him, though… definitely not good.

      But that wasn’t gonna fly. No way was Gabe going to let one night of weirdness take them from… whatever they’d been… to suddenly not friends anymore. He untangled himself from Carrie’s octopus arms, reaching for Jake to set him straight.

      Jake dodged him. “Of course we’re friends,” he said, giving Gabe the fakest fucking smile Gabe had ever seen. “But sorry, Blair and I can’t join your happy little foursome right now. We’ve got to go.”

      “We do?” Blair asked, pouting. He looked back and forth between Gabe and Jake, his eyebrows shooting up. “Ah, um, okay. Yep, we do. We’ve got to be somewhere… else.”

      “You have to be where?” Gabe asked, managing to get a grip on Jake’s arm this time and tugging him closer. “You didn’t even tell me you were in town.”

      “And you didn’t tell me you were busy,” Jake said tightly, shooting a look at Carrie before turning the full power of his glare back on Gabe.

      Gabe’s stomach clenched. Jake looked seriously unhappy, and Jakey unhappy sort of made Gabe want to hit something.

      Especially when he had the gut feeling that it was somehow because of him.

      For seven months, Jake had been the highlight of his day, and just two seconds ago he’d felt a stupidly huge rush of happiness at the unexpected sound of his voice. He’d barely been back home for two weeks… how had the two of them gone from perfect to FUBAR in that short a time?

      Jake cut his eyes in Carrie’s direction and then, to Gabe’s horror, he saw them start to well up with tears. Before he could even begin to figure out how to fix that, though, Blair pulled Jake away, treating Gabe to a glare of his own.

      “Green doesn’t become you, sweetie,” Blair said to Jake, going from glare-mode to attempting to freeze Gabe out of existence as he turned his back on him. “Hot Marines are a dime a dozen down here. Let’s go find some that aren’t already… occupied.”

      Jake gave a jerky nod, blinking rapidly. “See you later, Gabe,” he said tightly, and then he and Blair just… left.

      Uh, what?

      Oh, hell no.

      Gabe started to follow, but before he’d taken more than two steps, Zach was there, blocking his way.

      “If you want to talk about whatever that was at some point, I’m down to listen,” he said quietly. “But maybe you can finish being a shitty companion to your current date before you start chasing down a new one?”

      Gabe blinked. Chasing down a new one? A new date? Zach thought things were like that between him and Jake? What, had that night at the club left some kind of mark on him that Zach was picking up on?

      But Blair had implied that things were like that, too, hadn’t he? Green. Blair had meant jealous. He’d thought Jake was jealous of Carrie… of Gabe’s date.

      But that was stupid.

      Jake was the one who hadn’t bothered to tell Gabe he was coming to San Diego. If Gabe had known, there was no way he would have made other plans. No way he would have passed up the chance to spend the day with Jake.

      Jake had no reason to be jealous of Carrie, because…

      Because…

      Something shifted inside Gabe’s chest as the answer finally hit him: Jake had no reason to be jealous, because Gabe didn’t want Carrie.

      He grinned, an excited buzz racing through him at the sudden epiphany. “Dude, sorry,” he said to Zach, clapping him on the shoulder. “I’m an ass.”

      “Agreed,” Zach said. “But don’t worry, you can still make it up to her.”

      Make it up to her? Gabe glanced back at Carrie.

      “Uh, nope. Sorry again. I really can’t,” he said, not feeling very sorry at all. He turned to search the crowd in the direction Jake and Blair had disappeared. No sight of them, but fuck if that was gonna stop him.

      Zach frowned. “What? Why not?”

      Gabe shrugged, the smile that was still splitting his face starting to make his cheeks ache. He ignored the rest of Zach’s questions and took off in the direction Jake had gone. He’d be more than happy to listen to Zach rip him a new one for ditching Carrie later, but right now?

      Gabe had finally seen the light.

      This whole mess between him and Jake was fucking stupid, but things had only gone to shit because Gabe had failed to see the obvious. And now that the perfect fix had occurred to him? He had zero patience for anything that wasn’t finding Jake and explaining it to him.

      And then, of course, convincing him to say yes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          9

        

        Jake

      

    
    
      The man Blair had picked up in the hotel bar punched the button for the elevator, looking over his shoulder at Jake as Blair nestled against his side. “You sure you don’t want to come up to my room, too?” the guy asked Jake, leering at him. “The more the merrier.”

      “Um, no. But thanks,” Jake said, fighting the impulse to pull out his phone and check it again. He knew he’d been a bit of a downer for the last few hours, but he was glad that Blair, at least, had found something to do.

      Well, someone.

      Running into Gabe had been torture, and after the third text Gabe had sent asking where he’d run off to, Jake had turned his phone off to save himself from the temptation of answering. Because the image of Gabe reading a message from him while his boobalicious fuckbuddy was draped all over him?

      Jake just couldn’t stomach it.

      But now—with Blair heading up to Mr. Let’s-Have-A-Threesome’s room and nothing left to distract himself with—Jake was going to have to exercise some serious willpower to avoid turning his phone back on and replying. As much as he craved any and all contact with his drug-of-choice, a.k.a. the hottest of the three Byrne brothers, messaging Gabe would no doubt end up with Jake asking how his date was going.

      And the answer to that was something Jake would probably rather not hear.

      “You sure you’re up to being on your own tonight, Jake?” Blair asked, giving him an alcohol-exaggerated frown. Blair may have been the epitome of a party-boy, but no one could say he didn’t genuinely care about his friends. “If you want, I can skip this…”

      “No,” Jake said, shoving his hands in his pockets. Mistake. His phone was there… should he pull it out? “Don’t worry about me, Blair. Go have fun.”

      “I want you to have fun, too, sweetie,” Blair said, his pretty little pout ruined by a giggle when his handsy new friend did something that was probably best saved for the privacy of their hotel room. Blair swatted him away… but not too far. “Wasn’t that the whole point of this weekend? I’m not going to just leave you all alone when you look like your puppy just died, Jake.”

      “You should listen to your friend,” Blair’s entertainment for the night said, pulling Blair against his side and throwing his other arm around Jake’s shoulders. “I think the three of us could have a lot of fun togeth—what the fuck?”

      “Yeah, no. Jake’s got other plans.”

      Jake’s heart stuttered to a complete stop as the guy’s arm was forcibly removed from his shoulders… by Gabe.

      Gabe, who’d just appeared out of nowhere.

      He tugged Jake behind him, staring the other guy down in a silent dare to argue the point. The macho intimidation thing wasn’t normally Jake’s thing, but coming from Gabe?

      Really fucking hot.

      His pulse suddenly went from zero to sixty, making up for lost time by taking off like an overfueled jet as he tried to remember all the reasons he shouldn’t just jump Gabe.

      Straight… not interested… had just been out with a girl…

      And, right, then there was the whole friendship thing, too. No matter how much Jake’s dick might wish otherwise, it was just too important to mess up. Exhibit A? The backlash from their night at the club a couple of weeks ago.

      “Who the fuck are you?” Mr. Ménage sputtered at Gabe irritably, glaring as he rubbed his arm.

      “If I’m not mistaken, sweetie, he’s the reason Jake turned down your offer,” Blair said gleefully as the elevator dinged behind him. He pulled his layover inside, giving the man’s ass a consoling pat as the doors slid shut on the two of them. “But don’t worry, baby. I’m sure we can still manage to have fun all on our own.”

      Gabe snort-laughed, then turned to grin down at Jake.

      Oh, God. How had Jake ever thought the whole cargo-shorts-and-white-t-shirt thing wasn’t hot?

      Mistake.

      He shoved his hands back into his pockets to keep from doing something stupid… like groping Gabe without the excuse of doing shots together. And when Gabe got a wicked sparkle in his eyes, as if he knew exactly what Jake was thinking? Jake had to snap his mouth closed to keep from drooling.

      So hot.

      So… fucking… hot.

      Then his brain kicked back into gear, and he opened his mouth again to ask the obvious question. “Um, what are you doing here, Gabe?”

      Jake looked around, doing a quick check for the rest of Gabe’s entourage. Because if the reason Gabe was here was because he’d just happened to come to this hotel to finish his date with a bang, so to speak?

      Hell.

      Jake would be in pure, undiluted hell.

      There was no sign of Gabe’s date, though.

      “What do you think I’m doing here, Jakey?” Gabe asked, pulling him inside another elevator.

      God, Gabe was always manhandling him, wasn’t he? Jake swallowed, kind of wishing that he didn’t love it so damn much.

      “You didn’t answer my messages, so I came to find you,” Gabe said when Jake failed to answer. “You know that shit isn’t gonna fly. Not between us. What floor you staying on?”

      “Sixth,” Jake answered automatically, still having trouble making any sort of sense of what was going on. “But, um, how did you know I was here?”

      “You told me this is the hotel that the airline always puts you up at.”

      He had? Jake blinked. He’d told Gabe a lot of things. Over the last seven months, he’d gotten into the habit of spilling out all his thoughts on a daily basis, their virtual connection creating a kind of uncensored intimacy that he’d never had with anyone before. His days had started to feel incomplete if he didn’t share them with Gabe.

      He’d never really expected Gabe to remember it all, though. Especially little details like that.

      The elevator doors opened on the sixth floor, and Jake trailed after Gabe, obediently pointing down the hall to the left when Gabe gave him an inquiring look.

      “Room 612,” he said. “Why did you want to find me, though? Weren’t you… busy?”

      “Why did you ignore my messages, Jake?” Gabe shot back, holding his hand out for the room key when they got to 612.

      No way was Jake going to admit that he’d become a walking cliché.

      Because I’ve fallen for my straight friend.

      “Um, because, you were…” Jake let his voice trail off as he handed the key card over. Why did it feel so mortifying to admit you’d been avoiding someone right to their face? He swallowed past the lump in his throat, looking away as Gabe opened the door and pulled him inside.

      “Because I was… what?” Gabe asked, lips quirking up in a ridiculously sexy half-smile. “Busy?”

      Jake pressed his lips together tightly, not appreciating Gabe’s particular brand of teasing at the moment. Gabe tossed the key card aside and reached for Jake, still smirking… but no way. He skittered away, not strong enough to deal with Gabe’s normal level of manhandling at the moment, no matter how much he secretly craved it.

      “Because you didn’t like seeing me out with Carrie?” Gabe asked, stalking after him as Jake retreated further into the room. “Was that it?”

      So he’d been that obvious? Ouch. But… fine. Gabe had seen right through him, but did he have to look so damn amused about the whole thing? That wasn’t like Gabe. It was just mean.

      Jake squared his shoulders when the back of his legs hit the edge of the bed, standing his ground as Gabe came closer.

      “Who you go out with isn’t my business,” he said stiffly. “I just didn’t answer your messages because, um, I was busy, too.”

      Gabe grinned at him. “No, you weren’t, Jakey. You were dodging me.”

      “Yes, I was,” Jake insisted, glaring up at him. “I mean, no… I wasn’t dodging you, I was busy. You’re not the only one who can be busy, okay? I’m incredibly busy. Super busy. The busiest.”

      How had Gabe ended up standing so close? He was totally invading Jake’s personal space. Totally.

      “Don’t lie, Petal,” Gabe said, his voice dropping into a low, sexy tone that Jake had never heard from him before… one that made Jake’s dick stand straight up and take notice, and did even more disturbing things to his still-pounding heart.

      And then?

      Gabe rested those big hands that Jake had imagined touching him waaaaaaaayyyyyyy too many times on Jake’s hips, tugging him even closer. “Admit it, Jake. You want me.”

      Jake laughed. Oh, hell no. He was not going to admit that. No. Nope. Not gonna happen.

      Gabe raised his eyebrows; smirking down at Jake in a silent dare.

      “You still haven’t, um, explained why you’re here,” Jake said, dodging the question.

      Gabe grinned like he really could see right through him, the cocky bastard, then he slid his hands up from Jake’s hips, slipping his fingers under the hem of his shirt and rubbing little circles into his skin, exactly like he’d done while they’d been dancing.

      “Oh my God. What are you doing?” Jake gasped, the electric heat of Gabe’s touch shooting urgent jolts of please-fuck-me-now straight down to his cock.

      “I’m explaining.”

      Jake swallowed. “Um, you’re… what?”

      “You like sex, right, Jakey?”

      Jake blinked.

      “Here’s the thing,” Gabe went on, thankfully not requiring an answer to that. “I need to get laid, and I’m guessing you do, too. And I just wasn’t feeling it with Carrie, you know?”

      “Uh, no, I really don’t know,” Jake said, heart pounding again. Or maybe still? But then, because Gabe’s mention of Miss Tits-a-lot and her Blonde Ambition had awakened Jake’s inner bitch, he added, “And, hello, did you not notice I was on my way up to someone’s room? I was actually about to get laid before you showed up and interfered.”

      Gabe snorted. “No, you weren’t,” he said confidently. Then his voice did that low-and-sexy thing again. “But you are now.”

      Jake’s heart stopped. Then it restarted. Then it stopped again. Because… what?

      What?

      What?

      Clearly, Gabe taking his flirt to the next level had short-circuited Jake’s brain, because the only way Jake could make sense of what Gabe had just said, was—

      “You’re gay now?”

      Gabe blinked, his hands going still on Jake’s sides.

      “Gay? Um, no. But—”

      Jake pushed him away, his stomach twisting into a knot of disappointment.

      “Then what the hell are you doing here, Gabe?” he asked, wanting to kick himself for actually believing, for a minute, that he’d been hearing what he’d always wanted to. “Just leave, okay? I’m really not in the mood to hear about how much you need to get laid.”

      “But, Jakey—”

      Jake pushed Gabe toward the door, just… done.

      Well, he tried to, at least. Gabe didn’t budge, the jerk.

      “Jake. Listen to me,” Gabe said, grabbing Jake’s hands and locking them against his chest. “Things have been weird between us ever since I got back, but—”

      “Oh, you noticed?” Jake interrupted snarkily, hating that Gabe was calling him on it.

      And, if he was honest, also kind of loving the fact that Gabe wouldn’t let it go.

      “Yeah, Jake,” Gabe said, losing his usual cocky expression. “I noticed.”

      He still had Jake’s hands trapped against his ridiculously broad chest, and he leaned down, resting his forehead against Jake’s. “And I kinda hated it,” he said, the admission coming with a small smile that made Jake’s heart do a slow roll his chest. “You’re my favorite person in the world, you know? And I wasn’t sure how to fix it until I saw you today, but then I realized—”

      Jake’s heart quit somersaulting and went back to pounding again. He was Gabe’s favorite person? In the world?

      “—that I’ve been looking at this thing all wrong. I thought it was gonna mess us up, but dude, it’s actually perfect.”

      “Um, what is?” Jake asked, kind of wanting to go back and discuss the whole favorite person thing. Like, in the whole world? All of it?

      “Sex,” Gabe said, grinning. And oh, shit. His fingers were making those slow circles again, this time on the back of Jake’s hands. “Do you have any idea how long it’s been since I’ve gotten laid, Jakey? Not saying it never happens when we’re deployed, but this time, for me? Yeah, no. Nothing.”

      Jake bit his lip, not sure he wanted to hear about Gabe’s sex life. Well, yes, he did, actually, but what he wanted to hear was pretty specific and definitely involved him.

      Because, against all odds, it had kind of sounded like that might be where Gabe was going with this whole thing.

      Gabe took a step back, scrubbing a hand over his face with a sheepish laugh. “I mean, that Carrie, she was hot, right?”

      Okay, so, no. That definitely wasn’t the direction Jake was interested in going with the whole sex talk thing.

      He frowned. “You’re seriously asking me that question?”

      “No, I just meant…” Gabe sighed. “Look, Jake. She was. I know it, but here’s the thing. Do you know what I’ve been jerking off to lately?”

      “Oh my God,” Jake said, pinching the bridge of his nose with a disbelieving laugh. “No. And you know what? I don’t think I want to.”

      Gabe grinned. “Sure you do.”

      “No, I really don’t.”

      “You do, Petal. Don’t lie.”

      “Gabe—”

      “It’s been you, Jake. I’ve been jerking off thinking about you and me at that damn club. It’s like, my dick has failed to get the not-gay memo, you know? And it’s been fucking hot. That girl tonight? I was just trying to get it out of my system so it wouldn’t fuck up our friendship, but then it occurred to me—what the hell?” A look of concern crossed Gabe’s face. “Did you just pinch yourself, Jakey?”

      “No,” Jake lied, feeling a little lightheaded. He sat down on the bed, not trusting his suddenly-turned-to-jello-knees to keep him standing. “Can we start this conversation over? I’m not sure that I’m, um, really understanding whatever it is that you’re trying to say.”

      Gabe grinned, tugging Jake back to his feet and straight into his arms.

      “Dude, don’t you see? It’s perfect,” he said, his hands somehow ending up on Jake’s ass. “Neither one of us wants to deal with a relationship, but we both need to get laid, right? And all this dodging me you’ve done the last couple of weeks? It’s sucked. I’ve missed you. I don’t know why I didn’t figure it out before, but we should totally become friends with benefits, you know?”

      Jake blinked. “Um, we should… what?”

      “We should fuck. Probably on a regular basis.”

      Jake’s dick supplied the answer before any other part of him had a chance to chime in with an opinion: “Okay.”

      Heat flared in Gabe’s eyes, and that slow, sexy smile… had anyone ever looked at Jake like that before?

      No.

      And oh God, it did things to him.

      Gabe’s hands tightened on Jake’s ass, and he leaned down—

      “Wait,” Jake said, coming to his senses. He squirmed out of Gabe’s arms, which felt… really fucking good, actually. He should definitely do some squirming against Gabe more often. But no, the point was, “You can’t say you’re not gay one second, and then tell me you want to fuck me the next. I’m a guy, Gabe, hello. Any sex between us is, by definition, going to be gay. You—”

      Jake snapped his mouth closed, mid-sentence.

      Gabe wanted to fuck him.

      Fuck… him.

      Why on earth was he arguing? How many times had he secretly dreamed of exactly that?

      Neither one of us wants to deal with a relationship…

      And okay, so maybe Gabe’s friends-with-benefits proposal wasn’t exactly what Jake had been dreaming of, but if he ignored the part of himself that had flinched at “friends” and just went with the part that was extremely interested in the “benefits,” there was really nothing to argue about, was there?

      “Are you being serious right now?” Jake asked, a thrumming excitement moving through him that was one part horniness, one part all those other things he was currently ignoring.

      “Yeah,” Gabe said, tugging Jake against him again and looking down at him with enough heat that there was no doubt he meant it. “So unless you don’t want to, Jakey…”

      “Oh, I want to,” Jake said, resisting the urge to pinch himself again. This was really happening. “But Gabe, are you sure you’re not going to—”

      But then Gabe kissed him, which made Jake completely forget to ask whether or not Gabe was going to freak out once he realized that there would actually be an extra dick involved.

      It also made him forget everything else, because Gabe had been right. Kissing Gabe?

      It was perfect.
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      The moment he tasted Jake’s lips, all the enthusiasm that Gabe hadn’t been able to muster up during his date with Carrie suddenly flooded through him with a vengeance. It was like something clicked into place. Kissing Jake just made sense.

      It felt right.

      And he wanted the whole fucking world to stop so he could keep on doing it forever.

      But then Jake made a little sound—needy and hot and so fucking sexy that Gabe almost lost it—and he decided that stopping was the last thing he wanted the world to do. He wrapped one arm around Jake’s waist, needing him to be as close as he’d been at that club, then gave his hair a little tug to tip his head back for better access.

      “Jakey,” Gabe said thickly, distracted from saying much more than that by the feel of Jake’s erection throbbing against his. Holy fucking Christ, that was hot. “Jake. I want you.”

      Jake made the sexy-needy-hot sound again, and Gabe swallowed it down greedily, forgetting all about the part of his mind that had been busy cataloging the weirdness of kissing a guy and all the ways that Jake fit against him differently. There was nothing soft in Gabe’s arms, but fuck if all that hardness wasn’t doing it for him. And Jake’s mouth? The contrast of those warm, plush lips framed by the rough rasp of stubble was turning him on even more.

      Gabe wanted him naked.

      He needed to figure out a way to make that happen without having to take his hands off Jake’s body, though. Because touching him? Just as addictive as everything else about Jake.

      “Your skin feels like butter,” he said, sliding his hands under Jake’s shirt again, up the hard counters of his sides and over all that petal-softness that he couldn’t get enough of.

      “Butter?” Jake laughed—a fluttering, happy sound—but then Gabe bit his neck, and the sound dissolved into one of those low moans that made his dick feel like it was about to burst. “I moisturize,” Jake added breathlessly, lifting his arms to let Gabe pull his shirt off.

      Gabe grinned. “Keep doing that.”

      He tossed Jake’s shirt onto the bed, then froze, torn between the desire to touch more of the man in front of him and an equal hunger to stand back and just… look.

      It wasn’t like he hadn’t seen Jakey’s body before, but right now? It kinda felt that way. He’d definitely never looked at him like this.

      Never looked while letting himself want.

      Never looked, knowing that what he saw was about to be the answer to every one of his painfully hard dick’s current prayers.

      Gabe reached out, tracing the happy trail he’d felt once before. So soft. Jake’s taut stomach quivered at his touch—another turn on—and Gabe followed the little line of hair down until Jake’s shorts stopped him.

      “Gabe—”

      Gabe palmed Jake’s erection.

      “Oh my God,” Jake gasped, practically whimpering as he pressed himself against Gabe’s hand.

      Gabe had done it without thinking, and for a second, he froze again, waiting to feel weird about having another guy’s cock under his hand. It was thick and hard and—even through the thin material of Jake’s shorts—it burned against his palm. There was no mistaking it. But then he moved his hand, just a little, and Jake moaned, his shaft jerking under Gabe’s touch, and Gabe forgot all about feeling weird.

      Forgot about anything other than feeling turned the fuck on.

      Gabe’s dick—already locked and loaded as it pressed urgently against his zipper— throbbed in response to the feel of Jake’s, and he was suddenly overcome with a kind of desperation he couldn’t ever remember feeling before. It was like lust on steroids.

