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Chapter One





Second Lieutenant Brenden Fitzpatrick didnt pace. He didnt fidget. He demonstrated none of the physical tics of discomfortbut he was uncomfortable. Three deployments to the Middle Eastand an upcoming assignment to the Consulate in Yemengave him plenty of time to consider his options while standing in the psychologists office.

You can sit down, you know. James Westwood leaned back in a chair, a notepad resting untouched on one knee and a pen in his hand.

Of all the people hed expected to run into during his interview with Captain Dexter, the doc hadnt been on the list. Hell, he only accepted the captains invitation because they were old friends. Seeing what Luke built in Mikes Place and visiting with retired members of his unit were more than worth the trip.

I know. I prefer standing. Ive been on planes for two days. Not a lot to do on a plane but clench his ass and hope the flyboys kept the damn thing in the air. He preferred boats for travel, not that anyone asked. He could swim ten miles if the occasion called for it.

We havent talked in a while. How is it working out with your new chaplain?

Oh, shes good. Brenden looked away from the courtyard atrium and at the doc. She cant hold her liquor worth a damn, but shes good at getting me to talk. Corporal Abby Dunlap, the company chaplain, was as middle-American moms-hot-apple-pie as they came. But she knew how to listenthat counted for a lot among the guys.

Good. Youre taking the diplomatic assignments now? James only asked questions he knew the answers to, or at least it seemed that way.

Yemen. One year at the consulate there.

Thats a tough assignment.

Neither commented on the recent surge of violence aimed at American embassies and diplomatic missions around the world. They were both aware.

It needs to be done. Frankly, he didnt worry about the violence or the potential for it. His unit was more than capable of dealing with hot tempers and disgruntled political reactions and maintaining the safety of the civilian diplomatic mission assigned to their location.

It does, but youve been off your assignment in Iraq for just a few weeks, and now youre heading into another hot zone. That takes its toll.

Again, no questions, only facts, and James didnt fuss or try to force him to talkone of the docs best attributes. Brenden would or he wouldnt talk. They could get a drink or shoot hoops, and Brenden would feel better by the end of it.

So I have a question for you, Doc. He clasped his hands behind his back. Years ago, he would probably have slid his hands into his pockets or hooked his thumbs into his belt loops. But even dressed in jeans and a polo shirt, his training didnt allow for sloppy, relaxed postures.

Hit me. The psychologist sat forward, interest filling his expression. Brenden rarely asked questions.

The 1Night Stand service that you and the guys talked about last night…. He considered how to phrase his question precisely. Is it really as good as you make it sound?

Better, I think. The average dating service takes the edge of uncertainty off of the participants because both are aware that the other is looking for something more. The 1Night Stand service eliminates it further by providing immediate gratification and certainty of how a night will go. James exhaled. Dont get me wrong, Ive seen more relationships develop out of the arranged evenings than I have seen them simply be about one night of passionbut the pressure is off. You can enjoy yourself, and go back to your life, no questions asked.

So you recommend it? He had already booked a date based on others recommendations. Still, he valued Docs opinion.

The psychologist studied him. If youre looking for companionship, absolutely….

But? The unspoken word at the end of his sentence blared.

But be prepared that the fantasy may be closer to true reality than you know. You sign up thinking you want one thing, but the reality is you want more.

And more isnt guaranteed. That thought had already occurred to him. Hell, it was the only thing he could think about.

I have the website information. It could take some time….

I signed up four months ago. The confession rolled out easier than hed expected. I knew I had leave, so I figured what the hell. Actually he figured a great deal more than thatthe decision far from blasé.

James nodded. Do you mind if I ask you a question?

Nope. Hed expected at least one.

Did you request the kind of night you really want? The psychologist cut right to the heart of the matter.

Do you think it matters? Brenden returned the challenge.

Yes, I do. He set aside the notepad and pen and clasped his hands together. Dont ask, dont tell doesnt apply anymore. You serve your country with distinction. You walk into harms way without regard for your own personal safety. You deserve to enjoy yourselfand not to have to worry about how you get to do that.

Brenden grinned. Thanks, Doc. I appreciate the concern.

Lieutenant….

Easy, Doc. He held up a placating hand, halting the reassurance the doc would certainly offer. I asked for something pretty specific…a guy that I used to know in another life.

Leaning back, James expression relaxed. Good.

Not sure how that will work out, or even if it will, but the email came in this morning. Hes agreed to it. He blew out a breath. Justsounds weird to say it out loud.

Its your business, its your life. Take it easy. Dont pile on the pressure. This isnt a suppression mission or a surgical strike….

Its intelligence gathering. Yeah, I know. Unclasping his hands, he flexed his fingers and paced over to the glass. I have one more question. When the psychologist said nothing, he glanced back and found James waiting with a patient expression. I filed the request and filled out the forms. I knew this guy in high school. Hes open and gay, and wildly proud of it. He never let anyone else dictate his sexuality to himand we had some real bastards at the school. He took a lot of shit for it, but he didnt change who he was. Brenden exhaled a deep breath. I always had a thing for him, but it became a mission to make sure he didnt know.

Were you embarrassed by it? James prompted after he lapsed into silence.

He shook his head. No. But the Marines were my future. My dad, my grandfather, my great-grandfatherhell, all the way back to Tun TavernFitzpatricks have all been Marines. I couldnt be the gay one. I really couldnt.

So you chose the military over your affection for….

He didnt quite fish for a name, but Brenden gave it to him anyway. Liam. And I dont know that I chose one over the other. The Marinesforegone conclusion. A commitment. A dream. I knew thats where I wanted to be. Liamhe was a great guy, the best friend Ive ever had, and a real pain in the ass. His mouth got my nose broken twice in high school. But he wouldnt have accepted a quiet, on-the-side, discreet relationship. That wasnt him.

And now? Could you handle an indiscreet, direct relationship with him?

A fair question, one Brenden had asked every day since sending in the application.

I dont know that I even know him anymore. Ive seen him maybe twice in ten years and always in a bigger group. But he agreed to meet me. Anxiety buzzed in his ears like a lazy bumblebee in the hot summer sun. So thats good, right?

He agreed to more than meeting you. A hint of a frown wrinkled James forehead. A lot more. You realize that, right?

Yeah, just not focusing so much on that part. Kind of like to cross that bridge with him, if it doesnt collapse. Maybe he should have called Liam ahead of time, but if he said no to the 1Night Stand offer, chances were Brenden wouldnt even have known. Not in the same way he did that he said yes. Because he would be in the field, doing his job, and not worrying about the what if of it all.

Not to be indelicate, but this wont be your first….

Brendens brows shot up and he laughed. Yeah. No. Were good, Doc, and you dont need to give me any safe sex lectures.

Good. Look, Lieutenant youve got a good head on your shoulders. Youre a solid Marine. Youve thought this out. Go for it. Have a good time.

Thanks, Doc, seriously. I…just wanted to make sure the screws were tight. He couldnt count on anything tonight. Hell, it would be good to just sit down and get a beer with Liam. God, he hoped he drank beer. In high school, Liam went through a wine cooler phase. Buying that embarrassing shit fell to Brendenhed looked older and rarely got carded.

James rose and they clasped hands briefly. One word of caution. He gave Brenden his serious, no-nonsense face. Dont make any promises you dont intend to keep, and be honest with him about your career.

Yes, sir. That is my intention. It didnt matter that James didnt wear a uniform or that he only carried the rank of private to Brendens lieutenant, the doc possessed presence and dedicated his professional life to helping Marineson and off active duty. That alone earned him respect.

Good. James patted his shoulder. Lauren and I will see you for dinner with the guys on Friday, yes?

Yep, Ill be there. I cant wait to meet the woman turning Logan into mush.

They both grinned at that. Logan Cavanaugh, a rough and tough leatherneck with a bad ass reputation, tamed by the woman he and Zach shared. A sight Brenden would pay money to see. The pair were closer than brothers. Theyd grown up together, served together, and when Logans career shattered in an attack, Zach followed him out of the service and worked to keep his recovery on track. That they fell for the same woman didnt surprise him. That they were making a go of their unconventional relationshipit impressed him and deserved his respect.

If you end up having a plus one, just shoot me a text so I can let Lauren know. God help us if we disturb the feng shui of her seating arrangement.

They laughed again and Brenden headed out. He debated wearing his uniform, the classiest thing he owned for the dinner with Liam, or just going comfortable.

Comfortable won out. He had some stops to make before his date and just a few hours to get it all done, but he whistled all the way to the borrowed truck.



***



Liam stepped out of the rental car and handed the keys to the valet. The Dallas nightclub was not at all what hed expected. Heavy wooden doors offered a gothic touch to the façade. A red canopy stretched out to the circular drive, matching carpet that led to the doors. A doorman dressed in a nineteenth century, double-breasted coat, top hat, and tails held out his hand for the card from the mysterious 1Night Stand service.

I think Im going to wait out here. Its a beautiful night. Sliding the card back into his wallet, he walked along the curb to a quieter spot away from the foot traffic and arrivalsand, unsurprisingly, no departures. It was just after six-thirty in the evening, local time. After renting the car at the airport, hed bypassed his hotel to come straight to the club. He hadnt decided whether he planned to stay the night or not, no matter what he agreed to with the 1Night Stand service.

Even the name brought a half-smile to his lips. The woman who sent him the three emails offered an uncanny and accurate assessment of his situation. At the end of the day, the forwarded request from Brenden prompted him to say yes.

Extracting a cigar from a case in his inner pocket, he trimmed the end off of one and lit it. The fragrant tobacco filled the air and calmed his mind. He handled power lunches and dinners every night of the week. As a professional banker, he knew when businessmen tried to bullshit him or when they had a plan.

He knew how to say no.

He always knew when to say yes. Reading people for a living wasnt pretty work, but it proved lucrative.

Another couple arrived, huddled together and dashing up the steps as if it were cold. The forty-five degree temperature and dead still air were hardly cold to his Boston-forged blood.

Why Dallas? Liam wouldve preferred to meet Brenden at home, at the Tipperary on the Green, to toss back a pint for old times. But no, Brenden invited him to the cow town in the middle of the country where big boots, big steaks, and big boobs seemed to be everywhere.

Big hair, too. He eyed the next couple arriving. It looks like the 80s threw up on her. He puffed the cigar and kept his acerbic opinion quiet, but the distraction helped.

Thirty-two years old and on the ropes over an invitation to drinks. The drinks arent the problem. Come meet the guy Ive lusted after for over half my life and spend the night with him? Yeah, nothing to be nervous about.

Hed never suspected Brenden was gayhe never exhibited any signs or traits as the locals used to call them. The Marine didnt behave queer, effeminate, or different from any other jock in their heavily Catholic neighborhood. But they had momentsa handshake here, a laugh therealways too ephemeral for Liam to grasp onto.

My best friend….

Frankly, Brenden Fitzpatrick was a best friend, savior, and bodyguard all rolled into one sexy as hell, fit package. But hed never responded to the flirtatious gestures, negatively or positively. He gave him shit. He watched his back, and he beat the hell out of guys who gave him a hard time.

He stood up for himeven to his Marine father who didnt approve of his son hanging out with a queer. Hed been there whenever Liam needed himuntil the day he went for OCR training and left their Boston neighborhood.