      “Off,” Gabe said, rubbing Jake through the material that was currently blocking him from doing anything more than that.

      Jake sucked in a sharp breath, nodding as his fingers scrabbled for his zipper. “Gabe,” he panted, pushing Gabe’s hand out of the way so he could push down his shorts, and then going one better and getting himself all the way naked. “What do you, um, what do you want to do?”

      “You,” Gabe said, a small part of his brain noting that he’d apparently lost the ability to speak more than one word at a time.

      Jesus. Jakey was kinda beautiful, wasn’t he? Gabe grinned. Not to mention that Jake was clearly just as ready to go as Gabe was.

      Jake’s cock slapped up against his stomach as soon as he freed it, so hard that Gabe could see the veins pulsing along its length. And the tip? Already slick and leaking with his excitement.

      Jake wanted him, too… and Jake wanted him bad.

      A primal surge of satisfaction tore through him. A part of him had always known Jake was into him, but somehow, seeing the proof took all that rightness Gabe had been feeling and turned it into something deeper.

      Something he could already tell he wasn’t gonna be able to walk away from.

      Gabe wrapped his hand around Jake’s newly-freed cock, the feel of it—similar but different than his own—ramping up his excitement. He gave it an experimental tug.

      “Oh, shit,” Jake said, laughing breathlessly as he lurched against Gabe. “That’s, um, yeah, oh…. oh. Oh God, Gabe.”

      Gabe grinned. Same equipment. And seeing what a little stroking action did? The way Jake’s eyes kind of glazed over, and those little panting breaths as he leaned against Gabe like he had to?

      So fucking hot.

      He wanted to make Jake come.

      Jake grabbed onto him, his hands bunching up the material of Gabe’s t-shirt as Gabe kept stroking him. Wrapped an arm around his waist and watched as Jake’s skin flushed a gorgeous pink… as his eyes started to go unfocused and his breath started coming faster and faster.

      “Oh God. Oh please… Gabe, I don’t want to come yet,” Jake gasped.

      “Jakey,” Gabe groaned. He was already addicted to Jake’s pleasure and greedy enough not to want to stop. “You look so good like this. Come for me, Petal.”

      “Not… not yet,” Jake said on a stuttering breath, even as his hips started thrusting, pushing his cock more urgently into Gabe’s fist.

      Gabe pulled him closer, kneading his ass with one hand while his other kept stroking, kept giving Jake what Gabe could see he really wanted, tightening his grip and speeding up his strokes and feeling his own cock start to swell and throb and almost fucking explode as he watched the man in his arms begin falling apart.

      “Oh shit,” Jake gasped, starting to shake. “Oh fuck. Gabe. Okay. Oh… oh God, please… please.”

      Gabe had no idea whether Jake was still begging him to slow it down or if his sexy-as-fuck cries were pleas to get Gabe to take him all the way, but fuck if he’d ever gotten so turned on by getting someone else off. For a second, he actually forgot all about what his own dick needed, totally lost in the effect he was having on Jake.

      “Gabe,” Jake moaned, fingers digging into Gabe’s arms as his forehead dropped forward to rest on Gabe’s chest. “No, please… oh God, so good, but… stop… I want… I don’t want to come until you fuck me.”

      Gabe groaned, his hand going still as Jake’s words sent a shot of heat searing through him.

      Oh, hell yeah.

      Jake lifted his head, his blue eyes darkened almost to black as his cock pulsed in Gabe’s fist. If he’d been a girl begging so prettily, his eyes filled with the kind of raw need and total surrender that he was looking up at Gabe with? Yeah, no. He would’ve already been flat on his back with Gabe’s dick buried inside him.

      But with a guy?

      Gabe froze. Not entirely sure how to go about getting from point A to point B.

      He let go of Jake’s cock, kinda loving the little whimper of protest he got when that happened. He reached around, stroking the tight curve of Jake’s perfect little ass.

      Should he just… turn him around, and… or, uh, try to… well, maybe flip him over, and then just—

      “Gabe?” Jake asked, worrying his lip between his teeth.

      Which kinda made Gabe want another taste of that lip, too.

      “Jesus, Jakey,” he said, forgetting the how-to-fuck quandary for a second as he gave in to temptation and took it.

      Jake made another one of those sexy little sounds, wrapping his whole body around Gabe as he kissed him back—like he’d been starving for it—and Gabe groaned, feeling exactly the same.

      Greedy… as… fuck.

      He wanted everything. He tugged Jake’s head back again to expose his neck, kissing his way across Jake’s jaw… down his throat… lower. Jake was giving him full access, and Gabe was definitely going to need to revisit some of this territory when his dick wasn’t quite so desperate for relief.

      “Gabe,” Jake groaned, sounding like he was feeling a fair amount of desperation of his own. “Fuck me. Please.”

      “Oh, we’re definitely fucking,” Gabe promised, straightening up and grinning down at him.

      He kneaded the sweet little ass he wanted so badly with both hands, loving how it made Jake’s eyes kind of glaze over when he did. And those moans? He could fucking live on them. He reached between them to unzip himself, still not quite sure how the actual sex portion of their night was actually going to work, but 100% down with moving things in that direction. He shoved his shorts down just far enough to get some skin-on-skin action where it counted.

      Which was… Jesus. Sort of mind-blowing.

      “Jake,” he groaned, rolling his hips so that his cock slid against Jake’s in a kind of erotic, hands-free jack-off action that almost made him want to forget everything else and just… keep… doing… this.

      How had he not known how fucking good this would feel?

      He tightened his arms, grinding them together, and Jake hissed with pleasure, the look on his face almost making Gabe come right then and there. But… no. Jake was right. They should definitely fuck.

      “Jakey,” he ground out, having trouble with actual words as he continued rocking their cocks together. “How do you want me to… I mean, what do we, uh… how do we start…”

      Jake gave another one of those gasping little laughs as Gabe fumbled with his question, his blue eyes sparkling like the ocean in sunlight.

      “Are you trying to ask how to fuck me?”

      Jake was sort of lit up from within, grinning up at him with a look on his face that was so fucking beautiful it distracted Gabe from answering, doing something warm and kinda wonderful inside his chest that—for a second—even eclipsed the glory his dick was going through.

      Actually, beautiful didn’t even come close.

      He paused the groin action, cupping Jake’s face to kiss the shit out of him. Inhale him. Try to pull all that beauty inside himself and make it a part of him.

      Jake smiled against his lips, then ground their dicks together as he whispered, “Fuck… me… please… Gabe. You’re killing me, here.”

      Gabe grinned. Then he laughed. Oh, hell yeah. Enough with the weird emotional distractions. Was that a gay thing? Because that shit didn’t usually happen to him.

      He refocused, sliding his hands back down to fit over the firm globes of Jake’s ass.

      “You’re gonna have to give me some pointers here, Petal.”

      Jake cleared his throat, his eyebrows shooting up in surprise. “So, um, you’ve never—”

      Gabe snorted. Yeah, no. Not gay, remember?

      “You know I haven’t.”

      “—had anal sex before?”

      Gabe’s hand tightened reflexively, his dick jerking against his stomach at the blunt reminder of just where he was going to end up. Buried balls deep in that perfect, perfect ass, holy fuck.

      “Nope,” he said, kinda tempted to stop asking and just flip Jake over and get there. Because… damn. Had he ever been this turned on? Ever? But it was Jake, so he had to do it right. “Or, well, only with girls, but that’s different.”

      Jake laughed. “Is it? I wouldn’t know. I mean, I’d think… not so much?”

      Jake’s laughter did things in the region of Gabe’s heart that he didn’t want to think about, and—Jesus H. Christ—Jake was also still grinding against him, rubbing that sweet cock against Gabe’s and clutching onto his arms and smiling up at him in a way that might make the whole thing a moot point, at least for this round. Might just make Gabe fucking explode before he had a chance to find out what kind of differences there were when it came to the gay version of anal sex.

      Because Jake was definitely wrong about the “not so much”… everything was different with him.

      He stroked Jake’s ass, letting his thumbs trace the dimples on either side as his fingers slid down the heat of his crease, skimmed over the warmth of his hole, then curled under the firm curve of his cheeks. “Petal,” he groaned. “With you? I just don’t want to—”

      He hissed in a breath.

      Jake’s hand had skimmed down his chest and wrapped around his erection, cutting him off before he could say “mess it up.”

      “Okay,” Jake said, giving Gabe a taste of his own medicine as he started to stroke him toward nirvana. “If you don’t want to, then we can do other things.”

      Gabe groaned, thrusting into Jake’s fist reflexively and forgetting to worry about how all their matching parts were supposed to fit together as pure lust took over. He pushed Jake down on the bed, covering his body and capturing his mouth and having his mind blown all over again when Jake changed his grip to include both of them.

      “Jesus, Jakey,” Gabe gasped. He couldn’t seem to stop thrusting into Jake’s tight fist. Grinding him into the mattress. Licking and tasting and owning every inch of him. If he didn’t get inside Jake’s ass soon, he was gonna come just from this, because holy fuck. The whole dick on dick action? What Jake was doing was making it hard to think.

      “I really need to fuck you, Jake,” he ground out. “Just… just tell me how to make it good for you.”

      “Lube,” Jake panted, pointing toward the little suitcase by the door. “And you. Inside me… please. ”

      Gabe grinned. He could do that. If, you know, it was actually going to work. For Jake, he meant… because it would damn sure work for him. And yeah, when he’d done anal in the past it had been pretty fucking clear that girls got off on it. But…

      “Don’t girls like anal ’cause it does something to their G-spot?” he asked, rolling off to his feet and slipping off his shorts. “Dude, I know you’re built differently.”

      Jake laughed, still sprawled out on the bed like a wet dream. “You noticed?”

      “Oh, I definitely noticed,” he said, indulging himself in looking Jake over.

      Jake’s lips were swollen and wet, his skin flushed and his cock curving proudly up toward his stomach. Beads of precum gathered on the head, smearing his belly. And as Gabe watched? Jake bit his lip and started stroking himself, spreading his legs as he put on his show.

      “I just want to make sure I’m not the only one enjoying myself, you know?” Gabe said huskily, his hand wrapping around his own cock as he watched.

      Jake gave him a look—eyelids dropping low and a deliciously dirty smile coming out to play—and Gabe almost forgot his concern about whether Jakey really wanted to take a dick up the ass and nailed him to the mattress right then and there.

      “Oh, I’m definitely going to enjoy myself, Gabe,” he said, propping his knees up on the bed and reaching down to cup his balls. “And… God… if you fuck like I’ve always imagined, you’ll be doing something to my G-spot, too.”

      “What? You have a G-spot?” Gabe asked, suddenly feeling out of his depth. Also feeling a whole lot of other things because… dammmnnnnnnnn. Jake could be his own personal porn anytime.

      “Close enough,” Jake said, the hand that wasn’t working his dick sliding under himself, moving toward the sweet, pink hole that winked out at Gabe like a personalized invitation.

      Jake let his head fall back, panting as he started to finger himself, and Gabe reached his limit. He scooped Jake off the bed and spun around to go get the lube.

      “Oh my God,” Jake gasped, laughing as he squirmed in Gabe’s arms. “Please don’t strain something before you actually give me what I need.”

      Gabe grinned down at him, raising an eyebrow. “What, some D? You know it’s gonna be yours, Jakey.”

      “Not if you pull a muscle…”

      Gabe laughed. Challenge accepted. “Yeah, no, Petal. I could hold you all night. And trust me, nothing is gonna stop me from fucking you at this point.”

      Jake stopped squirming, his eyes going all hot and needy. “You’re going to have to put me down to get the lube out.”

      “Nope.”

      Jake looked like he might argue the point, but Gabe wasn’t gonna wait for that. He shifted him into a fireman’s carry to free up a hand, then started digging through Jake’s bag.

      Jake gasped, squirming again as he let loose with some seriously colorful language.

      “Quiet your ass down,” Gabe said, swatting it.

      Jake moaned.

      Interesting. It was like that, was it?

      Then he laughed. “My ass is in the air right now. Hello.”

      Gabe grinned. “Just the way I like it.” He found the lube, tucked into an inner pocket with a handful of condoms. “I also like the way you travel.”

      Jake was still squirming against him, but oh yeah, he was definitely doing it for show. Gabe could tell he was kinda getting off on it… especially when Gabe slapped that bouncy little ass again.

      Jake sucked in a breath. “Let’s fuck,” he said, his cock pulsing where it was trapped between their bodies. “Put me down.”

      “Not happening,” Gabe said, shifting Jake back down into his arms and pinning him to the door. He tore open the condom he’d grabbed with his teeth, grinning at him. “You’re gonna get it right here.”

      Jake made another one of his porn star sounds, wrapping his legs around Gabe’s waist. “Oh my God,” he panted, his cock jerking between them. “You can’t hold me the whole time—”

      “I can,” Gabe corrected him as he splayed one hand under Jake’s ass to hold him and suited up with the other. “All night, remember? So help me with the lube, because I need to be inside you.”

      Jake’s eyes filled with pure lust as he nodded and took the little tube. He uncapped it, reaching between them to do Gabe before taking care of himself.

      Gabe leaned in, biting at his neck again as Jake started moaning. “You like touching yourself, Petal?” he whispered.

      Jake’s only answer was another low moan that made Gabe’s cock feel like it was about to burst.

      Jake let his head fall back against the door as he prepared himself. And watching him? Folded in half, knees bent over Gabe’s arms with his eyes half-closed and his fingers working his ass open?

      Yeah, that didn’t help.

      Or maybe it helped too damn much.

      Jake’s breath started coming in little panting gasps, his mouth falling open as he watched Gabe watching him. He was so fucking sexy it was insane, and Gabe rocked against him, his lubed-up cock sliding back and forth under Jake’s ass.

      He could feel Jake’s hand brushing against his erection as Jake’s fingers fucked in and out of his hole, stretching himself, preparing himself… for Gabe.

      Gabe’s mouth went dry.

      He was doing this. He was actually going to fuck Jake. And the way Jake looked as he got himself ready? Maybe he really did have a G-spot in there.

      Gabe was definitely gonna have to find it.

      He was going to need to make sure Jake got that look on his face because of him… and he was going to need to make that happen now.

      “Jakey, fuck… you’re gorgeous. Please… I need you.”

      “Oh God. Yes,” Jake panted, pulling his fingers out and wiggling that little ass just right, so that Gabe’s cock slipped along the length of his slick, hot crease.

      Gabe groaned, rocking Jake’s ass over his erection as he squeezed his cheeks, making a tight channel between them that felt fucking amazing on his cock. He stroked through it, again and again, almost forgetting himself.

      “Oh, God,” Jake panted, pupils blown. His hands tightened on Gabe’s shoulders. “Fuck me, Gabe.”

      Gabe shifted his grip to adjust the angle of Jake’s ass, his cock lining up with Jake’s eager hole as if the two had been made for each other. And when he pushed in, past that tight ring of muscle that made his dick feel better than any-fucking-thing ever in the entire history of sex?

      For a minute, he couldn’t breathe. It was heat and heaven and Jake.

      It was like coming home.

      “Jesus, Jakey,” Gabe gasped, wondering how long he’d last like this. “I…”

      He shook his head without finishing, out of words, leaning in to capture Jake’s mouth instead. To swallow the sexy little sounds he made and give in to his own greedy need as he drove himself in, deeper and deeper with every thrust.

      Gabe’s arms shook, but not from holding Jake up; fucking him was so damn good he felt like he was going to explode. Not just his dick, but all of him. Jakey was going to wreck him.

      “Please… please… please…” Jake panted, each word riding a delicious moan that told Gabe just how good it was for him, too.

      He pressed Jake into the door, shifting his grip again so he could fuck him harder.

      Faster.

      Pound into him until they both got exactly what they both wanted. He tilted Jake’s hips toward him, and—

      “Oh fuck oh fuck oh oh yes oh please more, Gabe,” Jake gasped.

      It was almost Gabe’s undoing.

      “Right there, Petal?” he asked, forcing the words out through gritted teeth as his whole body went into sensation overload. The heat and scent and taste and feel of Jake surrounded him. Jake was everything. “This what you need?”

      “Yes,” Jake moaned, his head falling back again in total surrender. “Oh fucking God yes, Gabe. Right… there. Fuck me fuck me fuck me just… like… that.”

      Every thrust made the door Jake was up against shake in its frame, and Gabe dug his fingers into Jake’s hips, giving him what he wanted. Each stroke of his cock earned him more of the hot-as-fuck sounds that had started to spill out of Jake’s mouth, making Gabe desperate to get even more. Making his world narrow down until Jake was all he could hear… all he could see… until all the things that Jake was making him feel blotted out his senses, threatening to overwhelm him.

      Gabe was never gonna get enough of him. Never.

      “Oh my God,” Jake gasped, his whole body starting to shake in Gabe’s arms. “I’m going to come, Gabe. Oh God… oh fuck… oh yes…you’re making me come… you’re… you’re…”

      “Do it,” Gabe rasped, craving Jake’s pleasure like air.

      He wanted to feel it, taste it, see it.

      Lose himself in it.

      Be the one who made it happen.

      Always.

      “Oh God… Oh my… God… Gabe… Gabe,” Jake moaned, starting to come undone. His whole body went taut in Gabe’s arms, his ass clenching tight in hot, pulsing waves around Gabe’s cock.

      Jake shuddered, repeating his name over and over, like it was the only word he could remember, and Gabe leaned in, needing to taste his own name on Jake’s breath.

      Needing to taste Jake.

      Jake’s cock swelled between them, pumping out his release onto Gabe’s stomach, and it was over. Gabe’s orgasm rose so fast that it almost made him dizzy.

      “Oh fuck, Jakey,” he gasped, tightening his arms and burying his face against Jake’s neck as it hit him. An unstoppable wave that blacked out his vision and utterly wrecked him, just like he’d thought it would. Turned him inside out and forgot to put him back together again, and left him gasping… trembling…

      Changed.

      The wave receded, but Gabe didn’t want to move. Didn’t want to open his eyes just yet. He held Jake tight, breathing in the scent of sweat and sex and trying to figure out why he couldn’t let go.

      His dick had just been fully satisfied. More than satisfied; fucking reborn. And yet… a part of Gabe that had nothing to do with his libido still needed Jake with an intensity that he wasn’t quite sure what to do with.

      “You ready to put me down yet, or are you really planning on holding on to me all night?” Jake teased, lazily running his fingers over the back of Gabe’s neck.

      “All night sounds good to me,” Gabe said, glad for a question with an easy answer. He forced himself to loosen his grip, though, grinning as he leaned in to steal a kiss. “You okay with that?”

      Jake was still lit up with afterglow and looking exactly like everything Gabe hadn’t known he wanted, and something turned over in his chest as he waited for Jakey’s answer.

      He needed a yes.

      Needed it.

      “All night would be perfect,” Jake said, yawning. “As long as it comes after, you know, condom disposal… clean up…”

      Gabe laughed, giving in and setting Jake down on his feet and ignoring the little pang of loss he felt at not having him in his arms anymore. And yeah, he’d definitely take all night, but as he watched Jake head into the bathroom, he had to disagree on that being “perfect.” All night might be a good start, but now that things had changed between them, Gabe had the sneaking suspicion that it was going to take a lot more than one night to make “perfect” happen, at least for him.

      Because now that he’d had a taste of friends-with-benefits? He couldn’t imagine giving it up.

      Ever.

      And it kinda scared the crap out of him.
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        Jake

      

    
    
      A series of beeps and pings from the cell phones of 137 passengers who’d just been granted the right to reconnect with the digital world almost drowned out Jake’s voice as he wrapped up the flight’s final announcement.

      “On behalf of United and the entire crew, I’d like to thank each and every one of you for joining us on this fantastic flight today. I trust you’ll have an amazing time here in sunny Dallas-Fort Worth today, or wherever you’re zipping off to as your final destination.”

      Megan, the girl working the flight with him, gave him a skeptical look. A couple of strands of hair had gotten loose from the intricate braid she wore, and even the quick pre-landing touch up she’d done to her makeup couldn’t fully mask the deer-in-the-headlights look she’d been wearing for the last hour of the overbooked flight.

      “That volleyball team is headed home to Irving, Texas, Jake,” she whispered, giving him an incredulous look as he clicked the mic off. “Irving. Did you know it was ranked the fourth most boring city in America? I doubt they’re going to have an ‘amazing’ time there, no matter how excited they are over their new championship title.”

      Jake laughed. “Please, of course they will. I’m sure every single one has something fabulous waiting back home for them, or at least someone.”

      Megan rolled her eyes. “I don’t remember you being this perky the last time we flew together. Did someone spike your coffee with glitter this morning? Because in case you missed out on the last two and a half hours, this flight has been hell.”

      Jake shrugged as the captain clicked off the seatbelt light and the stampede began. It was true that there had been some high maintenance passengers and, yes, that one unfortunate incidence of sick-bag usage from 21-F, but honestly, it hadn’t seemed that bad to him.

      “Oh, I get it,” Megan said out of the corner of her mouth while simultaneously smiling and buh-bye-now-ing to the harried passengers who jostled past them as they deplaned. “It’s you who’s got something to look forward to, isn’t it? Is it the hottie from 14-C, or do you have a boyfriend waiting for you here in Texas?”

      “No and no,” Jake answered, laughing. “And let’s not just assume it has to be a man, hm? Can’t I just be in a good mood?”

      “Here comes 14-C now, so you tell me,” Megan whispered. “But I’ll tell you, if I’d been the one he was flirting with all flight? I guarantee it would have done wonders for my mood.”

      Jake turned to smile at the man in question. He wasn’t Gabe-hot, but if you went for the tall and slim, suit-with-no-tie, manicured-nails-and-good-hair flavor of hot, then sure, Jake would admit that 14-C qualified.

      “You’re going to make my day if you tell me you have a layover here in Dallas,” 14-C said, pausing to make a show of checking Jake’s name tag before adding a flirty, “Jacob.”