He came back. The mental argument didnt sell. He came back a handful of times. They ran into each other at a block party and again during their high school reunion. And, damn, if the man didnt look good in a uniform. Liam never thought he would go for all the brass buttons, spit and polish, but Brenden made it sexy, so he kept his distance.

Puffing halfway through the cigar didnt do a damn thing for his nerves. He couldnt figure out why Brenden made the request. Unless he thinks he might be gay and Im a good experiment.

Grimacing at the thought, he decided against falling for that line. Hed walked down that road a few times in and around collegeguys who wanted to experiment, thought they might be gayand then freaked the fuck out.

Yeah, no thanks.

Alerted by a scuff of shoe behind him, Liam turned around. His heart fisted and punched against his ribcage. He blew out a hard breath of smoke and shook his head. Brenden looked even better at thirty-two than he had the last time hed seen him four years before.

I was really hoping for the dress blues. Liam switched the cigar to his left hand and extended his right.

Always tall, Brenden had filled out nicely. The dark green polo shirt he wore stretched over his wide shoulders. His arms were corded muscle, and his hands thick and well developedhell, even his fingers looked like they pumped iron.

Brenden gripped Liams hand in a firm, quick handshake that ended with Brenden pulling him forward. The hug startled the hell out of him, and he patted his shoulder awkwardly.

Thank you for coming. The Marine stepped back and gave him a smile. A faint scar sliced through the flesh of his lip and up to the crease of his smile, one corner of his mouth didnt quite curve up as much as the other. His black hair, cut in a high and tight fashion, framed his fine bone structure from chiseled cheekbones to his broad forehead. Of course, the double knot in his nose ruined the Michelangelos David effect, but Liam preferred the raw man to the marble.

Youre welcome. Wasnt expecting the invitation.

Understatement of the year. Backing off another step, Liam tapped some ash into the nearby tray. Thankfully, the cigar gave him something to do.

Yeah, well, I wasnt sure I would ever issue it. The blunt, forward honesty gave him another reason to respect his oldest friend. Brenden Fitzpatrick never said anything he didnt mean. He used words sparingly and with much greater effect.

An awkward silence ballooned around them. Liam compressed his lips, biting his tongue against the acidic question burning the end of it.

Spit it out before you choke on it. Brenden advised with an easy grin. His hard, gorgeous face looked a lot more comfortable with this situation than Liam felt, shocking since he normally took everything in stride.

But this was Brenden.

He jammed the cigar between his lips, grasping at the mundane activity. Why? He exhaled the smoke. Why now? Why me?

Fair questions. Brenden glanced over his shoulder as more newcomers arrived, handing off their keys and cars to the valets and making their way inside. They were alone on their little patch of sidewalk. I missed you.

It was a good answer.

You ever hear of picking up a phone? Liam lifted his brows and snuffed out the cigar in the sandy circular tray.

I wanted to see you.

Everything about him radiated control. He didnt slide his hands into his pockets, lean, or slouch. His back remained ramrod straight, legs firmly plantedand Liam shouldnt have thought about his legs because, even encased in denim, their shape and musculature drew the eye. He almost couldnt wait to see if his ass matched the rest of the package, but he forced his attention back to Brendens face.

Are you giving me shit because you can? Or is the invitation serious? He braced to hear a joke or even a lame excuse.

Serious as a missile strike. Ive waited a long time to ask you out. Im done waiting. But I figure you might need some time, you know, to adjust to the idea. So…drink? Brenden gestured to the club. I bet they have wine coolers.

The droll humor at the end of his invitation and the crooked grin warming his already kind eyes tipped the scales. Liam had prepared for every eventuality except Brenden being serious.

Yeah, I think I might need something a little stronger than a wine cooler.

Laughing, Brenden gave his shoulder a firm squeeze. Then the drinks are on me.

Liam was still trying to wrap his mind around the whole concept when he led him into the club. 








Chapter Two





Brenden leaned back in the chair. They chose a table near a wall and, as if by long habit, he and Liam chose opposite sides, both turning their chairs back against the wall. It gave them a better view and they could still talk. A waitress greeted them and when Brenden ordered a beer, Liam held up two fingers.

Make it two.

Since when do you drink beer? The man had hated it in high schoolcalled it dog piss and refused to touch the stuff. He preferred his buzz to come from fine wines and expensive liquor.

Things change. His easy, generous smile suggested his sense of humor remained intact. You do realize its been a while, right?

Yeah, smartass. Im aware. Thanks for the update.

He studied the man across the table from him. Always the leaner of the two of them in high school, Liam once claimed he would never look like a man, but that meant he could play his baby face for all it was worth. Somewhere between graduation and now, hed become a manhis baby face had developed a roguish charm right down to the twinkle in his eyes.

Despite the easy smile, sexy dimples and humorwariness lurked beneath the gleam in his gaze. Doubt? Irritation? Brenden couldnt put his finger on it. The waitress brought over their beers and offered food, but they both declined. Alone again, the silence stretched.

Look, Liam….

I wanted to say….

The words collided and rolled over each other. For the first time since arriving, self-consciousness tangled with Brendens tongue. Go ahead.

Okay. Its good to see youand I mean thatand I hope youll pardon the bluntness…. Despite the careless fall of hair across his forehead and the startling blue of his eyes, Liam pinned him with a hard look. But since when are you gay?

Since always. Hed expected the question. Frankly, he would have been shocked if the other man hadnt asked.

Bullshit. His old friend took a long pull from the beer and shook his head slowly. Ive known you too long to buy that. You pretty much nailed every available tail in high school.