      The man’s tone was full of the same easy charm he’d been showering Jake with all during the flight, and he moved out of the way of the passengers behind him, giving a sorry-not-sorry smile as he crowded into Jake’s personal space.

      “No layover today.” Jake grinned, happy to take 14-C’s persistence as a compliment despite his own interest-meter staying firmly in the “none” zone.

      The man gave an exaggerated sigh of disappointment. “Well, then the conference I flew in for is going to be much less interesting than I hoped after hours.”

      Jake laughed. “I’m sure you’ll find a way to entertain yourself.”

      “I’m sure I will, too,” the man agreed, winking. “But I still think you should give me your number for the next time our paths cross. Wouldn’t you agree that enjoying out-of-town ‘entertainment’ is one of the finer perks of travel?”

      “I guess so,” Jake said, shrugging. “But I’ll still have to pass. I’m really not feeling all that perky.”

      No-strings hook-ups with hot guys in different cities had been one of Jake’s favorite benefits of all the traveling he did, actually. In fact, when Jake and Blair had been roommates, they used to put a map on the wall every month marked with all the routes they’d bid on, then label it with city-by-city hookup ratings as they flew.

      But now?

      Jake crossed his arms so he could subtly pinch himself for the umpteenth time, just to quadruple-check that the whole Gabe thing wasn’t some fantasy he had yet to wake up from.

      He grinned. Nope. Still awake.

      It was still real.

      He still wasn’t interested in 14-C, not when he had a hot Marine of his own waiting for him back in San Diego.

      And okay, yes, Jake was aware that neither the phrase of his own nor waiting for him technically applied to Gabe. After all, it wasn’t like Jake had any illusions that hooking up with Gabe included a faithfulness clause. That issue hadn’t even come up for discussion, and—even if Gabe had once made an offhand comment about not liking to share—Jake assumed that his whole friends-with-benefits, neither-one-of-us-wants-to-deal-with-a-relationship proposal pretty much skirted around any kind of exclusivity, by definition.

      He batted the thought away, not wanting to let it spoil his good mood. What Gabe did when Jake wasn’t around wasn’t his business, right? But… still. 14-C? Even if Jake had had a layover, he just wasn’t feeling it.

      The plane had emptied out completely, other than Jake’s admirer, who still looked intent on pressing Jake for a yes. His persistence was on the verge of going from flattering to annoying, but thankfully, Megan leaned in with the save.

      “Boyfriend,” she whispered, nodding toward Jake. “I hear it’s serious.”

      “I should have known,” 14-C said, shaking his head ruefully as he finally accepted defeat.

      Megan grinned at Jake as the guy left. “Please tell me you wanted saving,” she said. “Because if you were just playing hard to get and now hate me because I butted in…”

      “Definitely not,” he reassured her. “And just let me know if I can ever return the favor.”

      “Well, I don’t have anyone to scare off, but I’ll accept alternate forms of payment. Like, you’re welcome to take my shitty flight to El Paso and book me a mani/pedi here in Dallas for the afternoon.”

      Jake laughed, shaking his head. “Sorry, but I’m already scheduled to work that shitty flight with you.”

      “You don’t seem all that put out by it,” Megan said grumpily. “I need some of whatever you’re on.”

      Jake’s phone vibrated in his pocket, and he pressed his lips together, trying not to smile too widely as he pulled it out. Because… yes, it was a message from Gabe.

      Megan laughed as her eyes flicked down to Jake’s phone, then back up to his face. “I knew it. I was right, wasn’t I? You do have a boyfriend! No one gets a shit-eating grin like that for a message from their mama.”

      Jake raised an eyebrow, trying and failing to calm down the smile she’d called him on. Not that Gabe’s one-liner was anything special:

      
        
        You made it to Texas yet, Petal?

        

      

      But damn if Jake had been able to stop the whole racing-heart thing every time he heard from Gabe lately. Which, ever since the oh-my-God-mindblowing-in-more-ways-than-one sex had first happened two weeks ago, was back to being a daily occurrence.

      Multiples times per day, actually.

      Plus Skype.

      And possibly the occasional dick pic.

      “I don’t have a boyfriend,” he said to Megan, proud of himself for almost completely ignoring the little twinge of disappointment that came with the words.

      Megan glanced over his shoulder as he tapped out a quick reply to Gabe’s message:

      
        
        Just landed.

        

      

      “Gabe, huh?” she said, not even pretending to hide her nosiness. “Aw, that’s sweet that your not-a-boyfriend checks in with you between flights.”

      Jake tucked his phone away, shaking his head. “He’s just a friend.”

      Megan laughed as she turned and headed toward the back of the plane, throwing him a look over her shoulder that clearly called bullshit.

      Jake grinned, but didn’t bother fighting her on it. Still, the truth was that no matter how attentive Gabe was, friends-with-benefits was definitely not the same as a boyfriend. Which—Jake reminded himself for the eighty bazillionth time—was 100% totally and completely fine with him.

      Better than fine, actually.

      After all, Gabe had sort of been right about him; he hadn’t ever really been the boyfriend type. At least, not before. And even if Gabe wasn’t interested in that, he still had a way of making Jake feel like he was special to him. Like he was wanted, and not just for sex.

      Although, actually getting to have sex with Gabe, too?

      A little ripple of excitement shot through him before he could stop it, and he bit his lip to keep his smile from going supernova. It was kind of hard to think about the way Gabe rocked his world without wanting to burst into a little song and dance routine, though. And sure, it was true that in the past, Jake may have occasionally fantasized about other things going hand-in-hand with the sex that he’d never thought would actually happen between the two of them—stupidly cheeseball romantic things that he blamed his mother for even planting in his head; things that, really, weren’t even his style—but real-life friends-with-benefits sex vs. fantasy happily-ever-after sex?

      Yes, please.

      There was really no contest… and definitely no call for getting greedy and wishing for more.

      His phone buzzed again.

      
        
        You should switch up your schedule, Jakey. I miss you being here in San Diego.

        

      

      Jake had just been in San Diego two days ago, and he bit his lip even harder, determined to keep the smiling thing in check before Megan called him out on it again. Although, Gabe missing him “being in San Diego” wasn’t the same as just straight-up missing him, but hello, not being greedy, right?

      He shot a quick text back.

      
        
        Is that your way of telling me you’re horny?

        

      

      “Do you think we have time to grab a coffee before the El Paso flight?” Megan asked, coming up behind Jake as they finally headed off the plane. Not, though, trying to read his phone over his shoulder again, thankfully.

      Boundaries were a good thing.

      “I thought you didn’t drink coffee,” he said, wondering if he was confusing her with someone else.

      Megan rolled her eyes. “I don’t, but today? I’m seriously reconsidering.”

      Jake’s phone buzzed again, distracting him from weighing in with an opinion on Megan’s caffeination habits:

      
        
        I think horny has become my permanent state around you.

        

      

      Jake grinned, ignoring Megan’s mumbled mm-hmm-not-a-boyfriend-my-ass commentary as he shot back a reply:

      
        
        But you’re not around me right now, so what’s your excuse?

        

      

      His phone buzzed again right away:

      
        
        The not-being-around-you part is my whole point. You should do something to fix that, Jakey, like fly down for the weekend.

        

      

      Gabe’s answer included a selfie, and Jake stifled a laugh, struck with another surge of the almost-giddy happiness that he’d been suffering from for the last two weeks. Did the man honestly think that look was going to work on him? That Jake was going to rearrange his plans at the drop of a hat, just because Gabe had a hard-on for him and pulled out his patented puppy eyes?

      “Does this airport even have a Starbucks?” Megan muttered irritably, stopping in the middle of the concourse.

      Jake had been following her on autopilot, and he looked up from the temptation of Gabe’s face, glancing around to get his bearings.

      “Of course it does,” he said, leading Megan in the right direction. “You know the union guarantees that we only fly into airports that will feed the addiction.”

      Megan laughed as Jake’s phone buzzed again, right on time to feed his other addiction:

      
        
        Come on, Jakey. Say yes. I’ll take you to the zoo. It’ll be fun.

        

      

      The zoo? That almost sounded like a date, and Jake’s heart did a slow roll in his chest. Did Gabe have a thing for animals? Why did he want to take Jake to the zoo? Did Gabe mean for it to be a date?

      He tapped the question out, then promptly deleted it. He definitely wasn’t going to put his friends-with-benefits perks at risk by bringing up the word date. He tapped out and deleted a few more replies, but his phone buzzed again before he could settle on anything.

      
        
        Where’s my yes?

        

      

      Then, right after:

      
        
        Gotta go back to work in a sec, don’t leave me hanging. You going to give me what I want, Petal?

        

      

      “Coffee always smells so good,” Megan said nervously, eyeing the menu board warily as they approached the Starbucks kiosk. “But they say it really is addictive, you know. I’m just worried that once I actually taste it, I won’t ever be able to quit.”

      “Sorry,” Jake said, stifling a laugh at the way her words perfectly mirrored his own feelings. Not about coffee, though. “If you’re looking for someone to talk you out of it, Megan, it’s not going to be me. I’m all about the pleasures in life, and this one? I can’t imagine going a day without it.”

      Megan narrowed her eyes as she scanned the menu options, then she looked back at him, eyeing him up and down before finally breaking out in a grin.

      “Well, it doesn’t look like it’s hurt you yet,” she said. “So… fine. I’m going to go for it.”

      Jake shook his head, grinning back. No, it hadn’t hurt him yet.

      He tapped out a quick reply to Gabe:

      
        
        Yes.

        

      

      And Megan’s words were still spot on for his other addiction, too. Now that Jake had actually had a taste?

      He didn’t ever want to quit.
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        Gabe

      

    
    
      The panda lounging against the tree looked completely oblivious to the crowd of zoo-goers cooing at it from the safety of the perimeter around its enclosure. It was happily gnawing on a stick of bamboo, and looked cute as fuck.

      Although not nearly as cute as the expression on Jake’s face as he watched it.

      “Too bad they don’t have pandas in the petting zoo,” Jake said, bumping his shoulder against Gabe without taking his eyes off the spectacle. “I wonder if they ever have panda petting days?”

      “Dude, no,” Gabe said, laughing as he tugged Jake closer to his side to make room for a family with kids. Well, that plus it made an excellent excuse to get his hands on him in public. “Those things may look cute, but they’re still wild animals.”

      Jake looked up at him, rolling his eyes. “They’re in the zoo. That’s not wild, Gabe, by definition. Besides, they’re obviously vegetarians.”

      “Nope.”

      “Hello, bamboo,” Jake said, pointing.

      Gabe laughed. “I mean, yeah, the bamboo fetish, but Jakey, they’re still technically carnivores. Did you know pandas have one of the highest bite forces of any land animal? Zach was showing me some gruesome pictures of some dude’s leg in Beijing. He wanted to pet the panda, too, and then? Got totally mangled by a panda. His flesh was just gone. That big head the panda has? Those jaws just shredded the guy. His leg looked like some kind of Walking Dead zombie action, and—”

      Jake hit Gabe in the shoulder. Hard. “Gross. Pandas are cute. Don’t ruin it.”

      Gabe grinned down at him. “What? I’m just sayin’. They may look cute, but they can be pretty badass. And you know I wouldn’t want you to end up mangled, Jakey. It would mess up that pretty face I like so much.”

      Jake rolled his eyes again, but didn’t seem to mind the “pretty” Gabe had managed to slip in. And the way his baby blues sparkled and he did that little pressing-his-lips-tight thing, like he was trying not to smile? Gabe figured Jake secretly liked it.

      He’d apparently had enough of the pandas, though.

      “Let’s go see the monkeys,” Jake said, tugging on Gabe’s arm but then dropping his hand again as soon as Gabe started moving. “And please tell me you didn’t want to come to the zoo just so you can tell me how dangerous all the animals are? Monkeys are still on my cute list, and I don’t want to hear about how some random money gnawed off anyone’s face, okay?”

      Gabe mimed zipping his lips just to get Jakey laughing. Besides, he had no monkey horror stories, and the zoo? He’d definitely had some motivation for bringing Jake, but it hadn’t been that. The truth was, Gabe was selfish as fuck. Every time Jake had to leave San Diego, he instantly wanted him back again… and luckily, he was good at utilizing intel.

      Jake had made a comment back when Gabe had still been overseas about how, for all his traveling, he’d never really made time for any of the classic touristy activities in his favorite cities. And when it came to touristy shit? The zoo was kind of like San Diego’s thing.

      Pure strategic planning to satisfy his craving for more Jake-time.

      Using all available resources to achieve a mission objective.

      Kinda genius, actually, in Gabe’s not-so-humble opinion. After all, it had only seemed fair for Gabe to offer up something besides his dick to try to get Jake to fly down again so soon. He grinned. Not that Jakey didn’t seem to enjoy the fuck out of that, too—every pun intended—but honestly, as much as the benefits side of the whole friends-with-benefits equation was working for Gabe, he needed his fix of fully-clothed friend-time, too.

      He liked hearing Jake laugh, and how it felt to be the one who made his eyes light up and sort of sparkle the way they did so damn easily. He liked hearing Jake’s snarky little comments and funny observations about any and every little thing they did together… liked teasing him… liked hearing him whine about shit that didn’t matter, like Gabe’s wardrobe inadequacies and lack of home decorating skill.

      He liked touching Jakey.

      Liked how it felt just to be near him, even when they weren’t fucking.

      And yeah, maybe all of that was selfish, but Gabe had never had a problem embracing his selfish side… especially since Jake seemed to be having a good time, too.

      “Monkeys are over that way,” Gabe said, pointing as they passed a sign.

      He put his hand on Jake’s back to guide him, letting it slide down to rest just above his ass—right on the part of Jake’s lower back that seemed to have been custom-made to fit the exact size and shape of Gabe’s hands. And sure, Jake was already walking in the right direction, but a little extra help didn’t hurt, did it?

      Besides, weekend zoo trip? Crowded as fuck, so sticking extra close to Jake meant that Gabe could help protect him from the hordes of pint-sized animal enthusiasts that had overrun the place. Sort of his duty, right?

      “Speaking of animals that have been known to bite? I’m not sure I’m up to braving those ones—” Jake waved a hand in the direction of a cluster of kids who were blocking the enclosure marked Red-Cheeked Gibbons, “—just to get up close and personal with the monkeys.”

      “You know I’ve always got your back, Jakey,” Gabe reminded him, letting his fingers slip under Jake’s shirt for a second to satisfy his petal-craving. “Want me to take point and clear a path?”

      Jake laughed. “I don’t think that’s quite the right tactic. All those matching t-shirts probably mean it’s some kind of school or church group on an educational field trip or something. Probably best not to piss off that woman in the middle who looks like she’s in charge of them. Trust me, we get them in the air sometimes, and her type can be vicious if you cross them.”

      Gabe raised an eyebrow, looking over the harried-looking, middle-aged woman in the middle of all the pint-sized human spawn. Yep, he could see it. She may not look like much, but she had a hint of don’t-fuck-with-me steel in her eye.

      Then he looked past her, at the monkeys causing all the enthusiasm, and laughed. “Well, it definitely looks like the kids are getting an education,” he said, nodding toward the show the monkeys were putting on.

      “Gibbons are native to parts of Asia, specifically southern Laos, southern Vietnam, and eastern Cambodia,” the woman in charge of the group was saying, her back to the monkeys as she rattled the information off from a laminated pamphlet in her hand. “They’re a long-lived, monogamous species that mate for life.”

      “They’re going to be doing that for life?” one of the kids called out, pointing at the two enthusiastic monkeys busy going at it. “Do they ever stop to, like, eat?”

      “Gibbons sound a bit like the Byrnes, hm?” Jake whispered, laughing as he watched the monkeys fuck.

      “You trying to say we’re all horn dogs, Jakey?” Gabe asked, grinning down at him.

      Jake rolled his eyes—seriously, dude was gonna get an eye-sprain at the rate he was going with that move—but shook his head and said, “I was talking about the mate-for-life thing.” Then he colored up, adding, “The rest of your family, I mean. You know, the other ones.”

      Gabe shoved his hands in his pockets, looking back at the monkey action as he nodded. Yep, Jake was right. The Gibbon-model did sound pretty much like the Byrnes—a long-lived, monogamous species that mated for life—and Gabe’s own lifelong allergy to the idea of settling down wasn’t the only way he didn’t quite fit the mold. Score for him that he’d found a kindred-spirit in Jake, though, because if there was anyone Gabe could see himself not-settling-down with for an extended period of time?

      Definitely Jakey.

      “Tarantulas,” the woman in charge of all the kids shouted out, apparently a desperate attempt to distract the children—now all laughing hysterically as they rioted around her—from the biology lesson playing out in front of them. “It’s time to move to the Discovery Outpost and see the tarantulas!”

      “Oh my God,” Jakey said, shuddering as he took an involuntary step backward and collided with Gabe’s chest. “That sounds like child abuse.”

      Gabe grinned, wrapping an arm around Jake’s middle to keep him safe from the idea of big, bad, hairy spiders.

      “You saying you don’t like bugs, Petal?” he asked, leaning in close to whisper the question in Jake’s ear.

      Yep, there was the little skin quiver he’d expected, just below Jake’s ear, plus that tiny, sexy gust of breath that always fed Gabe’s appetite for more.

      Win.

      “Spiders aren’t bugs,” Jake said, not pulling away. “Spiders are Satan.”

      Gabe gave in to temptation. “Hold still, Jake… I think I see… something… crawling… “

      Gabe tickled the back of Jake’s neck, bending over double with laughter when he immediately screamed like a little girl and jumped away from him, swatting at the spot in horror.

      “Oh my God, I hate you,” Jake said, glaring at him as he kept frantically brushing at the back of his neck.

      “Sorry,” Gabe lied, trying to catch his breath. “Holy fuck though, I think you broke my eardrum.”

      “You deserved it.”

      “Aw, Jakey, don’t be that way,” Gabe said, lips still twitching. He tugged Jake back into his arms. “Let me see your neck.”

      “Never.”

      “There’s nothing there.”

      “I know,” Jake said, still scrubbing at the spot with his fingers.

      Gabe grabbed his hand to hold it still, then kissed the spider-spot, exercising a year’s worth of willpower to avoid laughing again.

      Jake froze in his arms, then softened. “You might have to do that again if you expect me to forgive you.”

      Gabe grinned and planted another one in the same spot… then sort of froze himself as it hit him that he was kissing another man in public, even if it was just on the back of the neck. Not, of course, that Gabe had a problem with the idea in theory… for gay guys. But for him?

      Definitely weird.

      And it definitely risked blurring the friends-with-benefits line into something… else.

      He dropped his hands, stepping back and scrubbing a hand over his face. Everything with Jake was always either good, or too good. If Gabe didn’t watch himself, all this time they were spending together was going to put him at risk of becoming just another Byrne.

      “So, you wanna go look at the tarantulas, Petal?” he asked, pulling up a smile when Jake sent him a questioning look.

      Jake shuddered, narrowing his eyes. “I was thinking more like the petting zoo. I need some serious cute-and-fuzzy time, and I need it fast.”

      Tarantulas were pretty fuzzy, but Gabe decided to let that one rest while he was still ahead. Or, if not technically “ahead,” at least not too far behind.

      “Dude, the petting zoo is on the opposite side of the park,” he said, just to be argumentative.

      “And…?” Jake asked stubbornly, crossing his arms in front of his chest and giving Gabe a challenging look. “You’re not up to walking that far? Afraid you’ll get winded?”

      Shit. Gabe shoved his hands into his pockets again for safekeeping. Because Jake? Trying to stay mad? That was cute as fuck, and it did all sorts of warm and fuzzy things inside Gabe that were best left alone.

      He grinned, jerking his head in the direction of the petting zoo. “Lead the way.”

      “I don’t know if I trust having you behind me,” Jake said, brushing his fingers across the back of his neck nervously as he took off in the right direction. He looked back at Gabe warily, then laughed. “You were just staring at my ass, weren’t you?”

      Caught.

      Gabe grinned unrepentantly, speeding up and slinging an arm around Jake’s shoulders so he could steer him off to the left. He pointed at a sign for ice cream.

      “We’re going to need some fuel for this trek over to the petting zoo. I’m not gonna be any good to you later if I’m winded.”

      “Oh?” Jake asked, not putting up any argument when Gabe bought him a cone. Yep, Gabe knew what Jake liked. “You think you’re going to need stamina for the rest of our da—” he cut himself off, coughing into his hand before continuing. “Uh, the rest of our day?”

      “Only if I’m lucky,” Gabe said, winking.

      He’d picked Jake up straight from the airport, but Gabe figured it was a pretty safe bet that he’d be coming home with him later. Jake never had been able to resist him.

      “Hmph,” Jake said, a clear attempt to play off the idea that the “later” might actually be in question.

      Gabe grinned.

      Jake licked his ice cream, pretending to ignore him.

      “Wait a minute,” Jake said after a minute, glancing down at his cone and then over at Gabe. “You didn’t get one?”

      Gabe shrugged.

      Jake held the ice cream out to him. “Want to share? I know you like chocolate.”

      “Who doesn’t like chocolate?” Gabe said, grinning down at him without taking the cone.

      “So… share,” Jake said, stopping just outside the petting zoo. It was swarming with over-excited children, but there was a big fence enclosing the place, and Gabe grabbed Jake’s hand, pulling him around behind it.

      “Actually, I was kinda hoping you’d share,” he said, ignoring the cone and pushing Jake up against the fence, out of sight of the crowds. “Because I’m going to guess that chocolate tastes as good on you as everything else does.”

      “Why don’t you quit guessing and find out for yourself?” Jake taunted, eyes lighting up like some kind of magic.

      “That’s definitely the plan, Petal,” Gabe said, eyes glued to his lips. He slipped his arms around Jake’s waist, hands settling in that spot they’d been designed to fit, but before he could follow through with the rest, the sound of a clearing throat from the shadowed corner at the end of the fence sent a shot of adrenaline spiking through him. He jerked Jake behind him and spun around to face the threat.

      What the actual fuck?

      It took him a second to process the fact that the threat was a non-threat. But… Jesus. He’d literally walked Jake back into an unsecured area with zero attention on anything other than getting a taste of what he’d been craving. What was wrong with him?

      “Hey, Gunny,” Brody O’Shay said, stepping out of the shadows.

      “What the fuck are you doing here, O’Shay?” Gabe asked irritably, shoving his hands in his pockets again to keep from doing something stupid and caveman-ish when Jake stepped around him to get a look at their company.

      O’Shay shrugged, jerking his chin in the direction of the petting zoo. “My niece’s birthday.”

      “And what, you snuck back here to take a piss?” Gabe asked, annoyed as fuck by O’Shay’s vast talent for interfering with his Jakey-time. “Afraid the animals were gonna bite? Scared of little girls? What?”

      O’Shay flinched a little, then bristled. “No need to be a dick just because I interrupted your little make-out session,” he snapped. “Would you’ve rather had me stand there and watch?”

      “Whoa, cowboy,” Jake said, moving between the two of them before Gabe could answer that the way he thought it deserved. Jake held his hand out to the annoying fuck, giving him a sunny smile. “Rein in the testosterone a bit, hm? I’m Jake Hansen. I think we met before, but I wouldn’t be surprised if you don’t remember. You were, um, a little intoxicated?”

      O’Shay stared Gabe down for another few seconds before pulling his gaze away and giving Jake his attention.

      A little too much attention, in Gabe’s opinion.

      O’Shay smiled at Jake.

      Gabe took a step in his direction, but Jake shifted and blocked him, the sneaky little shit. Of course, the plus side of that was some unexpected full-body contact. Gabe settled a hand on Jake’s hip, just to, you know, remind him he had backup.

      “You’re right,” O’Shay said to Jake, ignoring Gabe completely. “I don’t remember meeting you, Jake. My bad. I assume your boyfriend was just as bad at introductions the first time we met, but I’m Lance Corporal Brody—.”

      “Wait, what?” Gabe interrupted, dropping his hand and stepping away from Jake as he realized what this looked like. “Jake isn’t… I mean, he’s… uh…”

      They were both staring at him.

      Gabe cleared his throat. “Jake’s not my boyfriend, O’Shay. We just, you know, grew up together.”

      Next to him, Jake tensed. Brody, on the other hand, smiled far too widely at the information, his whole stance relaxing as he gave Gabe a smile that was far too cocky for his liking.

      “Oh, really? My bad again.” Brody turned back to face Jake. “And now I really am sorry I don’t remember meeting you before. Do you live here in San Diego?”

      Gabe scrubbed a hand over his face, which, overall, was better than punching Brody in his face. The second O’Shay had shown up, a basically perfect day had gone to shit, and now—even though Jake hadn’t said anything—Gabe was 99% sure that he was ticked at him.

      And 100% sure that Jake being mad at him was O’Shay’s fault.

      “Don’t you have a birthday party to get to, O’Shay?” Gabe asked, tugging Jake behind him again. Well, he tried to tug Jake behind him, anyway. Jake apparently had other ideas, which—for once—didn’t include letting Gabe have his way.

      Gabe frowned, forced to do a weird shuffle-step when Jake held his ground.

      And that 99% from a minute ago? Now sitting at a solid triple digits. He’d definitely fucked something up with Jake.

      Gabe glared at O’Shay, half-expecting his look to spark the hot temper that the guy was infamous for. And yeah, maybe half-hoping it would, given the frustrated surge of confused irritation simmering inside him from the sudden turn of the tide between him and Jake.

      Gabe wouldn’t mind taking that out on O’Shay one bit.

      O’Shay surprised him, though, clenching his jaw and giving Gabe a stiff nod as he brushed past him, but otherwise holding himself in check.

      “Sorry to interrupt your date,” he muttered before disappearing back into the crowd.

      Jake tugged his arm free as soon as O’Shay was gone, turning to chuck his half-eaten ice cream cone into a trash bin.

      “Guess your hot, gay Marine friend didn’t get the memo that this isn’t a date,” Jake said, wiping his sticky fingers on some kind of big-leafed plant.

      Gabe blinked. Seriously? Jake still thought Brody was hot?

      Okay, but more importantly, Jake wasn’t making eye contact. Gabe reprioritized. He needed to start damage repair. He grabbed Jake’s hand, pulling him close… and this time, Jake let him.

      “I thought you were gonna share that chocolate with me, Petal,” Gabe reminded him, wondering how many times he could get away with puppy eyes in one day. “But since you tossed it away…”

      He lifted Jake’s fingers up to his lips. No one liked sticky fingers, right? Gabe sucked one into his mouth.

      Jake held on to his huff for about two seconds. “Oh my God, Gabe,” he said, shaking his head with a little laugh. “You’re too much sometimes.”

      Gabe grinned, a little surge of relief moving through him when the sparkle came back to Jake’s eyes along with the words of sort-of forgiveness.

      Strategic moves for the win. Jakey was still his.

      “Is that a yes on giving me a taste of that chocolate?” he asked, backing Jake up against the fence again as he moved in for the kind of taste he really wanted. The one O’Shay had interrupted.

      Whatever it was that had gone wrong between them before, Jake didn’t even pretend to resist when Gabe kissed him, so maybe they really were okay again. Except that when Gabe finally made himself stop—pulling himself away from the mouth he couldn’t seem to get enough of—Jake let his head tip back against the fence, sighing, and shook his head.

      Not good.

      “What’s that about?” Gabe asked, pushing the hair back from Jake’s forehead.

      He knew he should probably step away. Man up and ask what was really wrong. Give Jake some space to answer.

      Not to mention give his dick a chance to settle down before they headed back toward the public portion of the zoo.

      But nope.

      It was like Jake was his sun or something, pulling him in with some kind of gravitational force. Gabe couldn’t have backed away if he’d wanted to.

      “I always end up saying yes to you, don’t I?” Jake asked… rhetorically, Gabe assumed. Because hello: Yes, he did.

      “And that’s a problem?” he teased, ignoring the tightness in his chest as he waited for Jake’s answer. But if shit really had gone south between the two of them? Gabe would just have to fix it.

      Anything else wasn’t an acceptable outcome.

      Jake smiled, but it didn’t light his eyes up the way it should have. “Saying yes got me this far, didn’t it?”

      His words were sort of a non-answer, though, and they did fuck-all about reassuring Gabe that the two of them were truly back to good. But admitting defeat was the first step toward failure, and failure was not an option, so he grinned and accepted them at face value.

      Best to just power through and keep his eyes on the prize.

      He threaded his fingers through the belt loops of Jake’s shorts and tugged him back into full-body contact.

      “Well, if you plan to keep up your perfect yes-streak, then I vote we skip out on fighting through all those kids just for the privilege of petting small furry animals.” He gave Jake an exaggerated leer to get him to laugh—another win—and added, “Because if we head back to my Jeep? I’ve got something else you can pet, Petal.”

      “You sweet talker.” Jake said dryly, that gorgeous sparkle finally lighting up his eyes again. “With an offer like that, how can I possibly resist?”

      “Face it, Jake,” Gabe said, lacing their fingers together and pulling Jake toward the parking lot. “You can’t.”

      And if Gabe’s luck held, that would keep on being true until…

      Well, until forever.
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        Jake

      

    
    
      Jake squinted his eyes, tilting his head to the side as he stared at his mother’s closed bedroom door. No luck. X-ray vision was still a fail.

      It was only seven o’clock, and it wasn’t the first time he’d caught her going to bed early recently. She was still insisting that she was fine, but maybe he should check in with Betty in the morning and see if she could reassure him about how Marlene was acting at the shop.

      Should he just peek inside and see if she looked okay? But what if she wasn’t actually asleep yet? What if she was reading in bed or something?

      He put his hand on his mother’s doorknob, pressing his ear against the door. Silence. He twisted the knob slowly, peeking through the crack. Dark, so she definitely wasn’t reading… and was that a snore?

      Definitely a snore.

      Okay, so… that told him all of nothing, other than yes, she had, in fact, gone to bed early.

      A ping sounded from his own bedroom, and he pulled her door closed quickly, not wanting her to wake up if she really needed the sleep. Seven o’clock in Chicago so… about five in Yuma? He headed down the hall. It wasn’t too early to be Gabe, depending on what kind of hell the Marine Corps had decided to put him through today.

      Jake grinned as he flopped onto his bed and grabbed his phone off the nightstand, not even bothering to pretend he didn’t still feel all sorts of delicious butterfly action in his stomach at the thought of hearing from his not-boyfriend.

      And yep, the ping had been from Gabe, so the butterflies threw a little party.

      
        
        Skype?

        

      

      Gabe was a week and a half into what sounded like pure torture to Jake, some kind of ridiculously intense special training thing in the desert that was going to last way too long, in his opinion. Especially because it didn’t allow for drop-in visits.

      Gabe still had about four more weeks to go, and Jake already missed being able to just pop down to San Diego whenever he wanted to see him. And, sure, the Yuma thing wasn’t anything compared to the seven-month deployment Gabe had just done… but that had been different.

      They had been different.

      He rolled onto his back, his finger hovering over the icon for Skype, but then he hesitated. It was his day off, and he’d been lazy as shit. Which meant no shave, no shower, and a t-shirt that read Flight Attendants Always Take It With A Smile that had seen better days. He nibbled his lip. Should he at least go do something to his hair if Gabe wanted to Skype?

      His phone lit up before he could decide, and Jake laughed, forgetting all about his hair. Gabe was always so impatient when he wanted something. Jake swiped the accept button, a little thrill going through him as it hit him for the umpteenth time that what Gabe seemed to want was him.

      “Hey,” Jake said, smiling too widely as Gabe’s image filled his phone’s little screen. He grabbed one of his pillows and wedged it under his head, holding the phone up above him as he tried to figure out where Gabe was. It looked… dark and dull. Inside some sort of ugly tent thing, probably. Jake gave up. From the little he’d seen, everything was drab there, and anyway, the only thing he really cared about seeing was Gabe.

      Who looked… tired.

      Hot, of course, but definitely less than his usual bouncing ball of testosterone and energy.

      “Hey, Jakey,” Gabe said, his voice blasting out of the phone’s little speaker.

      Shit. Jake fumbled with the stupid volume button and dropped the phone, then rolled off the bed to go shut his door, adjusting it as he went.

      “You still with me?” Gabe asked as Jake got back to his bed and made himself comfortable again. He was leaning forward, looking concerned, but as soon as Jake got the camera pointed back at himself Gabe grinned, settling back against something unidentifiable and uncomfortable-looking and covered in a desert-beige camo print.

      Jake pulled another pillow under his own head in sympathy. The whole military thing seemed like a nonstop exercise in lack of comfort, as far as he could tell. Gabe seemed to thrive on it, though.

      “Still here,” Jake said, grinning back. “I just had to make sure that your enthusiasm for me wasn’t going to wake Mom.”

      Gabe laughed, and Jake’s resident butterflies had a Cirque du Soleil moment when he didn’t deny the enthusiasm comment.

      “You ever think about getting a place of your own, Jake?”

      Jake shrugged. “Yeah, of course. I mean, I will, but…” He trailed off. Sure, he and Gabe had been tight for almost a year, but somehow, Marlene’s fight with cancer had never come up in any of their endless conversations.

      Well, okay, not just “somehow”… Jake had avoided mentioning it. At first, because he hadn’t wanted to be a downer. Had actually appreciated the escape of flirting with his childhood crush. Besides, she’d been through the worst of it by the time he and Gabe had started hanging out. And then, the longer Jake went without mentioning it, the weirder it had felt to bring it up.

      Especially now.

      If he and Gabe had still been just friends, maybe he would have. And if Gabe had been his boyfriend, he definitely would have said something. But friends-with-benefits? He’d rather keep things fun and casual between them, the way Gabe seemed to want, rather than risk losing what they had.

      “But, what?” Gabe asked, giving him one of those sexy smirks. “You holding off in case you get transferred or something?”

      “Uh,” Jake said eloquently, the question catching him off guard. “Transferred?”

      “Yeah, didn’t you say the airline had you based in San Francisco for a while?” Gabe’s brows drew together and he cocked his head to the side quizzically. “Why’d they move you back to Chicago, anyway?”

      “Um, they didn’t just move me. I requested it.” In some ways, especially in light of how off Marlene had been acting recently, it would be nice to tell Gabe what was going on. Jake cleared his throat. “Um, my Mom was… sick.”

      Or… he could just chicken out and keep things lighter between the two of them.

      Gabe sat up, leaning in toward the screen again. “Is she okay? Is it something serious, Jakey?”

      Jake glanced toward the door, thinking of how pale Marlene had looked before she’d turned in for the night. But she’d said Doc Patel had confirmed that she was still in remission, so maybe it really was too much early morning Zumba?

      “Jake?” Gabe prompted, pulling his attention back to the conversation.

      Which, really, was a more-than-welcome distraction from the exhausting spiral of worry he kept getting stuck in whenever he started thinking too hard about his mom.

      “Yeah, it was pretty serious, but she’s better now,” Jake said, deciding to stick with his earlier instinct not to go there. Gabe wasn’t calling him for a dose of anxiety any more than Jake wanted to wallow in it himself. He mustered a grin, changing the subject. “Anyway, how’s Yuma? Still a million degrees there?”

      Gabe groaned, but smiled back and accepted the change without fuss. “The heat is fucking ridiculous.”

      “You’re loving it, aren’t you?” Jake said, his smile turning real as he drank in the shitty-quality, pixelated picture of his man. “You probably got to spend the whole day shooting big guns and yelling at hot Marines.”

      Gabe laughed. “Basically. Can you believe they pay me to do this shit? You should have seen the toys I got to play with today.” He pulled his shirt off, shifting in front of the camera, and added, “Check this out.”

      “Oh my God,” Jake said, bolting upright. “What happened to your shoulder?”

      Gabe grinned, poking proudly at the bandage that covered it like some kind of twelve-year-old. “Misfire.”

      “Gabe,” Jake said, then snapped his mouth closed. Gabe was supposed to be training. Like… practice, not getting hurt. What was it that Beverly Byrne had said about him?

      I always worry about him coming back all in one piece.

      “Your mother worries about you, you know,” Jake said, forcing himself to look away from the big-ass bandage. The one that covered some kind of damage that had happened way too close to Gabe’s face… too close to his heart… probably too close to other vital organs that Jake would rather not think about Gabe losing, too.

      “My mother, huh?” Gabe asked, smirking as he leaned back against the ugly camo thing again. “Not my… you, Petal?”

      Jake rolled his eyes, refusing to admit it.

      Gabe laughed. “So, what? You’re saying that you and my mom are tight now?”

      “What can I say? I’m hard not to love. She even invited me to Thanksgiving dinner.”

      Gabe raised an eyebrow.

      Jake laughed. “Fine, she invited Mom, and Mom is dragging me along, too. It’s a bummer you can’t get leave, though. Shouldn’t that be a requirement for things like Thanksgiving?”

      Gabe smirked. “We’ll just tell the world to hit the pause button whenever there’s a holiday, is that it? But don’t worry about Mom, she’s used to me missing shit like that.”

      Yeah, it wasn’t Beverly’s feelings Jake had been thinking of, but if it didn’t bother Gabe to miss out, Jake certainly wasn’t going to admit his own.

      “You are coming to your brother’s wedding though, aren’t you?”

      Gabe nodded. “Yep. We’ll be done with this damn training stint a few days before, and it was either that or take some leave at Christmas.”

      “So you’re going to miss Thanksgiving and Christmas with your family?”

      Jake’s family had only ever been Marlene, but even when he’d had no seniority whatsoever, he’d always found a way to fly in and spend the major holidays with her. If the Byrne barbecues and dinners Jake had gone to were any indication, he had no doubt that holidays were a huge deal for Gabe’s family, and he highly doubted that Gabe’s mother was as laid back about him never being there as Gabe seemed to think she was.

      Not his business, though.

      Even if he sort of wished it was.

      Gabe shrugged. “You know I only get so much leave every year, gotta use it wisely, right? Brandon’s obviously only gonna do the wedding thing once, so I’m prioritizing. He invited you, too, right?”

      Jake nodded. “I just RSVP’d today, actually.”

      “Oh, right. That,” Gabe said, laughing as he scrubbed a hand over his face. “Branny keeps bugging me to send the fancy little postcard back, even though he already knows damn well I’m gonna be there.”

      “Well, it sounds like your mom has about a million wedding planning checklists, and if all the right boxes don’t get checked off, she may hyperventilate.”

      “Sounds like a nightmare,” Gabe said, shuddering. “Remind me never to get married.”

      Jake wasn’t going to comment on that. He put the phone down next to him and took a moment to stack his pillows up against the headboard, raising his voice a little so the speaker would be sure to pick it up.

      “You should have mercy on your mother and make your RSVP official. Just check the right box and stick the postcard in the mail, Gabe. It already has a stamp on it and everything.”

      “You honestly think I brought that thing here with me?” Gabe asked as Jake picked his phone up again. “I have no idea where it is. Why don’t you just RSVP for me, Jakey? Mark me as your plus-one and we’ll be good.”

      “You don’t get to be a plus-one if you’re already on the guest list,” Jake said, biting back a grin. Gabe wanted to be his plus-one? “Besides, I told you. I already mailed mine back.”

      “You didn’t put someone else down as your plus-one, did you, Petal?” Gabe asked, leaning close to the screen again.

      Jake rolled his eyes. As if.

      Being with Gabe had pretty much ruined him for wanting anyone else. And sure, it had stung when Gabe had shot down the boyfriend idea so hard and fast during their not-a-date zoo day, but as long as Jake remembered not to let himself read too much into Gabe’s addicting brand of pushy sweetness… or start mixing up great sex with other feelings… or hope that Gabe’s attention might not have an expiration date… basically, as long as he managed to keep his head clear about exactly what the two of them were and were not to each other and just enjoy the situation for what it was, then being with Gabe was pretty much perfect.

      “I’m gonna take that eye roll as a no on the you having a plus-one question, Jake,” Gabe said, smirking at him. “’Cause you know I’d hate to show up and find out you were too ‘busy’ for me.”

      Gabe getting all possessive? Maybe Jake shouldn’t like it quite so much, but sue him, it totally worked for him. He bit back a smile. No need to feed Gabe’s tendency to get cocky about the whole thing, though.

      “So you’re saying you want me to pencil you in?” he asked, tapping his chin as if he had to think about it. “I think I might be able to clear my schedule for you.”

      “Do that,” Gabe said, giving him a hot look. “I’d get cranky if I had to share. You know I’m a selfish fuck.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t say a selfish fuck,” Jake said, biting his lip as a delicious cascade of sensual memories shot through him. “You’re actually a pretty decent fuck.”

      “Decent?” Gabe shot back, raising an eyebrow. “Oh, I’ll show you ‘decent,’ Petal.”

      Jake laughed. Gabe was the opposite of selfish in the bedroom, no matter what he claimed. In fact, Jake had never slept with anyone as hell-bent on making sure that Jake always got what he needed, and got it first.

      “Promises, promises.” he said a little breathlessly, his dick starting to react to all those thoughts of just how very unselfish Gabe really was. “And here I have to wait another month for you to make good on them.”

      Gabe leaned close to the screen again, his lip quirking up in a sexy half-smile that instantly took Jake from semi- to fully hard.

      “If you’re gonna whine about waiting a few more weeks for me,” Gabe said. “I’m sure we can figure out some kind of preview of coming attractions right here and now, Jakey…”

      “Oh my God, you’re trying to get me to pull my dick out for you, aren’t you?” Jake asked, the body part in question starting to throb a little at the thought.

      Damn, but he really missed Gabe, didn’t he?

      “Can you blame me?” Gabe asked, his voice suddenly filled with a delicious huskiness that made Jake want to whimper. “It is kinda pretty.”

      Jake pressed his lips together, eyes darting over to his door. He had locked it, right? One of these days, he really was going to need a place of his own.

      Gabe grinned. “Come on, Jakey, you’re not gonna leave me hanging, are you?”

      “You really need to see mine?” Jake asked, letting his hand slip out of the camera’s view. How did Gabe always manage to get him so hard, so fast? “Aren’t you basically surrounded by cock, what with all those hot Marines you’re camping out with?”

      “But I don’t want a hot Marine, Petal,” Gabe said, pulling his puppy eyes. “I just want you.”

      Oh, God. Gabe shouldn’t be allowed to look at him like that. It always made his heart do stupid things.

      “You’ll say anything to get in my pants, won’t you?” Jake asked, pulse racing as he started to stroke himself right through them.

      “Is it working?” Gabe asked, losing the puppy eyes for something about a thousand degrees hotter.

      “Maybe,” Jake said, knowing damn well Gabe could tell.

      “You’re starting without me, aren’t you?” Gabe asked, repositioning his phone so that Jake could see all of him.

      All of him.

      When had Gabe managed to get out of his pants?

      Gabe gave him a slow smile, wrapping his hand around his own cock as he locked eyes with Jake through the screen. “Is this what you’re doing, Petal? Just like this?”

      Jake’s hand tightened involuntarily around his erection as his eyes tracked Gabe’s movement.

      He loved Gabe’s cock. Loved it. It was basically perfect, and for a second, he wanted it so bad he could almost swear he could taste it.

      “Jesus, Jakey,” Gabe said, his camera shaking a little. “You keep looking at me like that and it’s going to make me come.”

      “Isn’t that the idea?” Jake asked, not needing any more encouragement to shove his own pants down around his hips. He thrust up into his fist, moaning at how good it felt. His eyes tried to drift closed, but he jerked them open again, not wanting to miss out on watching Gabe.

      Watching Gabe watch him.

      Fucking God, the way the man looked at him…

      “I’m not coming until you do,” Gabe promised, his voice dropping about two octaves as he locked eyes with Jake through the screen. “Watching isn’t as good as when you come on me, but tonight? I’ll take it.”

      “Oh my God,” Jake said, pressing his heels into the mattress as he thrust his hips against the motion of his hand. “Gabe… I wish… wish you were… here.”