Because I was supposed to. Brenden sighed. Hed made his peace with his actions a long time ago. Thats what people expectedwhat my Dad expectedand Im sure on some level what I expected. Be good at sports, like girls, graduate, enlist, and serve my country with distinction. Four out of five isnt bad. His attempt at humor fell flat.

If you want to be flippantfine. Ill just finish the beer and head out. But he put the beer down and pushed it away. Brendens hand snapped out to take his before Liam could rise.

Stay. The order came out harsher than he meant and he blew out a breath. Please. They stared at each other and the tension in Liams posture relaxed. He sat back, but Brenden didnt release his hand. Im not being flippant. Ive always knownjust like I always knew I couldnt act on it.

Liam turned his hand over beneath Brendens and interlaced their fingers, obviously testing him. Okay, Ill skip the cliché of asking why you thought you had to hide it from everyone else and ask the really pointed question of why did you hide it from me?

Because you were as subtle as a brick shithouse. Holding hands felt right. It snapped on a light inside of him thatd burned dim for too long. And far too fucking charming. Not telling you meant I didnt have to act on any crazy impulses, or worse, have to break it off when I wouldnt change who I am.

Thats almost too good to be true. He let go of Brendens hand, and reached for his beer again. You know, magazine material. I had a crush on you all the way through high school and actually toned down so I wouldnt scare my one decent straight friend off.

Snorting, the Marine gave him a skeptical look. Wearing a full-on evening dress to prom to make a political statement is not toning it down.

I said I toned down my crush. Not toned down my behavior. You were who you were and so was I.

True enough. Brenden laughed. The taffeta nightmare had looked both ridiculous and adorable at the same time. Liam may have been lean, but he stood tall, only an inch shy of Brendens six foot three frame. The dress stopped at his calves, shaved for the occasion. I just thank God you didnt wear heels.

Not my finest hour. Those flats did nothing for my figure. The wry cattiness made Brenden laugh. Liam drew a circle on the table with condensation from his bottle. You know, they dont ban gay couples at the dances anymore.

No, I didnt know. Thats cool. He mulled the idea over. He couldnt imagine it. The world didnt judge as harshly anymore, but it still judged. Thats actually really cool. Must take some brave kids to do that.

Yeah. You know, sometimes I think it was easier to be that flaming queer, out to make everyone uncomfortable. I could go as far over the top as I wanted because thats what others expected. He shrugged. But my dress-wearing days are over. I prefer power suits and comfortable shoes.

Shaking his head, Brenden caught the waitresss gaze and pointed to their beers and held up two fingers. She nodded and gave him a quick wink. He let the flirt pass and glanced back at Liam. I think you just liked making everyone else uncomfortable before they did it to you.

I may be guilty of some of that. Liam admitted. So what about you? Still playing G.I. Joe?

Yes. Are you playing the prick because Im making you uncomfortable? Brenden stretched his legs out, and they paused as the waitress cleared away the finished beers and delivered two more. She gave him another flirtatious smile, and he ignored it again.

Hell yes, you make me uncomfortable. Liam sat forward and stripped off his coat, setting the jacket on the back of the chair next to him. Hed filled out since high school, his broad shoulders stretching the fabric. The dress shirt beneath the exact shade of his eyes. Youre not supposed to be gay and so easy about it.

Lowering his beer, Brenden squinted at his friend. And youre not supposed to be so…whatever the hell this is. Nervous?

The abrupt change of subject obviously bothered Liam. You know, lets talk about the Marines. How is that going for you? Moving up the ranks?

Duderelax. Were just having a beer. He held his hand out in invitation. Catching up. Its okay. Really.

He brought it up again. Oddly enough, that doesnt make me feel better. Youre supposed to be straight.

Why am I supposed to be? Brenden refused to let the rejection bother him. Hed expected some resistance, but nothing like this.

Because youre that guy. Top of your class, great athlete, smart, sexy, funny, and stand-up guy. You didnt let bullies get away with shit, and you were the first to volunteer for every Tom, Dick or Sally social cause someone came to you about. You were perfect. The perfect guy to dream aboutperfect and untouchable.

The fervent declaration took Brenden back. I was not perfect, he argued.

Yeah, you were. Tiffany Hutcherson comes to you and says the varsity cheerleading squad lost at district every year because all the other teams had guys on them. You signed up to help her out. And as soon as word got out, four more guys signed up, including two of the schools top jocks. Matty Peterson lost her house in that freak storm, but she lacked popularity and no one really signed up for that fundraiser and rebuild project until you did. Liam ticked off his list on his fingers. Jaime Zales flipped out at school because a local shelter closing meant two hundred animals would be put down, and you led a school walkout to pound pavement and get every dog adopted and took the last three ugly ass mutts home to your mom when you couldnt find them a place. He leaned forward and pointed his fingers right at him. Perfect. You were that guy the one every girl dreamed about….

It was Brendens turn to feel uncomfortable. They all needed to be done. It wasnt about trying to impress anyone.

The other man threw his hands up and laughed, seeming to settle down for the first time since theyd walked into the club. And that, my friend, proves my point. You stated, categorically, at every career day, that you were headed for the Marines. You knew who you were and where you wanted to be. The rest of us flopped around like fish on a shore while you parted the waters with smooth sailing, demonstrating how it should be done. He pinched the bridge of his nose, sobered and finally took the hand Brenden offered. You liked me for me, you watched my back, and you didnt get all weird when I did. You were my hero….

Yeah? He locked his grip on Liams. You were mine.



Speechless, Liam couldnt pull his gaze away from the intensity in the Marines expression.

I thought that would shut you up. Brendens slow grin took a devastating toll on his self-control. You see, I knew where I wanted to go, and I knew what was right, but it didnt always mean I could be all I am and achieve both. You took risks and said, fuck you world if you dont like it.

I actually dont know what to say to that. The last traces of wariness released his soul and he squeezed Brendens hand.

Okay. Then how about we just catch up? Talk about todayor, bettertalk about tonight.

The flirtatious comment threatened to leave Liam without words once more, so he laughed. You start. That seemed safer than flipping open the toy box on all the things hed thought about doing with Brenden over the years.

All right. Music filtered through the speakers and the din of the crowd rose in a soothing hum. Letting go of Liams hand, Brenden turned in the chair so he could sit forward and rest his elbows on the table. What do you want to know?

Everything. Oddly enough, he really did. Boot camp. Deployment. We see a lot on the news. My mom still talks to yours so she throws me dribs and drabs of when youre out of countrywell, as much as your mother shares.

Hard to ask for more without tipping to a deeper interest, so he tucked that part awaylocking it up into the closet of might-have-beens where it lingered, dusty and half-rememberedtill the invitation arrived.

Are you seeing anybody? The giddy bubble of feeling popped and his smile faded. Are you seeing anyone? He repeated, trying not to stare at Brendens hands, but he hadnt noticed a ring. Of course, not all men wore them.

Telling you everything might take a while and no, Im not seeing anyone. I have had a few nights here and there over the years. But nothing long-term, nothing concrete. You? The steady answer did more to soothe the knee jerk, gut reaction than anything else.

I was. We broke up last year. Thankfully, answering didnt open that wound, the disappointment and regret of the relationship having healed into a scar. He could appreciate the good times and not dwell on the bad.

Bad breakup? Concern filled Brendens face, and that was the chokepoint where Liams feelings for the man always bottled up. He cared. He always caredif the Marine could do something about it, he would.

Not bad, not great. Do I really want to tell him about this? We werewere being the key phrase, herepretty solid for five years and so one night, over wine, celebrating our anniversary, I asked him to marry me.

Brenden said nothing, just watched and waited with a patient calm Liam envied.

As you may have guessed from the broken up comment, that didnt go over well. Sowe parted on acrimonious termsmore on my part than his. But Im over it. It wasnt the right call for him, but it is for me. Something shuttered in Brendens expression and Liam leaned forward. Dont worry. Im not sizing you up for a tux. He let him soak in that relief for the barest of moments and softened the blow with a teasing, Yet.

Nice. Brenden scratched his jaw and shook his head.

Yeah, well if you saw the momentary flash of pure panic in your eyes, youd be laughing right now, too. He wouldnt be asking the marriage question again anytime soonnot unless he could be damn sure of the answer. Besides, I dont know that youre my type.

Oh, Im definitely your type. But my life doesnt lend itself to long nights hanging out on the sofa and football games every Sunday. Im a lifer, Liam. I go where the Corps send me, and I dont intend to change that.

I figured. The haircut, the attitude, everythingit suits you. Oddly, it did. He would never take his own hair that short, but the high and tight accented Brendens strong features and gave him an almost dangerous, yet comforting air. It defied description.

Im not going to lead you on. Its what I do. Im on leave now, but Ill be pulling up stakes in a couple of weeks for a new assignment.

Gut twisting at the thought of where those assignments might take him, Liam retreated from that topic. So…when did you knowthat you were gay?

Oh, during promjunior year.

No fucking way. You nailed Jenny Lang that night. Liam held his tongue as the waitress delivered another round.

You want food? Brenden glanced at him. I need a burger, fries, whatever you have. American cheese.

Ill take the same. He didnt care what he ordered. The waitress needed to leave so he could ask the question burning in his mind. She wasnt five steps away when he rounded on Brenden. You fucked her. I knowI ran into you walking out of her hotel room during the after-party looking really pleased with yourself.

For a guy as comfortable with his sexuality as youve always been, why are you having such a hard time wrapping your head around this?

A great question, one Liam had wondered from the moment he received the invitation. He decided to forgo the sweet talk. Because, frankly, when your teenage wet dream calls you for a date and you realize that you might actually scoreits intimidating as hell. Why arent you nervous?

I was. Brenden didnt sound ashamed to admit it. But heres the deal. Dont ask, dont tell was a fact of my life. Sure, lots of the guys knew and most of them didnt give two shits. Im not going to lie to youIve had relationships over the years, but they were nothing more than two ships passing in the night. I knew I didnt plan on staying. I had a good time and I got out. But Ive had years to accept the only pants I wanted to get into in high school were yours and yours were the only ones I couldnt allow myself.

Poleaxed didnt begin to describe Liams reaction. I wish Id known. Years of repeating the mantra that it didnt matter seemed to crash in on him. But he didnt feel angry…just sad.

Im sorry, man. You know what it was like. I

No. Liam tapped his fingers against the table, the hard knot of anxiety cramping his gut relaxed. Dont be. Youre right. I do know. You didnt lead me on and you werent a douche. I wish I knew so I could have been a real friend instead of the dick you had to rescue because it couldnt have been easy. He thought he couldnt respect the Marine any more.

He was wrong.

So were good? Brenden tested.

Oh, honey, were better than good. In fact, tell me, sailordo you come here often?

Marine, sweetheart. Learn it. Live it. Love it.

The low growl in his voice sent a shiver down Liams spine and he laughed. You know, I think I just might.








Chapter Three





Brenden skipped a fourth beer. Three gave him enough of a buzz and the food helped. They ordered coffee when the waitress came to clear their plates. Music played, couples danced, laughter rose and fell in gentle swells from the diners around them, the sedate atmosphere adding to their comfort level.

The tension thawed between them and Liam grew more animated over the burgers. I cant believe I let you talk me into a heart attack for dinner. The man dipped a salt-and-pepper-loaded fry into the ketchup.