      A familiar, tingling heat started to build behind his balls, making his breath come in short, hard little gusts that made it a challenge to talk.

      Gabe gave him a hot smile, matching him stroke for stroke. “You were gonna jerk off later tonight thinking of me anyway, weren’t you, Petal?”

      Jake moaned, nodding. No point denying it. He didn’t even want to. Not when Gabe looked at him like that.

      “You ever do that before we hooked up?” Gabe asked, the camera picking up the gleam of sweat on his chest as his breath started coming faster, too. “Jerk off… thinking of me?”

      Jake laughed at the question, although the laughter came out sounding more like a needy whimper. “Only about a million times,” he panted. “Since I was… uh… I don’t know… twelve?”

      Gabe’s eyes widened, his hand going still on that gorgeous, thick cock of his for a second.

      “No shit, really?” Then he grinned, his eyes getting even hotter as he got back into the groove. “I always knew you wanted me, Jakey.”

      “Oh God, Gabe,” Jake gasped, forcing himself to slow down. “I want you now.”

      He wanted all the things that were so, so much better in real life than all those years of fantasizing.

      Gabe’s hand on him instead of his own… the heat of that big body pinning him down… Gabe’s lips on his neck, making him squirm and beg and moan all at once.

      He wanted Gabe inside him. Would always want that. Was too empty without it.

      His eyelids fluttered closed even though he didn’t want to miss a thing. Because oh God. Oh… fucking… God. Sex with Gabe was so good.

      It was everything.

      “Fuck,” Gabe said when Jake moaned, starting to pump his cock in earnest. “You have no idea what you do to me, Jake. Jesus, you’re fucking beautiful. I know that look on your face. I know exactly what you’re thinking. And I… fuck, Petal… I want to give it to you so bad.”

      Jake forced his eyes open, which made it all a million times better, even though the hand he was holding his phone with had started to shake. Even though he could barely think… could barely talk… but it was still better, because it was with Gabe.

      Jake whimpered, his hand slick with his own precum as he stared at him… at Gabe’s cock… at the way he looked back at Jake and—oh, fuck yes—the way his eyes promised that everything he’d just said was true.

      “I wish you were,” Jake panted. “I wish you were… were… fucking me right now, oh my God. I need you… need you.”

      “Jesus, Jake,” Gabe groaned, pulling the phone closer as his eyes drilled into Jake’s through the screen. “Do you know what I’d be doing to you if you were right here? If you were bent over in front of me right now, that pretty little ass all mine for the taking?”

      Jake’s hips jerked off the bed.

      Oh yes. Yes, he did.

      “So fucking pretty,” Gabe muttered, his image shaking as he moved the phone away again to where Jake could see all of him.

      Jake laughed, a breathless sound laced with heat and all the other things Gabe always made him feel. “How come everything is ‘pretty’ with you?” he asked, warm, shimmering waves of something he didn’t want to name moving through him. Pooling in his center. Wrapping around all the want and lust and need inside him and coiling tighter and tighter as he stared into Gabe’s eyes.

      Gabe smiled, slow and hot and sweet enough that Jake could almost believe it was filled with every single one of the things he was feeling, too.

      “You are pretty, Petal,” Gabe said in that sexy-husky voice that Jake wanted to believe was just for him.

      And damn if Jake couldn’t feel the touch of his eyes, roaming over his body, making him shiver just like the feel of Gabe’s big hands always did.

      “All that buttery skin… that talented mouth that looks—” Gabe groaned, his voice dropping even lower, “—looks as sweet as it tastes… and your eyes, Jake… Jesus. They kill me. So fucking pretty. I could get lost—”

      Jake moaned. Did Gabe have any idea what his constant flow of compliments did to him?

      How much they turned him on?

      How cherished they made him feel?

      His eyelids fluttered closed again, but it didn’t matter. He had Gabe’s face memorized, and the sound of Gabe’s voice flowing over him while he stroked himself, faster and faster, was a thousand times better than anything he’d ever imagined on his own.

      “Jake… Jakey… have you looked at yourself?” The heat in Gabe’s voice made Jake start to tremble. “Because I could look at you all day. Watching this? Watching you? Jesus fuck Jakey, I miss this… miss being with you… need you… need you, Jakey…”

      Jake squeezed the head of his cock, gasping for air as he tried to hold off the inevitable.

      “Do it,” Gabe groaned. Begging. Commanding. “Let me see you come for me, Jake. Just for me… Jake… Jake… Jakey—”

      “Oh my God,” Jake said, his orgasm ripping through him as his hips slammed up and he gave Gabe what he’d asked for. “Gabe.”

      “Oh, fuck,” Gabe gasped. “Yeah… yeah… fuck. That’s it, Jakey. That’s… fucking… it.”

      The sound of Gabe coming, too, made Jake’s body shake even harder. His release shot over his chest, spilling over his fist as he gasped for breath, emptying him out until there wasn’t anything left.

      Or at least, nothing he cared to admit to.

      No matter how full Jake’s heart felt when he finally opened his eyes and saw Gabe give him another one of those slow smiles that even the shitty video quality couldn’t ruin, Gabe had made it crystal clear that anything more than what they already had was never going to be an option between them.

      Which meant Jake’s heart had better hurry up and get the memo before it did something stupid.

      “So pretty,” Gabe whispered, his hand moving toward the screen. Blotting out the image for a minute, as if he’d reached out to touch it. To touch Jake. “My petal.”

      Jake squeezed his eyes closed. Oh, God. It was too late for him, wasn’t it? Far, far too late.

      He was already in love.
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      His mother’s kitchen always smelled like heaven, and after five weeks of military field rations? Gabe would have happily made it his second home.

      “Out, Gabriel,” she said, bustling past him wearing oven mitts and carrying something that made his mouth water. “I already don’t know how on earth I’m going to get everyone fed, and if you make me drop this, so help me…”

      He backed out of the way, tweaking her apron string as she went past. “You always manage to feed everyone just fine, Ma. Why do you think I keep coming home to visit?”

      Beverly put the steaming dish down on the counter where his sister-in-law, Jenna, was busy making a salad big enough to feed an entire platoon, then shot him an admonishing look.

      “Gabriel Jonathan Byrne, you haven’t been home in over a year—”

      “Eleven months.”

      She tsked. “Don’t interrupt, honey. Didn’t I teach you anything?”

      “You tried, Mom. Not your fault none of it stuck,” his older brother Matt said, walking in with an armful of linens. “Are these the ones you wanted?”

      Beverly nodded, waving him toward the dining room before returning to the task at hand: chastising her middle child. “If your brother wasn’t finally getting married, I’m sure it would have been another year before you managed to make your way back here, Gabriel. Which would be fine if the reason you didn’t make it home was because you were busy starting a family of your own—”

      Matt snorted as he left the room, mumbling something under his breath about pigs flying.

      “—but I worry about you being all alone back in California, honey,” Beverly finished, pointedly ignoring her oldest and his lack of faith in her fondest wish coming true.

      “I’m not alone back in San Diego, Ma,” Gabe said, stealing a slice of mushroom from Jenna’s Olympic pool-sized salad bowl. “I’ve got friends.”

      Jenna smacked his hand and gave him a small smile, but refrained from joining in the conversation.

      “Friends aren’t the same thing,” Beverly insisted, raising her voice to be heard over the sudden stampede of tiny feet as Gabe’s favorite niece and a herd of other mini-Byrnes suddenly came racing through the kitchen. Chrissy Byrne broke off from the pack when she saw Gabe, veering toward him and launching herself into his arms with the total confidence that only a seven-year-old could display.

      Gabe snatched her out of mid-air, laughing as she wrapped herself around him like a little monkey.

      “What happened to all that stealth training we worked on last year, point five?” Gabe asked, tweaking her nose. “I could hear you coming from a mile away.”

      “That’s ’cause I wasn’t trying to be quiet, Uncle G,” Chrissy said, squirming to get out of his arms as the other kids raced out of the room without her. “I was trying to catch Morgan and Jax, and now they’re getting away!”

      “I’m sure Morgan and Jack—”

      “It’s Morgan and Jax,” she corrected him. “Daddy says they’re my second cousins. They flew here with their daddies for Uncle B’s wedding.”

      The kids’ names didn’t ring a bell, but Byrnes had been showing up from all over the place for Brandon and Shane’s wedding.

      “They flew all the way here? How are you going to catch them if they know how to fly?” Gabe asked, winking at her as he set her back down. “Sounds to me like you’re definitely going to need stealth mode.”

      Chrissy giggled. “They can’t really fly, Uncle G. Don’t be silly. They’re only five. And it doesn’t matter if they hear me coming, because I can run fast enough to catch them,” she said, grinning as she took off to do just that.

      “Is it just my imagination, or are there more Byrnes here every time I come home?” he asked, stepping out of the way as his soon-to-be brother-in-law, Shane, came in to set a stack of serving dishes on the counter next to Jenna.

      “We do tend to multiply,” Jenna said, patting her stomach.

      “No shit?” Gabe asked, startled.

      “Gabriel,” his mother hissed, shaking her head. “Language.”

      “You know I’m a lost cause, Ma,” Gabe reminded her, grinning. Profanity had never been acceptable in the Byrne household, but despite having grown up intimately familiar with the taste of soap, Gabe’s dirty mouth was just another way he failed to fit the Byrne-mold. He did try for his mother’s sake, though. Well, sort of. He turned back to his sister-in-law. “You serious, Jenna? You and Matty are pregnant again?”

      Shane laughed as Jenna’s face turned an interesting shade of red at Gabe’s question. “Oh, is your brother planning on going through nine months of swollen ankles and an irrational need for olives with peanut butter, then?” Jenna asked far too sweetly.

      “I would consider rephrasing, Gabe,” Shane warned. “Unless I’m mistaken, Matt gets the blame for this one, not the credit.”

      “Nonsense. More grandbabies are always a blessing, and you just eat whatever you need to, honey” Beverly said, giving Jenna’s shoulders a quick squeeze. “Which reminds me, Shane, didn’t Brandon say that you two were considering adopting someday?”

      “Jesus, Ma,” Gabe said, laughing. “Don’t scare Shane-O away before Brandon gets that ring on him. You’re relentless.”

      “I just want to see all my boys happy,” she said, giving him a pointed look.

      “Don’t expect any grandbabies out of me,” Gabe said, holding up a hand to ward her off. “Lost cause, remember?”

      “In your case, Gabriel, I’d settle for just knowing you had someone to come home to. You can’t tell me that there are no nice girls in California. Not a single one?”

      “None,” he deadpanned.

      Beverly smiled.

      Uh-oh.

      “Well, you’re in luck, because I know for a fact that there will be a few at the wedding tomorrow,” she said, her single-minded focus making Gabe seriously consider taking up Jake’s eye rolling habit. Before Gabe managed to come up with a deflect, though, Beverly turned on Shane, her eyes lighting up. “That reminds me, I don’t think I ever got an RSVP from your friend Elijah.”

      “Eli? He’ll be there,” Shane said. “Did you still want me to bring in those extra chairs from the garage?”

      Beverly nodded. “I’ll come and show you which ones to grab, Shane. Gabriel, you can help, too.” She beckoned Gabe along with her as she bustled out of the kitchen, still talking to Shane. “Do you know if Elijah will be coming alone, or will he have a plus-one?”

      Gabe followed the two of them toward the garage, his mother’s plus-one question giving him an unexpected pang as it reminded him of the RSVP conversation he’d had with Jake. Well, really, just reminding him of Jake, period.

      Damn, Gabe missed him.

      Jake was currently working a series of flights on the East Coast, so even though Gabe had been back in Chicago for a full twenty-four hours, he wouldn’t actually get to see him until the wedding.

      Which, yeah, was the next day, but honestly? Still kinda felt like forever.

      He laughed at himself, shaking his head when his mom turned and gave him an inquiring look. It was stupid to feel like another day was too long to wait since he’d just gutted out more than a month of missing the shit out of Jake, but whatever. Still true.

      “I’m not sure, Mama Bev,” Shane said. And then, when her brow creased, he whipped out his phone. “Should I check?”

      “Oh, please do, honey.”

      They walked into the garage as Shane tapped out a quick text and Beverly pointed them toward a set of chairs that were stacked behind his dad’s latest restoration motorcycle.

      Well, a partial set. Gabe recognized them; they were left over from the dining set they’d had back when he’d been growing up.

      His mom had loved that dining set, and he still felt a twinge of guilt when he thought about how her eyes had welled up with tears when he’d broken one of the chairs. Snapped the leg clean off and cracked the table right down the center when he and the chair had landed on it. Broken wrist or not, though, he still contended that he could have gotten all six stacked on top of each other if she hadn’t walked in on him and made him lose his balance at the wrong moment.

      “No plus-one for Eli,” Shane said, pocketing his phone after a second and picking up two of the chairs. “As far as I know, he’s currently between men.”

      “Oh, good,” Beverly said, her eyes lighting up with a tell-tale glow.

      Gabe laughed, grabbing the last three chairs. “I know that look. Who are you planning on playing matchmaker with now, Ma?”

      She grinned unrepentantly. “Jacob Hansen. You know, Marlene’s son?”

      Gabe tripped. “Of course I know Jakey,” he said, clenching his jaw as he juggled the chairs and recovered his balance. His mother would kill him if he broke another one, especially with a houseful of guests.

      “Oh, that’s right. You do, don’t you, Gabriel? Jacob was at one of our barbecues this summer and mentioned that the two of you ran into each other during one of his San Diego trips.” Beverly turned to Shane. “Do you remember that, Shane? Jacob really seemed to hit it off with Elijah, didn’t he? And I know Marlene would love to see him settled down with a nice boy one of these days.”

      Gabe frowned.

      Shane laughed. “Well, I don’t know if Eli is really the settling down type, Mama Bev, but you never know.”

      “Jesus, Ma, enough with the matchmaking already,” Gabe said, gritting his teeth. “I don’t know this dude, but doesn’t matter. Jakey isn’t the settling down type, okay? Can you please stop trying to set him up all the time?”

      She raised an eyebrow at him. “But I like Jacob, honey. He’s a nice boy, and he deserves someone.” They’d reached the dining room, and she paused in the doorway, tapping her chin thoughtfully. “It would have been fun to have him in the family. It’s too bad your Aunt Trudy’s boys are both taken.”

      “You mean the twins?” Gabe asked, looking around at the clusters of relatives overflowing his parents’ house in an attempt to spot his cousins. “Are they here?”

      Brandon came up behind Shane as they talked, stealing a kiss from his fiancé and taking the chairs out of his hands. “Are who here?”

      “Wes and Ty,” Gabe said. “I saw Aunt Trudy earlier, but didn’t realize they’d come, too?”

      “Wes couldn’t make it, actually,” Brandon said. “But Ty and his husband flew in last night with their kids.”

      Gabe set the chairs he was carrying down by the table, furrowing his brow in confusion as he tried to process that information.

      “Uh, did you say Ty and his husband, Branny?”

      Their cousins lived out near Seattle and he hadn’t seen them in a few years, but as far as he remembered, Wes was the gay twin.

      Brandon nodded, lips twitching in amusement as he watched Gabe’s face. “Guess you can’t help who you fall in love with.”

      “I met the husband—Ivan, I think?—and I’m guessing it must have been that sexy Russian accent,” Shane said, fanning himself. Then, with a wink at Brandon, he hurried to add, “Not that Russian is anywhere near as sexy as your standard Midwestern drawl, of course.”

      Brandon laughed, not even remotely fazed. He and Shane were rock solid.

      “But… Ty?” Gabe repeated, feeling a little shell-shocked. “He’s gay now?”

      He couldn’t wrap his mind around it. Ty—a potty-mouthed soldier who Gabe had always secretly considered his favorite cousin—was about as straight as they came.

      Or at least, that’s what Gabe had always assumed.

      Brandon grinned, clearly enjoying Gabe’s stunned expression. “Happens to the best of us,” he said, winking.

      “Well, I think it’s wonderful that both of Trudy’s boys found love,” Beverly said. “Do you know if Tyler has any single, gay friends in the Chicago area, Brandon? We were just talking about how Jacob Hansen could use a man.”

      “No, we weren’t,” Gabe snapped, her comment jolting him out of his state of shock. “Jakey doesn’t need a man, Ma. Lay off.”

      Beverly flinched at his harsh tone and both Shane and Brandon stared at him in surprise.

      “Sorry,” Gabe said, scrubbing a hand over his face. Shit. That had come out a bit harsh. “I just meant…”

      He wasn’t sure what he’d meant, actually, he just knew that the idea of Jake with anyone else made him want to hit something. And sure, Jake always used to joke around about looking for guys and getting laid, but wasn’t the whole friends-with-benefits arrangement the two of them had specifically designed to scratch that itch?

      Although Gabe had been gone for a while…

      He frowned, his stomach twisting into a sour knot. He’d just assumed Jake wasn’t sleeping with anyone else, but what the fuck did he know? They hadn’t really talked about it, and it wasn’t that he didn’t trust Jake… but trust wasn’t technically relevant, given that Gabe didn’t have any actual claim on him.

      “Oh, honey,” Beverly said, patting his shoulder. “It’s nice of you to look out for your friend, but just because you don’t plan on settling down, don’t assume no one else wants to. Not every man is a commitment-phobe, you know—just look at your brothers—and I’m sure Jacob would enjoy having someone in his life, too.”

      “Jake doesn’t need someone, he’s got me,” Gabe said irritably. “He knows I’ve got his back.”

      “Well, like I said before, honey, friends aren’t the same thing. And I’m sure he could have used some support during Marlene’s illness. Someone who would’ve been there for him while he was exhausting himself taking care of her.”

      Gabe blinked. While Jake had been doing what? Sure, he’d mentioned something a few weeks ago about his mother not feeling well, but the way Gabe’s mom was making it sound, whatever Marlene had gone through was a bigger deal than Jake had let on.

      At least, a bigger deal than he’d let on to Gabe.

      They talked every day… so what was up with that? Weren’t they friends?

      Brandon laughed, shaking his head in mock despair. “Give it up, Mom,” he said. “We all know Gabe just isn’t wired that way. It’s like you’re trying to explain color to a blind man.”

      “Dude, I’m not blind,” Gabe said, knowing he sounded like an ass when Branny was just joking around but totally unable to stop himself. “I can see how the whole ball-and-chain concept works for some people, but getting tied down? No, thank you. I’m just not the type who—”

      “You’re not the type who what, Gabe?” Brandon interrupted, his voice carrying a harder edge than normal as Gabe ripped into the idea of marriage the day before Brandon’s wedding.

      Okay, it was official. Gabe was an ass.

      Brandon pulled his fiancé against his side and gave Gabe a challenging look. “You aren’t the type who wants the first thing you see when you wake up every morning to be the best thing that ever happened to you? You’re not the type who wants to have someone in your life who you can tell absolutely anything to? Someone who knows you’re not perfect, but, for some unfathomable reason, loves you anyway?”

      Gabe scrubbed a hand over his face. “Branny—”

      “What, Gabe? You don’t want to be ‘tied down’ to someone who helps you laugh at all the little things life throws at you, and who gives you a reason you make it through the big ones? Someone who’s always in your corner? Who makes life more beautiful each and every day, just by being in it?”

      Brandon’s rant was making the knot in Gabe’s stomach twist even tighter. He figured he had a big fat apology due, but his brother was clearly on a roll and didn’t want to hear it yet.

      Then Brandon’s voice softened, and even though he kept talking, he’d stopped paying attention to Gabe. “Are you saying that you’re not the type who can ever imagine finding someone whose happiness matters more than your own?” he asked, looking at Shane like Shane was his entire world. “Who deserves more than you can ever give him? Who constantly inspires you to be a better version of yourself, because—even though you don’t know what you did to deserve his love and definitely aren’t worthy of it—nothing matters as much as trying to be, for the rest of your life?”

      Shane pressed his trembling lips together, looking back at Brandon with his face lit up like the sun and dark eyes shimmering with unshed tears.

      “Oh, honey,” Beverly said, swiping at her cheeks as she beamed at Brandon. “I’m so glad you and Shane finally figured out that you were more than friends.” Then she looked at Shane, and her eyes spilled over. “Oh, look at me. You’ll have to excuse me, boys.”

      “Great, now you’ve made Mom and Shane cry, Branny,” Gabe said as she hurried away, kind of hating himself but still spouting off anyway. Because… fuck. Brandon’s words were seriously fucking with him.

      “I’ll make it up to them,” Brandon said, his voice all distracted and mushy and not even sounding slightly irritated at Gabe’s unnecessary snark.

      Brandon’s eyes stayed glued on the man he was about to marry, as if Gabe’s dickish behavior hadn’t even ruffled his feathers, and when Shane leaned in and whispered something in Branny’s ear that made Brandon’s face go all soft and gooey, Gabe had had enough. He muttered something uncharitable and headed back into the kitchen, leaving the two lovebirds alone to coo at each other to their hearts’ content while he stewed on all the shit his brother had just said.

      It was like Branny had been spying on him.

      Like he’d reached right into Gabe’s head and pulled out all the bits and pieces of his friendship with Jakey, then twisted them into something that made it sound like all the things that were perfect between him and Jake were actually a trap, just waiting to spring on him. One that would steal away his independence, hamstring his personal freedom, and lock him into a future that looked exactly like the boring, Midwestern, two-point-five-kids-and-a-minivan-in-suburbia lifestyle that the rest of his family seemed to thrive on.

      “Fuck,” Gabe muttered, heading back toward the kitchen.

      The best thing about Jake was that he wasn’t like that. He never asked Gabe for anything, never tried to hold him back, never slowed him down. On the contrary, Jake kept him on his toes. He was always game to jump in with both feet whenever Gabe suggested anything—whether it was a new brand of habanero sauce or a new sex position—and even when they did shit together that should have been boring, it never really felt that way as long as he got to share it with Jake.

      Don’t you want someone who makes life more beautiful each and every day, just by being in it?