Hey, youre the one who added all the salt. Brenden doctored his coffee with a couple of creamers. Besides, one of the few things I really miss when Im not stateside is a damn good burger.

Out of curiosity, if youre on leave, why are you in Texas and not home seeing your folks?

They went on a cruise. He grinned.

Are you serious? Liams brows rose, amusement tilting the corners of his mouth. Brendens father was a work-a-holic and it took a lot of work to get him to agree to the vacation.

Yup. Mom twisted his arm. Kaleigh and I gave them tickets for their thirty-ninth anniversary. So, I took advantage of the leave to come see some friends heremembers of my unitbefore I rolled over to another. The coffee added a pleasant heat burning inside. Good food, good company, good coffee. He couldnt ask for more.

So, you ready to get out of here? Relaxed, Liam grew far more flirtatious than stressed out and wary. More like the guy he remembered.

Sure. Did you check in at your hotel yet? Brenden pulled out a credit card and held it up for the waitress. Liam reached for his but he waved him off. My treat.

Okay. Ill get breakfast.

The teasing reply tripped a ripple through the Marines nervous system. They were really going to do this. He half expected second thoughts to assault him, but his internal security system didnt sound any alarms. Check paid, waitress tipped, and Liams coat gathered, they walked back out into the crisp Dallas winter evening. After the warmth inside, he welcomed the cooler air washing over him. Want to walk to the car?

I parked mine with the valet. Liams words held the smallest of hesitations, but they were still there. If they drove separately would they end the evening before it started? Did he want to drive alone? Is this a good time to call it an eveningbefore either of them were disappointed? The unspoken questions hung in the air.

Get your keys. Well pick it up on the way to breakfast in the morning. Brenden wanted to answer all those questions and halt their trip down doubt alley before they veered off the path.

After settling with the valet, they had him bring up Liams overnight bag. The walk to the truck was a short one. Around the corner and, just like that, they were alone. They didnt say anything, walking in a companionable enough silence, but Brenden could almost feel Liam twitching.

When they arrived at the truck, Brenden took the bag and tossed it into the bed.

Liam dragged a hand through his hair. Would you mind if I grabbed a smoke before we headed out?

Actually, one things been bothering me since I got here. Brenden stared at him.

Look, smokings a bad habit and all of that….

Brenden pivoted and caught his old friend up against the door of the truck. His body stretched long and hard against him, taut with coiled energy inside. Coiled and ready to strike. Liams eyes widened.

Ive wanted to do this for years. He exhaled the words, pressed forward, and kissed him. Liams lips were hot and smooth. Brenden sank into the kiss, using his teeth in gentle nips to get the mans mouth to open and teased him with gentle thrusts of his tongue. He held him captive, but one real sense of rejection and he would let him go.

Liams passivity came to an abrupt end. He slid his arms around Brenden and gripped him just above his ass, and he returned the ferocious kiss, tangling their tongues together. Their closeness in height aligned their hips and Brendens cock swelled at the contact.

Holy hell…Im finally kissing him…. He hadnt been kidding when he said he wanted to do it all night long. But they were still getting reacquainted; overcoming preconceptions. Liam bit down on his lower lip and ground their pelvises together in a slow, almost languorous motion, and Brendens train of thought derailed right into the ocean.

With more than a little reluctance, he let go of his mouth and kissed his jaw.

Liam tipped his head back to suck in a noisy breath of air, and Brenden pressed his lips over the pulse point. He drew on the skin carefully, sucking it. Liams dug his fingers in and he let out a low, Fuck….

Laughing, Brenden leaned back. Right here?

Ten years ago that answer would have been hell yeah. Right here. His eyelids were half lowered. But Im an old man and I like a comfortable bed.

Old. Brenden gave him another hard kiss, thrilled with the simple act of doing it. Hardly.

Some of us dont run up mountains every day for the sheer sport of it, and everyone over thirty is one foot away from the grave, Liam deadpanned and cupped Brendens ass. Not that Im complaining about the running. This is solid steel.

If you like that, wait till you see what else I have for you. The line fell off his lips easily and tempted Liam, just the way he knew it would. Liam slipped a hand between them and rubbed the bulge in Brendens jeans.

Look at the time. We need to go.

I thought you wanted to smoke? He teased, leaning into the touch even as it forced the tension coiling in his muscles to tighten. If his dick got much harder, the zipper would leave an imprint on it.

I think I just quit. Liam nodded solemnly.

Though reluctant, they let go of each other and Liam circled around to get in the passenger side. Brenden took a moment to adjust himself before climbing into the drivers seat.

I know why we never did this in high school, Liam declared as Brenden backed the truck out.

Oh? Amusement rolled under the word as he straightened the vehicle and headed for the parking lot exit. Liams hot gaze on him felt like a physical caress and forced his hands to stay on the steering wheel and his attention on the road.

Oh, yeah. Wed never have made it to a hotel.

Keep looking at me like that and we wont now….



***



Liam enjoyed the ride to the hotel, tormenting Brenden. He probably shouldnt have taken so much glee at sliding his hand along his thigh or the fact that twice he had to swerve back into his own lane. But making the man growl?

Yeah, that got his motor running. Brenden all but dumped him at the front drive to get their room while he took care of parking the truck. When he suggested they get a valet, Brenden shook his head. Borrowed truck. I park it. I take it back. It goes home in the same shape I took it in.

Marines were weird. Adorable. But weird. It took all of five minutes to get the room card and by the time Brenden strode into the lobby, he waited by the elevator. It gave him the perfect view to admire the mans stride. He moved with the grace of a large animal, but the determination of a man confident in his own skin.