      Gabe leaned against the kitchen doorjamb, watching Matt tease Jenna about her salad-tossing skills as he tried to shake Brandon’s voice out of his head. He knew damn well that Jake didn’t like to be tied down any more than he did… just look at Jake’s career choice. And, sure, they enjoyed each other’s company, but Jake didn’t want the kind of life Gabe’s brothers had.

      Who would?

      Gabe rubbed at his stomach, wishing the damn knot would unravel and stop making him want to puke. What had Branny said? Something about Gabe wanting Jake to be the first thing he saw every morning when he woke up?

      He took a breath, letting it out slowly to try and settle the damn stomach issue as he tried to picture what that would actually be like.

      How stifling it would feel to have Jake in his bed every night.

      How horrifying to get to hear about Jakey’s day in person, instead of racking up all the Skype hours.

      How much it would suck to stop missing Jake so damn much. To actually have him around 24/7.

      “Everything okay, Gabe?” Matty asked, looking up and noticing him in the doorway.

      “Yeah,” Gabe lied. “Peachy.”

      “Then come in here and help us carry this food out to the table,” Jenna said, smiling over at him. “I think your mom is calling everyone in for dinner now.”

      “Sure thing,” Gabe said, grateful for the distraction.

      He’d flown directly home after five straight weeks of the Marine Corps’ special brand of hell, so of course his head wasn’t on straight. Thinking about things that weren’t going to happen—or about how that knot that had been twisting him up so bad had disappeared the minute he started picturing all that settled-down shit with Jakey—was virtually guaranteed to be a bad idea right now. It was important to remember that gooey, sentimental wedding vibes were saturating the air right now, like a flu virus or something.

      It was no wonder Branny’s words had gotten to him; it was basically a disease. And Gabe’s immunity?

      Totally shot due to his own withdrawal pangs after more than a month of no Jake-time.

      Well, any in-person Jake-time, that is.

      Gabe dutifully took a platter from his sister-in-law and carried it into the dining room, his guilt over having been such a dick to his family taking a temporary backseat as memories of Skyping Jake while he’d been out in the field surfaced. He knew he owed his mother and brother an apology, but for the moment, he welcomed the distraction of indulging in a little mental replay action. Because Skyping Jake? Yeah, that had definitely helped ease a few of those withdrawal symptoms while he’d been out in Yuma.

      Not that it could compare to how good it was gonna feel to actually get his hands on all that petal-soft skin again, of course.

      Gabe grinned, the last bit of tension flowing out of him at the thought of seeing Jake again. He was itching to taste Jake’s laughter on his lips, to see Jakey’s eyes light up like fucking magic, the way they always did when Jake looked at him.

      And once Gabe got his Jakey-fix?

      All the shit Brandon had just stirred up in his head would calm the fuck down, and things would go back to normal. Despite what his mother seemed to think, he and Jake would be able to carry on being happy together without anyone having to settle for anything.

      No one had to get tied down, and there wouldn’t be a single ball or chain in sight.

      Gabe smirked, his dick stirring as that particular thought inspired an entirely new image of Jakey into his head.

      At least… not unless Jake decided he wanted to try something kinky.
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      Marlene dabbed at her eyes, squeezing Jake’s hand so hard that he figured it would be out of commission for at least a few days.

      He grinned, leaning over to whisper in her ear. “They haven’t even gotten to the vows yet, Mom. Are you sure you’re going to make it?”

      “Shush, you,” she whispered back, swatting at him and then immediately clutching his hand again as a fresh wave of tears spilled down her cheeks. “Just look at them, Jacob. It’s so plain to see they’re in love. I mean, really, truly in love. It’s beautiful.”

      He looked, but, even though the day was supposed to belong to Brandon and Shane—just like every other time Jake had directed his eyes toward the front of the church since he and his mother had rushed in, late from swinging by to handle a last-minute emergency at her salon—his gaze was immediately drawn like a magnet to Gabe.

      Gabe was one of Brandon’s groomsmen, and between Jake’s recent flight schedule, Marlene’s salon emergency, and Gabe’s duties as a wedding attendant, seeing him standing at the front of the church was the first chance Jake had had to, well, see him.

      Although not, he hoped, his last.

      Gabe would be in town for a few days, and even though they hadn’t made specific plans, Jake really, really hoped that Gabe planned on stealing away from his family for a good portion of that time so Jake could have his way with him.

      Well, or at least for some of the time. He figured he shouldn’t be greedy.

      Even if, really, he was.

      He glanced over at Gabe’s mother as the officiant started talking about the love between the two men standing in front of her. Beverly would probably hate him if she knew how much he really didn’t want to share her son with her right now. But, seriously, Jake’s addiction just seemed to be getting worse the longer he and Gabe were together.

      Or, not together, but… whatever they were.

      “Ow,” he whispered, pulling his mother’s fingernails out of his skin.

      “Sorry, baby,” she said, resting her head on his shoulder and promptly soaking his suit with a fresh wave of tears. Thank God for waterproof mascara. “I just never thought I’d see it, you know?’

      Jake glanced toward the front of the church. Brandon really did look ridiculously happy, and Shane was full-on glowing. Jake smiled, biting his lip. His mom was right; they really were sweet together.

      “You didn’t think Brandon and Shane would make it this far? They’re perfect for each other.”

      “Oh, I know that,” she said quietly, pausing to listen to Shane’s vows with another heartfelt sigh. As soon as Shane slipped the ring on Brandon’s finger, she dried her latest cascade of tears and added, “I meant, I just never thought you’d actually be able to get married, Jacob. You know, to another man. The kind of happiness you can see between those two? You deserve that too, baby, and it just makes me so happy to know that you’ll actually be able to have it someday.”

      Jake’s eyes had skittered over to Gabe again while his mother was talking, and even though Gabe’s own brother had just started saying his vows, Gabe’s attention had stayed on Jake, too. Gabe gave him one of those slow, sexy smiles, looking at him as if the two of them were the only ones in church, and Jake reached for one of his mother’s tissues, suddenly feeling too many things.

      At least he had the wedding and Brandon’s ridiculously loving vows as an excuse for getting so damn emotional.

      “Um, Mom, just because I can get married doesn’t mean that I, well, can,” he said, needing to stay grounded in reality instead of all the things that happened to his heart when Gabe looked at him like that. “You know, I’d still need an actual man of my own.”

      Marlene laughed softly, squeezing his hand. “I didn’t mean you had to do it right now, babycakes,” she said, straightening in her seat and doing some glowing of her own as she watched Brandon and Shane’s first kiss as husbands. “You definitely deserve to have some fun and enjoy your youth. But one of these days? I have no doubt that someone special is going to snatch you up and sweep you off your feet. How could they not, hm? You’re gorgeous, Jacob, inside and out.”

      Oh, God. Really? She had to say stuff like that now, while his heart was feeling all fragile and tenderized from the sweetness of the ceremony, and Brandon and Shane were busy lighting up the room with their radiant happiness, and Gabe was still looking at him like… like…

      Jake took another tissue, blotting his eyes as he did his best not to want all the things that he actually wanted.

      The recessional started, the grooms leading the way back down the aisle as their attendants followed and the noise level swelled in the vast room, filled with congratulatory wishes, the shuffling of feet, and a fair amount of sniffles. Gabe grinned at Jake as he passed by, eyes all warm and sweet like he, too, had gotten caught up in the spillover of his brother’s epic love story.

      And then he winked.

      Marlene’s hand tightened on Jake’s, and she yanked him closer. “That’s Gabe Byrne, isn’t it?” she asked, craning her head around to watch him go. “I haven’t seen him in years, but he definitely filled out nicely, wouldn’t you say, baby? The rear view is excellent.”

      “Oh my God, Mom.”

      Although, hello, yes on all counts. In fact, as hot as Gabe looked today? Jake was pretty proud of himself for not having interrupted the ceremony so he could jump the man. And sure, he’d finally come around on the whole hot-or-not-hot question when it came to Gabe’s preferred white-t-shirt-and-cargo-shirts ensemble, but Gabe in a tux?

      It was almost too much.

      “I’m just saying,” Marlene continued, pulling Jake to his feet as she went up on her tiptoes to try to see over the heads of the wedding guests around them. “He definitely winked in our direction, and unless I’m mistaken, that wink was for you.”

      “We’re friends,” he reminded her, following her out to the aisle so that other guests could exit their row.

      “Close friends?” she pressed, her gaze sharpening as she searched his face.

      Jake opened his mouth to answer, but a pair of ridiculously strong and instantly familiar arms wrapped around him from behind, startling an embarrassing squeak out of him instead… not to mention the effect on other body parts, which was also embarrassing in public.

      And definitely embarrassing in front of his mother.

      Although maybe it was a good thing she was right there, staring at him. If nothing else, it reminded him that this was not the time or place to turn around and wrap every single part of himself around his man in a completely NSFW greeting, no matter how tempting that was after so damn long apart.

      “You planning on answering your mama, Jakey?” Gabe asked, laughter and something else in his voice. Something that sounded suspiciously like the same kind of bubbling happiness that had filled Jake to overflowing the minute he’d walked into the church and caught sight of Gabe. “Are we ‘close friends’?”

      Gabe’s breath tickled the skin just under Jake’s ear, sending a delicious quiver through him, and Jake bit his lip so hard he tasted blood, determined not to moan… or give his mother any other form of matchmaking ammunition… or scare Gabe off by answering that question the way he really wanted to. Instead, he made himself squirm out of Gabe’s arms, heart pounding so hard in his chest that he figured the whole church could hear it.

      “Of course we’re close,” he said, straightening his suit jacket. “The closest.”

      “The closest?” Marlene asked, pouncing on what Jake had meant to be a joke… sort of. She turned to Gabe, eyes lighting up. “You always were my favorite one of Beverly’s sons. Tell me, did you come to the wedding on your own? Are you in town for long? Did you know that eleven percent of married couples met their future spouses at a wedding?”

      “Mom, oh my God,” Jake said, stifling a groan as Gabe laughed and started chatting with his mother as if her blatant innuendo didn’t faze him in the slightest.

      He was standing close enough that Jake could feel the ever-present heat that radiated off his body, and as he talked to Marlene—giving her all that attention that he was so good at showering on people and making her laugh harder than Jake had heard in a long time—he swayed in Jake’s direction.

      Or was it Jake who moved?

      Somehow, though, Gabe’s fingers ending up brushing against the side of his hand. Skimming the inside of his wrist. Curling around the tips of his fingers with a feather-light touch that was definitely not Gabe holding his hand in public… but sort of, almost, kind of made it seem like, at any minute, he might.

      Jake swallowed, wondering if Gabe was torturing him on purpose.

      “There you are, Marlene,” Beverly Byrne said, materializing out of the crowd at Marlene’s shoulder. “Would you mind helping me with a few details before we leave for the reception?”

      “Of course,” Marlene said, winking at Jake before disappearing with Gabe’s mother.

      Gabe’s big hand instantly settled on the small of Jake’s back as he expertly steered him through the crowd toward the side of the church, leaning down to whisper in his ear as they walked.

      “Your mom likes me,” he said, grinning down at Jake. “Must run in your family.”

      “Don’t let it go to your head,” Jake teased, so happy to be with Gabe again that it almost hurt. “You’re male, not unattractive, and not wearing a ring. Now that she’s seen your brother and Shane do it, I think she’s decided she wants to marry me off, too.”

      They’d reached a little alcove, and Gabe paused, turning Jake around bodily to face him.

      Gabe was frowning.

      Oh… shit. Had he actually said that about marriage? Out loud? He’d been feeling a little giddy from his current Gabe-high—busy waiting for Gabe to jump on the so obviously inadequate “not unattractive” comment with one of his cocky comebacks—and he hadn’t even thought to curb his tongue.

      “You’re not planning on letting her actually do that, are you, Jake?” Gabe asked, his hands tightening on Jake’s arms as he stared down at him intently. “Just because some people get married, it doesn’t mean it’s for everyone.”

      “Um,” Jake said, his heart sinking a little.

      “Why do both our mothers get off on playing matchmaker?” Gabe asked, looking back over his shoulder with a grumpy scowl that was—yeah, it was official, Jake was a goner—kind of hot on him. “Is Marlene trying to set you up with Eli?”

      “With who?” Jake asked, crinkling his forehead at the vaguely familiar name. Seriously, though, he was on Gabe-overload, which made it hard to concentrate on other men… or figure out why Gabe was suddenly talking about some other guy when all Jake wanted to do was him.

      “Eli,” Gabe said, sounding a little irritable. “You know, Shane’s friend? He was one of the groomsmen.”

      “Oh, right,” Jake said, even though he still wasn’t sure whether or not he was thinking of the man. But outside her excitement over the wedding, Marlene had actually been pretty low-energy lately. She hadn’t tried to set him up with anyone for at least the last month, so even if Jake was wrong about which groomsman Eli was, the answer was still… “Um, no?”

      Gabe searched his face as if trying to read something more into the answer, but before Jake could figure out what that might be, his attention was snagged by the sight of Beverly and his mother heading their way. Right. Brandon’s wedding wasn’t going to grind to a halt just so that Jake could get his fill of the man he’d been craving like air for the last month.

      Jake cleared his throat. “Speaking of groomsmen, don’t you have to get to the reception?” he asked, determined not to be too selfish with Gabe’s time when Gabe had a whole family whom he’d flown in to see. “Aren’t there more, um, things you have to do? You know, groomsman duties and other brotherly… things.”

      “Eventually,” Gabe said, smiling down at him as the irritated-but-still-sexy scowl lines finally smoothed out from his forehead. “But most of that shit falls on Matty as best man. Why, you trying to get rid of me, Jakey?”

      “No.”

      Jake bit his lip to keep from adding something along the line of Hello, never. In fact, please tell me you were just kidding with the whole marriage not being for everyone comment and that you’ve changed your mind about not wanting to deal with a relationship and have suddenly decided you can’t live without me because you love me, too.

      Gabe raised an eyebrow, and for a horrifying second Jake wondered if he actually had said all that. But no, because Gabe was still smiling down at him instead of running away screaming in terror.

      “That’s good,” Gabe said, his voice doing going all low and sexy in that way that always promised very, very good things in Jake’s immediate future. His smile stretched even wider as his eyes dropped to Jake’s mouth for a moment. “Because I don’t plan on letting you go.”

      He didn’t?

      For what, the day? For the duration of his Chicago visit? Forever?

      Jake swallowed, his hopeless heart starting to race. But before he could decide whether or not he wanted to pursue that line of questioning, Beverly caught sight of them and hurried over, Marlene in her wake.

      “Gabriel, honey, do you need a ride to the reception?”

      “Nope,” he said, dropping his hands from Jake’s arms and shoving them in his pockets. “Thanks, Ma, but I’m with Jakey.”

      “You are?” Jake asked, the butterflies in his stomach doing a happy dance.

      “You are?” Marlene repeated, looking like she’d just won the lottery.

      Gabe grinned.

      “Well, be sure to be quick, honey, okay?” Beverly said, a delicate worry line appearing between her brows. “I want to make sure everything goes smoothly for Brandon and Shane, and we do need you at the reception.”

      “Sure thing. I just need to talk to Jake about something before we head over.”

      “Well, then, I’ll just catch a ride with you, Bev, if that’s okay,” Marlene said, latching onto Beverly’s arm and pulling her toward the exit. As the two women walked away, he heard her ask, “Remind me, is Gabe single?”

      “Oh my God,” Jake muttered under his breath, rolling his eyes. Then, turning back to his man, “Um, what did you want to talk to me about?”

      But instead of answering, Gabe just tugged him even further into the alcove, out of sight of the main church. And then those big hands were on him again… pulling him close and holding him tight… tugging on the back of Jake’s hair to tip his face up… cupping his jaw… skimming across his skin in a possessive, hungry exploration that left him breathless.

      The heat of Gabe’s touch filled him up with all the things he’d missed for the last thirty-seven days, and then Gabe’s mouth found his and reminded him of everything he’d tried not to let himself think about during the ceremony. All the things that Gabe had told him a million different times in a million different ways were never going to happen between the two of them, but that—when Gabe touched him like this, looked at him like he was starving, kissed him like he wasn’t ever going to stop—Jake found it utterly impossible not to let himself hope for, anyway.
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      Jake leaned against Gabe’s side, just tipsy enough to be fucking adorable as the DJ finally pulled his head out of his ass and brought the playlist out of the last century. Not that the old-school music he’d been working with had slowed down the wedding guests at all. The dance floor was packed.

      “You mussed me,” Jake said, sending Gabe an accusing look as he ran a hand through his hair in a vain attempt to fix the damage.

      Gabe grinned. That pout was probably supposed to make him feel bad, but really, it just made him want to drag Jake back to the coat room they’d recently been kicked out of and muss him up some more.

      “If you’re waiting for an apology, Petal, you’re out of luck,” he said, kind of wishing he had another drink in his hands so he’d quit being so damn tempted to put them all over Jake again. “I’m planning on getting you a whole lot more mussed up than this before I’m done with you tonight.”

      Jakey lit up—the sight 100% predictable and just as satisfying—but pressed his lips together tightly as if he honestly thought that hiding his smile might keep Gabe from seeing right through him. Yeah, no… but still cute as fuck.

      “Promises, promises,” Jake said, giving in and letting his smile escape after all. “Is that your way of asking me to go home with you after the reception?”

      “Asking you?” Gabe laughed. “Jakey, quit playin’. You know there’s no way I’m giving you up tonight.”

      Gabe tried to remember what time Brandon had said he and Shane were leaving to catch the flight for their honeymoon. Soon, he hoped. Not that Gabe wasn’t having a good time at the reception, but it was also kind of hell to have Jake back within arm’s reach after so long and still not be able to do what he wanted with him.

      And not just the sex that he most definitely planned on having later that night, but… all of it.

      The whole damn wedding was full of couples who were all over each other, and it sucked to be surrounded by it but not be able to do the same with Jake. It was one thing to flirt with him the way the two of them always had, or to joke around with Marlene and all her not-so-subtle matchmaking, but if he actually got all touchy-feely in public the way he was tempted to? He couldn’t even imagine what his family would think.

      Well, yeah, he could imagine it, actually… so best to practice some self-restraint and avoid confusing things.

      His cousin Ty strolled past talking to Jenna and Matt, but broke off his conversation when he saw Gabe and headed toward him with a grin.

      “Hey, Gabe,” Ty said, transferring his drink to his other hand and throwing one arm around Gabe’s shoulders in a quick half-hug. He turned to smile at Jake. “I don’t think we’ve met. I’m Ty, from the better-looking branch of the Byrne family.”

      Better looking? Gabe snorted.

      Jake, though, smiled back at Ty—far too widely, in Gabe’s opinion—and held out his hand. “Nice to meet you, Ty. I’m Jake—eep!”

      Gabe yanked Jakey closer to his side, narrowing his eyes at Ty.

      “Dude, no threat,” Ty said, laughing as he held his hands up in a surrender gesture. “I’m happily married, remember? Not trying to steal him away, just sayin’ hello.”

      Gabe let go of Jake, feeling a little flustered. “No, I was just, uh…”

      He scrubbed a hand over his face, not quite sure how to end that sentence. Despite having had a few drinks, he felt on edge rather than mellow. And of course Ty wasn’t moving in on Jake, but damn if all Gabe’s family’s recent talk about setting Jake up with someone hadn’t started to get to him.

      He was definitely going to need to talk to Jake later and just double-check that they were both still on the same page about things.

      Ty raised an eyebrow, his cocky grin a sure sign that he didn’t plan on letting Gabe off the hook. “You were ‘just, uh’ what, Gabe?” he asked, shamelessly goading him… exactly like he’d always done when they’d been kids. “Pissing on your boyfriend to mark your territory?”

      “Gabe was just trying to get me out on the dance floor, I’m sure,” Jake said, coming in for the save.

      Gabe grinned, kinda loving that Jakey always had his back, too. Except… dance? He snorted, shaking his head. Yeah, no.

      Jake grabbed his hand anyway, tugging him toward the floor. “Hello, it’s a gay wedding. No one is going to look twice at two guys dancing together, Gabe. Come on.”

      Gabe dug in his heels. That wasn’t really the problem. “You know I don’t dance, Petal.”

      “Oh, that’s not what I remember,” Jake said, giving him a wicked smile that made him want to forget all about waiting on Brandon and Shane to leave first and just cut out of the reception right here and now.

      “That wasn’t dancing, Jakey,” Gabe said, tugging Jake close again and forgetting all about Ty watching as his dick started to swell a little at the memory. “That was you driving me crazy.”

      “So that’s a yes, then?” Jake asked grinning up at him.

      A yes? Wait, no. Not to dancing.

      Gabe dropped his hand.

      Disappointment flashed across Jake’s face, the expression almost too fleeting for Gabe to catch before Jake tipped his chin up with a challenging look. “Well, I’m going to be dancing, at least,” he said. “You can join me or not, Gabe. Your choice.”

      Jake spun on his heel, and… was he actually swinging his ass? The little shit. He was trying to taunt him, wasn’t he? Gabe almost grinned, but then Jake disappeared onto the crowded dance floor, and Gabe’s expression morphed into a scowl. He didn’t like the sight of Jake walking away from him one bit.

      Or the feeling that it was his own damn fault for letting that happen.

      Ty smacked him. “What the fuck, Gabe? Go dance with your man. He’s right, you don’t have to look over your shoulder here.”

      “What are you talking about?” Gabe asked, shifting position until he caught sight of Jake again.

      He was laughing at something Shane was saying out on the dance floor, looking happy and flirty and fucking gorgeous. Vaguely, a part of Gabe’s brain registered that he’d need to correct Ty about the nature of his and Jakey’s relationship, but… later. He was currently having trouble doing anything but watch the way Jake was moving to the music. Honestly, it was a hell of a lot tamer than the last time he’d seen Jake dance, but damn… still sexy enough to make Gabe’s hands itch with the need to touch him.

      “Look, I get it,” Ty said. “No one gives a shit when you’re with a girl. But getting a little frisky with your man in public? Not gonna lie, the weight of all those extra eyeballs takes some getting used to.”

      Gabe frowned, his cousin’s misinterpretation finally pulling his attention off Jake. Because, what? Ty thought Gabe wasn’t dancing because of some kind of gay thing? Although… fine, he’d admit that there might be a little truth to what Ty had said. Even if Gabe wasn’t, strictly speaking, actually gay himself—despite enjoying the benefits that came with being open-minded in that direction when it came to Jake, of course—it did feel a little weird sometimes to get the gay-stink-eye from people when he was hanging with Jake.

      But that wasn’t the reason he’d said no to dancing… was it?

      His eyes drifted back to the dance floor where Shane’s friend Eli was currently blocking his view, dancing with some dude who was, thankfully, not Jake. The whole floor was full of guy-on-guy action, mixed with a bunch of other combinations, too, but, yeah, like Jake had said, the gay couples definitely weren’t drawing any extra attention. Why Ty would think that was an issue for Gabe was beyond him.

      “Look, Ty, I don’t have a problem with—”

      “Bullshit,” Ty said, interrupting Gabe’s denial. “The way you were looking at your Jake? If you didn’t, you’d already be out there.”

      “Dude, my own brother is—”

      “Dude, so is mine. But it’s still different when you’re on the receiving end, and you know I’m not talking about whatever you may or may not do in the bedroom.”

      “Jesus, Ty,” Gabe said, laughing despite himself. Yeah, he’d never gone there, but… “You know damn well I’ve never had a problem with anyone being gay.”

      “With other people being gay, you mean. But dude, for real, get over it. Especially here. You really think you’re gonna hold onto him for long if you keep letting him down like that? Like your boyfriend said, it’s a gay wedding, so go get your gay on.”

      Gabe opened his mouth to argue, because yeah no. Ty had everything all wrong. But then he heard Jake laugh, the sound cutting through all the chatter of the reception and the finally decent music the DJ was playing, and it distracted him.

      Pulled at him.

      Made him want—as always—to be right there next to him.

      He’d just spent the last five weeks counting down the days until he could get Jake in his arms again—until he could be the one to make him laugh like that—and Ty was right about one thing, at least. Not dancing with him because of what other people might think was a dick move. If anyone got the wrong idea and thought it meant more than it did, well, Gabe would just have to deal with that another time.

      Because right now?

      Like Ty had said, it was a gay wedding, and it was time for Gabe to get his gay on.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “What’s up with the hotel? I figured you’d be staying at your parents’ place,” Jake said as Gabe fumbled with the room key.

      Probably be easier if he used his other hand, but nope. Jakey was currently plastered against his side, and Gabe wasn’t going to do a single damn thing that might interfere with that state of affairs.

      “There are too many Byrnes in town,” Gabe told him, grinning down at Jake as the door’s light finally clicked over to green. “No spare beds.”

      “They couldn’t make room for the prodigal son?” Jake asked, stumbling as he entered the dark room. He tripped over Gabe’s duffel bag, and Gabe scooped it off the floor and tossed it onto the little desk near the door.

      Seemed like a good excuse to catch Jakey around the waist to keep him from falling while he was at it.

      He pulled Jake’s back against his front, using the opportunity to start undoing the buttons on Jakey’s cute little pink dress shirt. He needed access to Jake’s addictive, petal-soft skin, and he needed it fast.

      “I’m sure I could’ve found an empty couch if I’d had to,” Gabe said, hands too busy with their mission of getting Jake naked to bother with finding the room’s light switch. “But that wouldn’t have worked.”

      “You didn’t want a couch?” Jake asked, letting his head fall back on Gabe’s shoulder, exactly like he had the first time they’d danced. Which had been hands-down way more erotic than the dancing Gabe had just done with Jakey at the reception… but having Jake in his arms at his brother’s wedding?

      For some reason, that had turned Gabe on even more than what they’d done at the club.

      “I didn’t want a couch,” he said, finally slipping Jake’s shirt off and leaning down to nip at the side of his neck. “I wanted you.”

      Jake caught his breath, the small sound instantly taking Gabe from the semi he’d been sporting ever since they’d left the reception to rock-hard. And then—when Jake let that breath out again in a sexy little gust that was half-laugh, half-moan—Gabe’s eager dick managed to do the impossible and get even harder.

      “Well, I’m definitely all yours,” Jake said, trying to turn and face him.

      But nope.

      Not that Gabe didn’t enjoy that, too, but right now? He ground against Jake’s sweet little ass, holding him in place. This position was really working for him.

      “Jesus, I missed you,” he whispered, simultaneously wanting to hurry up and fuck him, and keep holding him just like this, forever. Keep running his hands over all that smooth skin; memorizing the taught contours of Jake’s flat stomach all over again, and the slight curve of his chest… the lines of his throat… the feather-soft dusting of hair that surrounded his sensitive nipples.

      Jake moaned, reaching back to grab onto Gabe’s hips as he rocked against him.

      “I think you mean your dick missed me,” he said, sounding breathless.

      “Yeah,” Gabe agreed, making quick work of Jake’s belt. He needed more skin. More Jake. “That, too.”

      Earlier, he’d kind of thought that maybe they’d go slow, spend all night fucking, see if he couldn’t drive Jake as crazy as Jake had made him out on the dance floor. But the way Jake felt now, pressed up against him?

      Slow wasn’t gonna happen.

      Jake laughed breathlessly, squirming against him as he did his best to help Gabe get him naked. Gabe knew damn well he was making that process harder by refusing to let go of him; he fucking couldn’t though.

      He needed Jake like air.

      He slid a hand down Jake’s chest, kind of loving the way the room’s darkness sharpened his other senses. It had been more than a month since he’d touched Jake, and even before that, they hadn’t really fucked enough times that his body should have felt this familiar.

      But it did.

      Jake’s erection bumped against the back of his hand, and Jake whimpered, wiggling in an obvious attempt to get Gabe to do something about it.

      Gabe grinned, more than happy to oblige. He couldn’t get enough of how Jake moaned as he thrust eagerly into his hand. How he let his whole body just sort of melt against him, telling Gabe without words how badly he wanted this, too. The way Jake was always so fucking responsive was the sexiest thing Gabe had ever experienced, and knowing he was the one who’d caused it? It was addictive.

      Gabe was suddenly overcome with the desperate desire to do even more.

      To taste him.

      Jake gave unbelievable blow-jobs, but Gabe… Gabe had never returned the favor.

      Ty’s comments from earlier crashed around in his brain, bumping up against the truth. Gabe had never sucked Jakey off, and he’d definitely never considered being on the receiving end when they fucked.

      Gabe’s arm tightened around Jake’s chest, his hand going still on Jake’s cock for a moment. Shit… had he been letting him down?

      He had no problem with PDA as a general rule, but even though Jake fucking glowed from the slightest bit of attention, Gabe had held himself back from giving it to him the way he deserved—the way Gabe wanted to—unless it was in private. And even there, if he was honest with himself, he’d sorta avoided all the gayest parts of gay sex, because, well, he wasn’t gay.

      Except for the fact that he was about to fuck another man, of course.

      And, really, the only thing gayer than that was…

      Being in love.

      With another man.

      With Jake.

      Gabe’s hand tightened reflexively around Jake’s cock, earning another one of those sexy, needy little whimpers that he knew for sure he’d never get enough of, and the truth shot through him like a rifle blast.

      Holy shit. He was in love with Jake.

      How had that happened?

      Jake moved, grinding back against Gabe’s erection. Heat spiked through his core, his cock throbbing in joy at the proximity of its soulmate, and the pure lust that swept through him jolted him out of his moment of shock. He was gonna have to figure out the love thing later, because right now?

      “Fuck me,” Jake said, clearly on the same page with priorities as he leaned back against Gabe in total surrender. “Oh, God. Please say you’re going to fuck me now, Gabe. I need you so much.”

      “Yeah,” Gabe said, all the extra layers of wanting in his voice sounding thick and foreign to his ears as he reached between them to fumble with the zipper on his pants. “Lube’s in the bag, Jakey.”

      Jake bent forward as Gabe finally freed his cock, rooting around in the duffle bag and then handing back a condom and the tube of lube a moment later. He was trapped between Gabe and the hotel room’s small desk, and Gabe pushed him farther down over it, more than happy to utilize that particular resource.

      Fucking Christ. His eyes had adjusted enough to the room’s darkness to make out the shape of Jake’s body in front of him. How many times had he pictured Jake exactly like this while he’d been away? His hand was actually fucking shaking with how badly he wanted him as he tore open the condom and covered himself.

      Jake gave an eager, happy little sigh as Gabe snapped open the lube and reached slick fingers toward his hole. The sound of that soft puff of air was indescribably sexy, and when Jake spread his legs apart to let Gabe in, to let him have his way… just like he always did, Gabe swallowed hard, something hot and urgent rising in his chest that had nothing and everything to do with the way his cock was throbbing so urgently, trapped between them as Gabe fingered him.

      Jake never held anything back with him, and sex with him was fucking transcendent.

      At first, Gabe had sort of thought that it was maybe the novelty of the whole gay thing… or maybe the way Jake’s tight little ass took the sport of fucking to a whole new level… or, maybe, that the way being inside Jake felt like a fucking miracle was just due to an accident of biology, the luck of finding someone whose body fit with his like it had been designed by a higher power for just that purpose.

      But now he wondered if it wasn’t any of those things. If it was just… Jake.

      “Do you know how much I love this?” Gabe asked, one hand pressing down on the small of Jake’s back as he worked him open with the fingers of his other one.

      “You love… what?” Jake asked, his breath already coming in the short, panting little gasps that told Gabe his skills in the ass-navigation department were on point.

      “This,” Gabe said, closing his eyes in the darkened room and just feeling. Feeling all Jake’s heat… and the little quivers inside him as Gabe’s fingers slid in and out… and the way his thighs shook a little, the tiny tremors moving through both of them… and the warmth of his back under Gabe’s palm, settled in the spot that belonged to it.

      He felt like he already knew Jake’s body by heart, almost as if he was more aware of it than his own. Was that a love thing?

      “I love all of this, Petal. You,” he said without thinking. Then his eyes popped open, a little surge of adrenaline making his hand shake at the inadvertent confession. He pulled his fingers out, rushing in quickly to do some verbal damage control as he lined his cock up with Jake’s entrance. “You… love it too, right? I mean, I love fucking you… Jesus, Jake, do you have any idea how much I love fucking you? It’s been too damn long since I’ve been inside you.”

      “Oh, God… yes,” Jake panted, pushing his perfect little ass back against Gabe’s cock. “Please, Gabe… please. I need you.”

      Gabe was already there. Already pushing inside him, past the tight ring of muscle that always felt so damn good as it grabbed his dick, and then deeper, inch by agonizingly sensitive inch; groaning in ecstasy as Jake’s body welcomed him in like it had been waiting for him.

      Like he belonged there.

      Jake let out a long, low moan, pushing back to take even more… to take all of him.

      “Oh, fuck,” Gabe gasped, leaning over Jake’s back as he finally bottomed out.

      He wrapped his arms around Jake’s waist, burying his face against the warmth of his neck for a minute as he tried to get ahold of himself. It felt like fucking heaven, so good that it was making him want to say all sorts of things that he wasn’t even remotely ready to deal with. But then—thank God—Jakey moved, squirming under him and shooting another round of in-fucking-credible sensation through his dick, and it eclipsed all the emotional shit and refocused Gabe on the task at hand.

      “Oh my God, Gabe,” Jake gasped, sounding just as desperate to get on with it as Gabe suddenly felt. “Please. I missed this so much.”

      Gabe straightened up, rocking back to slide out for some sweet, sweet friction as he let his hands roam all over Jake’s gorgeous body for a second. Then Jake begged him to hurry again, and he grabbed onto Jake’s hips for leverage and thrust forward, burying himself exactly where he wanted to be. Again. And again.

      His dick was in pure, literal heaven.

      He slowed himself down, though, letting his hands play over the smooth lines of Jake’s hips, palm the round flesh of his ass, trace the heat of his crease down until he touched his own cock, sliding in and out of that perfect little hole. Jake was right there with him, rocking back to take every one of his thrusts, spreading open wider to bring them closer together. But Gabe knew him. Knew all his sex sounds. Knew the way his breath changed as he got more and more excited. Knew the feel of every inch of his body when it tightened with pleasure.

      And he could tell that he wasn’t giving Jakey everything he needed yet.

      He pulled him closer, shifting his stance to get a better angle and then driving forward again. And there it was. That gorgeous, whimpering little moan that told him his dick had finally landed right where Jake needed it.

      “Ohhhhh,” Jake gasped. “Fuck yessssssss.”

      Gabe grinned, heat pooling behind his balls and cock swelling, throbbing, as Jake’s pleasure ramped up his own. He ran his hands over Jake’s skin, heated now and covered with a thin sheen of sweat that made the whole room smell like sex. He wanted all of him. Everything.

      “Oh fucking God, Gabe,” Jake panted. “Please… please… I need this.”

      “Yeah,” Gabe said, feeling exactly the same.

      Every single one of the things that colored Jake’s voice rose up inside him, too, and he set up a hard, fast rhythm that he knew from experience was what Jake was asking for. What they both needed. He closed his eyes, his world narrowing down to just one thing: Jake.

      And getting him there first.

      “Oh, fuck yeah,” he gasped when Jake’s moans turned into fast, whimpering cries, egging him on like some kind of acoustic aphrodisiac. “You’re gonna need to come fast, Jakey. It’s been too… fucking… long. Jesus. You feel incredible.”

      Jake moaned even louder, starting to jerk himself off as Gabe’s hips snapped forward, again and again, driving them both toward the edge. Gabe gritted his teeth, every thrust feeling impossibly better than the last, and wondered where the fuck all his stamina had gone. He knew for a fact that he should be able to fuck Jake all night… he’d done it before… he definitely planned on doing it again. But this time?

      It felt unbelievable.

      Too good.

      And with Jake’s escalating moans spurring him on, he couldn’t have stopped if he’d tried. Hell, he couldn’t even have slowed down. Jake’s ass felt like it was gonna take him to the kind of paradise that there was no coming back from, and even though there was no way he was going to let himself go before Jakey got his, Gabe could already feel his balls pulling up tight against his body… feel the heat rushing up his thighs… a delicious tension swirling low in his stomach, tighter and tighter as it made his lower back tingle with the kind of electric jolts that promised an orgasm that was gonna fucking wreck him.

      “Oh fuck, Jakey… fuck,” he groaned, the feel of Jake’s body starting to tighten up around him making him start to lose control. “Are you—”

      “Yes,” Jake moaned, starting to shake inside and out with the gorgeous, shuddering release that Gabe had been waiting for. “Oh, God. Yes. I’m coming, Gabe. I’m coming.”

      And then Gabe was, too, fucking Jakey right through it as he let loose with some kind of primal roar, his own orgasm sweeping through him like a goddamn tsunami. His vision blacked out for a second, his cock emptying itself so hard and fast that it almost made him dizzy, and when his knees gave out a moment later, he almost wondered whether or not it had actually killed him.

      And if so? He definitely needed to hurry up and revive so he could die that particular death again.

      “Jesus, Jakey,” he whispered hoarsely, throat feeling a little raw from the whole warrior shout thing at the end there.

      He leaned forward, wrapping his arms around Jake and pressing a kiss onto his shoulder… then another in the dip of his spine… and then against that sweet softness on the side of his neck.

      “Jesus,” he said again, trying to catch his breath. “I don’t think I have anything left.”

      Jake laughed. “Same,” he said, warm and boneless and perfect as he sprawled across the desk underneath Gabe.

      But for Gabe? That wasn’t exactly true.

      Now that his dick had been satisfied, there were actually still all sorts of things left inside him… things that he’d just recently discovered and didn’t quite know what to do about. Things that he’d really never expected to have to deal with and wasn’t at all sure he knew how to handle. Things that—when they both finally found the will to move and Jake led him into the shower and took Gabe to heaven all over again—he worried were going to fuck up their friendship beyond repair.

      Because love?

      If his Byrne-genes ran true, it was going to be an irreversible condition.
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        Jake

      

    
    
      Marlene’s car was in the driveway when Jake got back from dropping Gabe off at the airport, and he felt a little frisson of worry as he parked behind it. It was early enough that she should still be at the salon, shouldn’t she?

      He’d tried to tone down his constant questions about her health over the last couple of months, suspecting that they were stressing her out more than helping, but now that the excitement of the Byrne-Allen wedding was over she definitely seemed more tired than usual.

      He turned off the car and nibbled on his lip, trying to convince himself he was being the overprotective worry-wart that she’d laughingly accused him of. Before he managed to make himself believe it, though, his phone rang.

      It was Betty from his mother’s salon. Shit.

      “Hey, Betty,” he answered, trying to sound upbeat. “Are you calling to remind me that it’s time to touch up my highlights?”

      “Sorry, Sweetie,” she said. “I just wanted to check on your mom. Are you home?”

      “Just got here,” he said, pulling the keys from the ignition and heading toward the house. “She went home early again, didn’t she?”

      Betty sighed. “I don’t want to worry you, Jacob, and we both know she hates us fussing over her, but I was Googling some things on WebMD—”

      “Oh God, Betty,” Jake interrupted, laughing despite the tight band of fear that was suddenly constricting his chest. “You know that each and every possible symptom you type into that thing is going to come back with the same answer. It’s like the Kevin Bacon game, but with canc…”

      He coughed, the C-word catching in his throat.

      “I know, Jacob,” Betty said, sighing. “But she’s been so pale lately, other than the bruising, and—”

      “More bruising?” he asked, cutting her off. He hadn’t noticed any recently, but it was winter. Long sleeves and turtlenecks could hide a lot, and unlike some people in the Hansen household, he actually knocked and waited before entering her bedroom.

      A customer’s voice sounded in the background, and Betty sighed. “Just let me know if she’s okay, will you?” she asked.

      “Will do,” Jake said, signing off. He pushed open the front door, pocketing his phone.

      Marlene was slumped on the couch, eyes closed and still wearing her coat.

      Jake’s heart leapt into his throat. “Mom…”

      She opened her eyes, giving him a weak smile that was definitely a relief to see… but not enough of one.

      “Hey, baby. Did you get your man dropped off at the airport alright?”

      Jake didn’t have the energy to argue about what his relationship status with Gabe may or may not be. He plopped down next to her on the couch, grabbing her hands and pushing her sleeves up without waiting for permission.

      Yep, more bruising. Something wasn’t right, and there was no way he could keep telling himself that he believed the Zumba excuse.

      Shit.

      His stomach clenched tight, and for a second, he felt about six years old. Marlene was all he had. Losing her was unthinkable, and no less terrifying of a thought for having ridden the whole fear rollercoaster once before.

      “Mom, I want you to make an appointment with Doc Patel, and this time, I’m going to come with you, okay?”

      She shook her head, eyes welling up with tears as she tried to pull her hands away.

      Jake held on tight, taking a deep breath and forcing his own nerves to calm the fuck down… or at least tucking them away where they wouldn’t bother him for a while so he could avoid melting down while he had to be strong. His mother was obviously just as scared as he was, but he was fully prepared to be a hard-ass on this. She wasn’t the only stubborn one in their little two-person family.

      He pulled out his phone, quickly scrolling through the contacts and hitting the call button for Dr. Patel’s office. As soon as it started ringing, he held it out to her.

      “Whatever he says, we’ll deal with it together, okay, Mom?” he said, trying to sound tougher than he actually felt. “I can’t do us against the world if you’re not around to be the other part of us.”

      “Unfair, Jacob,” she said. She was staring at his phone like it was about to bite her, and when she didn’t reach for it, he put it in her hand himself, wrapping her fingers around it and giving them a squeeze.

      “It is unfair,” he agreed. “Cancer is totally, completely the biggest goddamn bitch of unfair in the whole wide world, Mom. But you’ve still got to find out what’s going on. You need to find out if there’s something… anything, um, wrong. And if there is, Doc Patel needs to tell us what we can do about it.”

      Her lip started trembling, but then he heard a tinny voice come on the other end of the line, and Marlene sighed, looking defeated. Her eyes welled up with tears again, but she raised the phone to her ear, brushing them away as she nodded.

      She gave her name and then covered the mic for a second, looking up at him. “Okay, baby,” she said, her voice only shaking a little bit, “But just for the record? I really hate that bitch.”

      Jake laughed, a little of the weight easing from his chest as she turned her attention back to the call and scheduled the appointment. He dried his own eyes on his sleeve, then wrapped an arm around her shoulders, giving her a hug that was as much for his comfort as hers.

      “I hate her too, Mom,” he said, meaning it with all his heart. “I really, really do.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Jake had been staring at Gabe’s message for at least ten minutes, and his lip was starting to feel raw from all the nibbling he’d done as he tried to talk himself out of answering “yes” to the last part.

      
        
        Just got home. You wore me out, Petal. :-) Gotta be on base at 0500, so I think I’m going to turn in early… unless you need me?

        

      

      The idea of having someone to unload all his fears on was unbelievably tempting, but no matter which way he looked at it, Jake couldn’t fool himself into thinking that that was the kind of thing Gabe had meant with his “need me” comment. Just because Gabe liked to fuck him didn’t mean he wanted Jake to come crying on his shoulder whenever life was shitty… especially when Gabe had clearly stated that he had sleep to catch up on.

      Jake sighed, shoving his phone back in his pocket before he gave in and did something he’d regret. Best to keep it out of sight where he wouldn’t accidentally slip and reach for something that wasn’t there, because he definitely wasn’t in the best frame of mind to make the most rational of decisions right now. He still felt sort of turned inside out from the little cry-fest he’d had with his mother after she’d finally gotten her appointment scheduled at Dr. Patel’s office. They’d gotten her booked for some tests just two days from now. It would mean trading away his next San Diego run so he could go with her, and Jake wasn’t sure if he was relieved that it was going to happen so quickly or concerned that the doctor’s office had obviously thought his mother’s symptoms warranted getting her in as soon as possible.