The kind of guy who will break my heart if Im not careful…. But Liam had no intention of being careful. Maybe they only got this one night and he planned to make the most of it.

He knew the moment Brendens gaze landed on him. His mouth spread into that delicious, heart-pounding, know-something-you-dont smile.

Yeah. Fuck careful.

Liam hit the elevator button and it opened with a ding just as Brenden arrived, as though it knew to be prompt. They rode up in silence, but every time Liam cut a look toward him, the Marine watched him with that same smile.

Dude, youre freaking me out. He laughed as the doors opened and they strode out side by side.

Just happy. Brenden carried the overnight bag along with a lighter backpack Liam hadnt noticed before.

Yeah? Their room was at the end of the hall. Hed upgraded to a nice suiteking size bed, Jacuzzi tub, private balconythe works. He made enough money to splurge on luxury and spoil his manthat thought gave him pause. Hes not my anything…not yet.

He closed the door and Brendens arms came around him from behind, pulling him against his chest.

Youre doing it again. The low words murmured against his ear sent a shiver of awareness racing down his spine.

Doing what?

Thinking. We dont have to do anything tonight. Brenden exhaled the words, not quite managing to mask the note of disappointment the offer must have prompted.

Oh yes we do…and Im allowed to think. Its part of my process.

Yeah? How many steps ahead are we? Brendens hands slid up and down his chest, rubbing small circles from Liams pectorals to his hips.

The teasing left his own cock aching, but the delicious sensations kept him from bitching about it. Questionshow many times? How many positions? How experienced? What do you want to touch? And Im betting my soul youre a top. His voice lowered, husky with need. How much conversation do we need before I find out?

Brenden chuckled against his ear and caught Liams earlobe in a kiss that was both sweet and intensely erotic. His erection pressed against Liams ass, their clothes doing nothing to disguise the Marines arousal. Do you want me to tell you or show you?

Oh, God…. His heart double-timed it. What did he want? He liked being in control, romancing his partners, soothing them, seducing thembut when he passed a hand over the front of Liams dress pants and stroked his dick through the material, his brain clicked off. Show. And that order held no trace of hesitation.

Brenden pushed Liam against the wall, gently, but without any room for argument. Hands on the wall. He murmured the order, delivered it with his tongue, tracing the whorls in Liams ear.

Yeah. Hes a top. Deep inside, Liam sighedrelaxing to the command and pressing his hands to the wall. It was a vulnerable position for someone used to being in control, but not with Brenden. Hed always held the power in their relationship.

He liked that Brenden knew what he wanted. Liked even more that he wasnt shy about telling him, and adrenaline thrilled through him. Brenden reached around to unbutton his pants, tugging the zipper open with aggravating slowness. Liam wanted to shake his hips, but Brenden shoved his hands into the pants and slid them down, dropping to his knees behind him and taking the pants to the ground. He loosened the ties on his shoes and they came off, with the pants following.

I would never have picked you for commando. Brenden hummed in appreciation before kissing the back of one thigh and then the other.

Liam gritted his teeth. It was like being tortured by a feather. Brenden rubbed his palms over his ass and teased a finger down between the cheeks, spreading them.

Youre killing me. He rethought his position at the wallhe wanted to watch Brenden. Did they have a mirror?

You said to show you what I wanted. The words didnt prepare Liam for the feel of his lips against his rim, the soft touch and the caress driving him crazy or the delicious sensation of his tongue against the hard ridge of clenched muscles. Brendens hand slid up the inside of his thigh and stroked the soft skin behind his balls. Between the mouth on his pucker and the fingers stroking his nuts, Liams legs locked up.

Holy crap. Brenden Fitzpatrick touched him

He shook in anticipation, unable to contain the crash when the other man moved away. He started to turn, but Brenden pointed a finger at him. Stay.

He rifled through the bags a moment and then returned. Liam couldnt bring himself to disobey again and glance overthe need for obedience adding to the delicious sense of abandon and rightness in the moment. It took only a moment before his partner came back. He brushed a kiss to the back of Liams neck, palmed his ass and rubbed a cheek. Good man.

He wanted to preen under the attention.

Now, you tell me if this is too much. Brenden stroked two fingers against his anus. Hed slicked them with some kind of lubricant. The vibration of excitement shivered through Liam again.

Im good. Fuck that…. He exhaled the last words in a rush as Brenden stroked the hard ring of muscles, easing his finger inside. Brenden paused at the gasp, but Liam shook his head. Nokeep goingbetter than good. He couldnt seem to catch his breath. It was intense, intimate and so gentle that he could barely control his own reactions. His cock stiffened out like a flag, and his balls ached.

What the hell would he do if Brenden shoved his dick into him?

A low laugh wheezed out when Brenden worked a second finger past the rim and Liam leaned back, bending into the touch. They so should have gotten naked first…the world narrowed down to the strokes and insistent stretching. Brenden added gentle caresses from his hip to his balls, and back up along his spine, sending electricity surging out to every nerve.

Im going to come if you dont hurry the fuck up…. Liam warned. He hadnt been so ready to explode just from someone fingering his ass since before college. He was a man who liked to play, but Brenden had him wound up.

The Marine kissed the back of his neck and maneuvered his free hand around to stroke Liams hard cock, starting at the base and gliding up to the tip.

Oh, shit. Liams balls drew up tight and with his second stroke, Brenden added a third finger, stretching him full. Between the hand stroking him and the fingers pushing inside him, Liams eyes crossed. I want us to come together…. He could hardly make his tongue cooperate to form the words. Suit up.

With another chuckle against his throat, Brenden pulled his hands away. Liam leaned on the wall for support, every limb trembling. The sound of a zipper skated over his senses followed by the tear of foil. I dont want to hurry.