      After they’d both cried themselves out, Jake had made her dinner and done his best to stay upbeat, but as soon as she’d gone to bed—early, again—all the strength he’d been faking for her had deserted him, and now he sort of felt like a deflated balloon. Too worn out to actually be sad or scared anymore, but also kind of empty… and very, very much alone.

      But none of that was Gabe’s problem.

      Jake pulled his phone out without meaning to, staring blindly at the screen again for a few minutes before realizing that he had to at least send some kind of reply to Gabe’s message. As if they were psychically connected or something, Gabe pinged him at that very moment:

      
        
        Jakey? Everything good there? Don’t leave me hanging without at least a good night or you’re gonna make me go through some serious withdrawal over here ;-)

        

      

      Jake’s lip quirked up, a warm feeling spreading through his chest, replacing at least a little of the numbness. Even if they were just friends, the way Gabe always made him feel like he mattered to him was really nice. He pressed his lips together tightly, the thought making his throat close up—physically ache from the pressure of holding in more unshed tears.

      God, he was a total basket case tonight.

      He swiped at his eyes, taking a breath. He could have sworn he’d already used up his entire supply of tears, but apparently not. And as much as he’d hated saying goodbye to Gabe earlier? It was probably for the best that he’d left when he had. Jake just wasn’t up to being the kind of company that Gabe preferred right now.

      Gabe was always telling him how much he loved the fact that they always had fun together. He said that Jake reminded him of San Diego… always sunny.

      Well, not at the moment.

      He tapped out a quick reply and hit send before he could mess things up by giving Gabe a reason to go looking for perfect weather somewhere else.

      
        
        I’m going to bed early, too, Gabe. Good night!

        

      

      His phone pinged almost immediately.

      
        
        Good night, Petal. :-)

        

      

      And then it pinged again.

      Jake stared, his tears momentarily forgotten. Then he tilted his phone to the side, squinting at the small shape on his screen.

      Had Gabe actually just sent him a heart emoji?

      On purpose?

      Had it been the emoji-equivalent of a butt-dial?

      Gabe did smiley faces and winky faces and this weird-looking, sort of crazy-eyed face that Jake always imagined meant something like “WTF?!” and—at random intervals for no reason Jake had ever understood—sometimes Gabe sent him a cactus-emoji… but he’d definitely for sure never sent a heart before.

      What did it mean?

      Jake stared harder, but yep, it still looked like a heart. He huffed out a breath, his emotions too raw to deal with trying to figure it out on his own. He pulled up his message thread with Blair.

      
        
        Gabe just sent me a heart… WTF?

        

      

      Blair answered right away:

      
        
        Please tell me it didn’t arrive in a box, warm and still beating. Because I don’t care how hot he is, sorry. That’s a total deal breaker.

        

      

      Jake laughed, shooting back a quick:

      
        
        Gross.

        

      

      But then he slapped a hand over his mouth, glancing toward the stairs. Not that his mother would be able to hear him from all the way up in her room, especially if she was already asleep… but that train of thought just made more of his apparently bottomless supply of tears well up and spill over again, washing away the brief moment of lightheartedness.

      
        
        I’m afraid Mom’s cancer might be back.

        

      

      Blair didn’t answer quite as quickly this time. Then, after a minute, Jake’s phone rang.

      “Are you serious?” Blair asked as soon as Jake answered, the sound of muffled music playing in the background.

      “Are you at a club?”

      “Don’t change the subject. Jake, oh my God. Is she okay?”

      “I don’t know,” Jake said truthfully, sucking in a shuddering breath. “She’s been… not great lately. She’s going in for some testing on Friday.”

      There was the distinct sound of a door closing from Blair’s end of the call, cutting off the music, and then he asked, “You’re going with her for the testing, right? Do you want me to fly out?”

      And… great. More waterworks.

      Jake swiped at his face a few times, then gave up. It wasn’t like Blair hadn’t heard him lose it before. Still, he knew that Blair had been having shit luck with finding a replacement roommate ever since Jake had left San Francisco, and despite a total lack of complaint on Blair’s end, Jake knew money was tight for him at the moment. No way could he afford to cut his schedule just to fly out and hold Jake’s hand, but he still loved Blair for offering.

      “I’ll be fine. Thanks, though. Seriously.”

      “How about Mr. Heart-in-a-box?” Blair asked. “Will he be there with you?”

      Jake tried to laugh, but somehow it came out sounding more like something between a sniffle and a sob.

      “Oh my God, what?” Blair asked, immediately pouncing on the sound.

      “I think I’m getting a cold,” Jake lied, clearing his throat. “And I don’t know what the heart was about, Blair, but it’s not like that with Gabe. You know that.”

      “I do?”

      “Well, I mean, I do.”

      “You do?”

      Jake rolled his eyes. Was Blair just being difficult?

      “We are talking about your Hot Marine, right?” Blair asked. “I’m not getting him confused with some other Gabe who you talk to on a daily basis, fly down to visit every chance you get, and—if I’m not mistaken—fuck the brains out of in some kind of monogamous sex scandal arrangement that I’d be jealous of if I didn’t think it sounded boring as hell?”

      Jake blinked. “Um, no? I mean, we’ve never talked about being exclusive.”

      “Oh? When was the last time you fucked anyone else?”

      “Um, I mean—”

      “That’s what I thought,” Blair interrupted, as if Jake had actually agreed with him. “And assuming it didn’t actually arrive all bloody and disgusting and gift-wrapped like something out of a slasher movie, hearts aren’t all that hard to interpret, Jake. Clearly the guy is sprung on you, but for real, if he can’t be there for you when you need him, I don’t care how magical his cock is, you might want to move on.”

      “No,” Jake blurted, a pang shooting through his own much-too-easy-to-interpret heart at the idea. “I mean, it’s really not like that, Blair.”

      Jake chewed on his lip for a minute, trying to figure out how to explain himself.

      “Oh, sweetie,” Blair said after an extended moment of silence. He let out a laugh that sounded more like a sigh, and then proceeded to prove that he knew Jake well enough that Jake didn’t have to worry about explaining himself after all. “You didn’t ask him to come, did you?”

      “Of course not,” Jake said, a lump the size of a 747 in his throat. “Gabe can’t just hop on a plane anytime he wants and—”

      “And,” Blair interrupted again. “You didn’t even tell him you needed him, did you? Does he even know Marlene is sick again?”

      Jake’s eyes welled up all over again, but he was worn out from wiping away all the tears, so he just closed them and slumped against the back of the couch and let them come. God, he was a mess.

      “I’m going to take that silence as a no,” Blair said, sighing again.

      “Gabe doesn’t really know she was sick in the first place,” Jake admitted with a watery laugh. “I mean, hello. Is that supposed to be my new pickup line? For a good time, call 555-my-mom’s-got-cancer?”

      Blair laughed. “I definitely don’t think you want to hook up with the kind of guys who would go for that line, but seriously, Jake, maybe before you decide that this one doesn’t want to be there for you, you can think about giving him the chance to be?”

      Jake shook his head, even though he knew Blair couldn’t see him. Gabe was the best thing in his life; no way was he going to risk driving him away.

      A loud blast of music sounded through the phone, accompanied by clearly drunken laughter and the voice of someone badgering Blair to come back to the party. Blair laughed, telling whoever it was to fuck off, and Jake knew for sure that as much as Blair loved a good time, he’d stay on the phone with him all night if Jake needed him to.

      “It’s okay. Go have fun, Blair,” Jake said. “I’ve got to get to bed anyway.”

      He hadn’t actually meant it earlier when he’d told Gabe he was going to go to bed early, but now? He was suddenly exhausted.

      “You sure, sweetie?” Blair asked. “Because for real, there is absolutely nothing here that deserves my attention.”

      Jake laughed at Blair’s emphasis on the word “nothing” and the answering, extremely-explicit response from whoever was there with him.

      “I’m totally sure,” Jake said, not even lying. Even though nothing had really changed—Jake was still scared shitless about what they’d find out during Marlene’s appointment on Friday—his heart was definitely lighter thanks to his friend’s instant and total support. “Go.”

      Blair hesitated for another second, then: “Only if you promise to think about what I said, okay? Because in case you’ve forgotten, when it comes to men? I’m always right.”

      Jake laughed, agreeing just to make Blair happy. And, sure, Blair did have a freakishly accurate track record, but this was different.

      Gabe was different.

      He mattered too much for Jake to run the risk of being wrong.
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        Gabe

      

    
    
      Gabe set the six-pack of beer he’d brought over down on Zach’s counter with a thump, using it to push an obnoxiously orange dishtowel out of the way.

      “Dude, this is ugly as fuck,” he said, picking up the pumpkin-colored atrocity. “Who picked it out?”

      “Lily,” Zach said, his lip quirking up in a half-smile. “Since when do you have opinions on my color scheme?”

      “Since never,” Gabe lied, wondering when Jake’s constant barrage of home decor commentary had started to rub off on him. He tossed the rag back down and redirected his scowl at the rest of the kitchen. “You should buy a house. This apartment is too fucking small.”

      Zach leaned against the counter, crossing his arms as he gave Gabe his patented Mother Hen look. “What’s up?” he asked.

      “I’d consider rethinking this Lily chick if I were you,” Gabe said, going for the redirect. “Seriously, dude… orange?”

      “Lily’s no longer in the picture,” Zach said, not looking all that put out about it for someone who’d been whining just a few months before about wanting to find someone to settle down into some kind of perma-love situation with. “What’s got you in a snit?”

      “A snit? Dude, who talks like that?”

      Zach just arched an eyebrow and waited for an answer, not rising to the bait. And the epically patient expression on his face? Like nails-on-chalkboard, given Gabe’s current mood. Because yes, fine, Zach was right. He was currently in a snit.

      A Jakey-sized one.

      Part of him wanted to let loose and say something deliberately dickish since Zach hadn’t bothered to defend his vocabulary choice, just to pick a fight and relieve some pressure, but he knew damn well it wouldn’t work with Saint Zach, anyway. If anything, it would only convince Zach that Gabe’s snit was real.

      And if that happened? Zach would keep poking and prodding until he found out why. Which was not why Gabe had come over.

      …Right?

      Gabe cleared his throat, hoping to deflect. “So Lily’s out, huh? Did you change your mind on the whole looking for happily-ever-after thing?”

      “Nope,” Zach said succinctly, lip twitching a little like he saw right through Gabe’s conversational diversion attempt and wasn’t going to fall for it.

      “Is it the bi thing?” Gabe asked, digging in his heels stubbornly as he tried to keep things focused on Zach. Because even if Zach did end up pulling the true cause of Gabe’s current snit out of him, it wasn’t like the guy was going to be able to do anything about it. “Still undecided on whether you want to settle down with a girl or a guy?”

      “I know exactly who I want to settle down with,” Zach said, his ridiculous levels of patience showing through in the fact that he didn’t call Gabe out on his deliberately ignorant statement.

      Gabe lifted an eyebrow, challenging him to spill.

      “Someone who doesn’t pick out orange dishtowels,” Zach said, managing to hold a straight face for a full two seconds before one of his dimples peeked out, giving him away.

      Gabe snorted, refusing to give him the satisfaction of laughing.

      “So, are you going to tell me what you’re so pissed off about, Gabe, or did you just come over to bring me free beer?”

      “I’m not pissed off,” Gabe said, not exactly a lie. “I’m…”

      Disappointed.

      Sure, he’d just seen Jake a few days ago, but he’d left Chicago with certain expectations. Specifically, that Jake was gonna fly out for the weekend. But now? It wasn’t just that Jake had canceled. Life happened, and one of the many valuable life-lessons Gabe had gotten from his years in the military was that there was zero point in bitching about shit that was out of your control. But in this case, it wasn’t the out-of-his-control factor that had him buried in deep snit, it was the total lack of intel.

      He clenched his jaw, poking at the ugly orange towel again.

      No, it was more than just that.

      The thing was, Jake hadn’t just failed to tell him why he was canceling—which, yeah, he had every right to do. It certainly wasn’t like he owed Gabe any explanations for what he did with his time—but it was the fucking awkward evasiveness he’d had about the whole thing.

      No, that wasn’t really it, either… it was Gabe.

      He let out a gust of breath, scrubbing his hand over his face in frustration. He’d fucked up big time after getting home and realizing just how fucking empty his bed felt without Jake in it.

      His bed… his house… his half of the country.

      He’d gotten all overcome with some kind of gooey sentimental attack or something, missing Jake so bad it had actually ached, and, without stopping to think, he’d sent that goddamn heart emoji like some twelve-year-old girl with her first crush.

      Jake hadn’t replied.

      And the next day? He hadn’t mentioned it.

      And the day after that? He’d sent a totally cryptic message to let Gabe know that he wasn’t going to make it out for the weekend after all.

      Gabe grabbed a beer, popping it open and then scowling down at it without bothering to take a drink as his stomach twisted up with the memory of the strain that had been on Jake’s face when Gabe had Skyped him to ask why he wasn’t flying out. Well, that, and then the hemming, hawing dodge of non-information that had been Jake’s half-ass non-answer when Gabe pushed a little.

      Jakey had shut him out.

      “That bad, huh?” Zach asked, not even sarcastically.

      Gabe looked up at his friend. Seriously, all the crazy, adrenaline-inducing hobbies Zach indulged in during his downtime must use up all his aggression. If Gabe hadn’t seen him be a badass in the field firsthand, he would have had to seriously wonder whether or not Zach was capable of anything other than a constant Zen-like state broken by occasional bouts of silliness. His uber-calm would have been annoying as fuck if Zach weren’t such an awesome human being.

      Zach took a beer of his own, waiting for Gabe’s answer like he had all night.

      Which, fine, maybe he did, given that orange-loving Lily was out of his life.

      “Seriously, Zach, you honestly think you’re gonna find one single person who you want to spend the rest of your life with? Every single day? Forever?”

      Zach shrugged. “I hope so.”

      “And, what, they’re just gonna sit back and wait on your ass when you deploy every year?”

      “Nope,” Zach said, taking a sip calmly. “Because I’m not reenlisting. But if I did? And if I found the right person? Yeah, they’d wait for me. That’s what love does.”

      Gabe blinked, his brain getting stuck on the not-reenlisting bombshell.

      Zach loved the rush of serving with the Marines. Wasn’t that what he’d said once? Why he’d gutted out the Marine Force Fleet training instead of settling on staying a mere Hospital Corpsman who saw limited-to-no action.

      “You’re not… what?” he asked, once his mouth started working again. “Dude, I thought we were both career.”

      “I know what I want, Gabe, and the thing is… you’re partially right. Take Janis, for example. Would we have worked if I hadn’t been deployed for seven months?” Zach shrugged. “Not saying we would or wouldn’t, but I figure I might as well stack the deck in my favor. Besides, I’m thinking of going to medical school.”

      Gabe scowled. “Hell, no, you two wouldn’t have worked. She cheated on you, Zach. Two seconds ago, you just said the right person would wait. That they’d be faithful whether you were gone or not. They wouldn’t just run for greener pastures because you went to Yuma for a fucking month. Or because you maybe got a little carried away in the jealousy department after some time apart. Or because you, God forbid, accidentally sent a… a… a fucking love note that was a little over-the-top. A little too much. A little bit more than maybe he bargained for.”

      Gabe took a drink, feeling like he wanted to hit something again.

      Zach grinned, which kinda made Gabe want to hit Zach, nice guy or not.

      “Him, huh?” Zach raised an eyebrow. “Is it safe to assume we’ve moved on from Janis and are talking about your flight attendant now? Jake, right?”

      Gabe took another drink. What, was Zach psychic?

      “You’ve never been with a guy before, have you?” Zach prodded. And what the fuck was up with everyone thinking gay was the big issue here? “Because if you want to talk about it—”

      “No, I don’t want to talk about it. I’m good with the gay. Or maybe, uh, the bi, like you always say. I mean, Jesus, Zach, it’s not like I don’t still think girls are hot. I just don’t… you know. I don’t actually want to fuck any of them right now.”

      “Hmmm,” Zach said, loading up the sound with all sorts of undertones or whatnot, as if he’d suddenly turned into some kind of forty-year-old psychiatrist in a coat with elbow patches or something.

      “What the fuck is ‘hmmm’?” Gabe asked crankily.

      “So, you’re still attracted to women… but Jake’s the only one you want to be intimate with?”

      Gabe sighed. “Pretty much. I don’t know what the fuck is wrong with me.”

      The corner of Zach’s mouth curved up. “You’re in love,” he said, taking another drink of his beer.

      “Well, I mean, besides that.”

      “Holy shit,” Zach blurted, spitting his drink out. Then, after he’d picked his jaw back up off the floor, “Really? You’re admitting you’re in love? You?”

      Gabe slanted a look at him. “I’m fucked, aren’t I?”

      “No?” Zach said, kinda making it sound like a question. Then the glee on Zach’s face morphed into concern. “I know you’re deathly afraid of anything permanent, Gabe, but—”

      Gabe snorted, a particular night with too many beers in a far too sketchy part of the world coming to mind. “Dude, look at my calves, it’s not like I’m afraid of getting a tattoo.”

      “As long as it’s somewhere you can cover up.”

      “Oh, don’t even start on covering up,” Gabe said, grinning. “But for real, you’re just lucky that particular one ended up on your ass instead of somewhere a little more visible. I mean, seriously, don’t ever trust someone who tells you they know your spirit animal after drinking that much.”

      “Me, or him?”

      “Either. Both. I mean, seriously, at least he could have come up with something badass. Tiger. Dragon. Wolverine. Captain America.”

      “I don’t think superheroes count as spirit animals,” Zach said, grinning. “But you know that’s not the kind of permanent I’m talking about, so quit trying to avoid my point.”

      “Which is?” Gabe asked, picking at the label on his beer bottle. Jesus, Zach was really on his dig-into-Gabe’s-psyche kick, wasn’t he?

      Zach arched a brow, looking for all the world like he was humoring him. “I know you’re afraid that committing to something will lock you in—”

      “Sparrow,” Gabe said, fake-coughing into his hand.

      “—but have you ever thought about it in reverse?” Zach finished, conveniently ignoring the reference to his ass art in his quest to delve deeper into Gabe’s head and fix whatever was fucked.

      “Uh, no?” Gabe said, seriously having no clue what that was supposed to mean.

      “Keeping your options open might sound like freedom at first, but failing to commit also means you’re locked out.”

      “Locked out of what?” Gabe asked, but as soon as the words left his mouth, he already knew… because wasn’t it exactly how he felt right now? Like, there had been a piece of his world that belonged to him and Jake alone, a bubble that had included just the two of them. And just the fact that it existed—that a place inside him was theirs—had let anything that happened outside the bubble sort of roll off him, as if the bubble was a kind of forcefield or something, or as if having Jake in his life was some kind of vaccine against anything else truly ever sucking that badly.

      Because even when Jake wasn’t actually there… he was still there.

      In Gabe’s heart.

      “Shit,” Gabe muttered, setting his beer down with a thump. Zach was right, and Gabe hadn’t even realized it until something had changed.

      Until Jakey had locked him out of the bubble.

      Some of the pressure finally eased from his chest, and he started to smile. Because now that he saw it? No way was he gonna stay locked out. Falling in love with Jake may have messed things up between the two of them, but Gabe figured that was just because he’d gone and done it first.

      Which meant his new mission objective was clear. All he had to do was make Jake love him back.
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        Jake

      

    
    
      Jake’s nerves were wound so tight as he stepped out of the Uber that he honestly thought he might throw up. He had no doubt that Blair was right—he really should have checked with Gabe before riding a jump seat all the way to San Diego unannounced—but after getting the lab results back from Marlene’s appointment with Dr. Patel, he hadn’t thought, he’d just acted.

      He wiped his palms on the sides of his pants, staring blindly at Gabe’s bright yellow Jeep parked in front of his almost-cute little house and wondering whether he should just turn right around and call the Uber back. Even though he’d had hours and hours to think about it, he still hadn’t come up with a game plan beyond the impulsive decision—compulsion, really—to come running to Gabe.

      Crying with his mother had exhausted both of them, and after she’d finally retired to her room and fallen asleep, Jake had grabbed his wallet and airline ID and driven to O’Hare without letting himself think too hard about what he was doing. He hadn’t even known what time it was, or bothered to check how full the San Diego flights were, or had a single piece of luggage with him. He’d half expected that catching an impromptu flight wouldn’t work out anyway, but as if the universe was trying to balance out the shit-scales or something, everything had gone as smooth as silk. Jake had arrived at the airport just before a San Diego flight started boarding and managed to walk right on.

      And then, right after take-off, the gut-clenching anxiety had set in.

      He knew Gabe would never turn him away, but the idea that Jake would actually find the kind of comfort he was looking for seemed too far-fetched to hope for… and he just didn’t have it in him to play it off as if he’d decided to drop by for a spur-of-the-moment good time.

      But he was here now, and he couldn’t just stand in the driveway forever.

      He sucked in a lungful of air, hoping it would fortify him, and forced his feet to start moving up the walkway toward Gabe’s house. Maybe by the time he got to the front door he’d figure out something to say. As he reached the porch, he could hear the faint sound of music from inside, one of the hardcore electronic mixes that he knew Gabe usually listened to when he worked out, so Gabe was definitely home.

      Jake took a deep breath, lifting a hand to knock… but then he chickened out at the last second.

      He pulled out his phone instead.

      
        
        You busy?
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      And then, right after take-off, the gut-clenching anxiety had set in.

      He knew Gabe would never turn him away, but the idea that Jake would actually find the kind of comfort he was looking for seemed too far-fetched to hope for… and he just didn’t have it in him to play it off as if he’d decided to drop by for a spur-of-the-moment good time.
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      He sucked in a lungful of air, hoping it would fortify him, and forced his feet to start moving up the walkway toward Gabe’s house. Maybe by the time he got to the front door he’d figure out something to say. As he reached the porch, he could hear the faint sound of music from inside, one of the hardcore electronic mixes that he knew Gabe usually listened to when he worked out, so Gabe was definitely home.

      Jake took a deep breath, lifting a hand to knock… but then he chickened out at the last second.
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