Brenden was at his back and his cock slid between Liams cheeks, resting there.

His heart pounded, his breathing shallow, and his body primed. Hed never been so ready for another manand not just any man. Brendens palm glided down the length of his cock, and pre-cum beaded along the head. He molded to Liams hips and then pressed his cock in, shallow, teasing pumps past the ring of muscles already stretched from his fingers.

Thank God for whoever taught him that…. Some man, somewhere in the world, took the time to teach Brenden those little tricks, and Liam welcomed every single one as they turned him inside out. The sting of the initial entry gave way to the seductive burn that sent him tumbling to a good place. The warm strokes of Brendens hand pitched him right toward orgasm. He shifted his legs, stretching to accommodate the wonderful thickness filling him and pushed back, impaled on Brendens cock and taking him deeper.

It was Brendens turn to let out a hard, harsh breath. Testing the mans control, Liam rocked forward, thrusting into Brendens hand and back onto his dick. They were short pumps, the positioning awkward for Brenden, but Liam writhed in the sensation, pressure fucking him from both sides.

Somehow, they went from being at the wall to the bed and he fell against the edge of it without breaking the connection. He would lose everything shortly. Be close…. He mouthed the words and breathed out hard.

It was already too late for Liam, his balls dragged up tight and he came in a hard, shooting jet.

Brendens thrusts increased, the fire lighting him upLiam swore he could almost feel his cock expand, hardening, until he came with a shout and collapsed against Liams back. He tried to hold them both upbut damn the man was an iron weight dragging him down into a pit of pleasure and he flattened against the bed, exulting in the wicked connection between them.

His eyes drifted closed as he rode the sensations right into oblivion. He always slept right after a good orgasm, and exhaustion dragged him down too swiftly. Best fuck ever….








Chapter Four





Brenden rolled over, careful to not to wake the sound asleep Liam. He brushed the mans cheek indulgently. Hed heard of guys who passed out in those few moments after orgasmorgasm-induced narcolepsy was what the guys called it. But hed never met one. His muscles trembled from the release, a euphoric lethargy creeping through his blood. Disposing of the condom, he washed his hands and grabbed a couple of bottles of water. He took the time to strip off the rest of his clothes before sprawling on the bed and watching his old friend sleep.

The few steps it took Brenden to carry Liam to the bed swamped him in exquisite agony. It took everything he had to hold off the orgasm. Replete exhaustion filled him. The ecstasy and agony had been worth it.

He drank the entire bottle of water and saved the second one for when the other man woke. Everythingfrom his tousled hair, to his smooshed face lying right cheek down against the bedspread, to the barely-there snoretugged at Brendens heart. So far beyond a casual lay.

And I didnt think it would be…. Somewhere inside, hed acknowledged it would be that way when hed asked for this specific scenariocapturing a moment hed denied himself for so long.

Hey. Liams voice slurred with drowsy pleasure, sounding almost drunk.

Hey. Brenden smiled. Welcome back.

If this is a dream or that was…dont wake me. Liam shifted to cross his arms and pillow his head against them.

Not a dream…but sleep if you need it. Energy sizzled through him. Sex served as a releasehe understood the physical and mental effects. God knew, hed kept his horniness in check till they made it to the room, but touching Liam threatened every part of his self-control, shredding it like tissue paper with a grenade.

Dont wanna. The almost petulant tone in his lovershis loversvoice sent a thrill racing up Brendens spine. Want this to last.

Im not going anywhere. Nowhere else he wanted to be. The luxury to lay there and watch him drift in and out of sleep satisfied some deeply hidden emotional need.

But you will. Liam lifted his head, his sleepy gaze sharpening. Youre going back out thereover theresomewhere. Arent you?

Brenden sighed, girding for a battleif one happened. Hed hoped they would have longer to soak in the afterglow before crossing that rough and tumble bridge. Yeah. Like I said, I have a couple of weeks before I report for duty.

With effort, Liam pushed upward. His gaze swept Brenden from head to toe and he grinned. Damn

You like? He wasnt above using sex to distract him, particularly when Liam wore that smile.

You are solid. He ran his palm over Brendens chest, down to his abdominals and dipping lower to stroke his thighs. The touch aroused, but it also soothed. And I figured that, butholy crap. Ive only seen sculptures with this kind of definition. In fact All traces of tiredness fled Liams expression. He traced his finger along the well-defined muscles and Brendens dick twitched in response. I saw one at an exhibit in Boston just a few weeks ago. Dont remember the artist, but….

To Brendens amusement, Liam slid off the bed. He moved slowly and found his pants. Then he pulled out a phone and flipped through the screens. Check this out.  He held it out to Brenden. I need to go clean up. He walked into the bathroom and the water turned on.

Brenden studied the picture. I know this guy.

Seriously? Liams voice drifted out from the bathroom.

Oh yeah. Hes in my old unit. He knows this artist, too. He thought the piece might be titled My Marine or Her Marine. The guys razzed Brody about it, but several were envious. The work provoked an emotional response though, a visceral admiration, competitiveness, and respect, much like the man.

Hes straight, right? Liam walked back toward the bed, wiping his hands on a towel. Like Brenden, hed stripped off the rest of his clothes.

Yes, hes straight. More entertained than jealous at Liams pained sigh, he winked. All the good ones are.

No. The response was a hell of a lot more fervent than expected. They arent. Liam stretched out alongside him. I would have agreed but then some asshole rocked my world and turned it upside down by telling me hes gay.

What a jerk. Brenden laughed.

I agree. Holding himself aloof all those years and for good reason. Trust me, after hitting that, I think Im spoiled.

Liam….

Eh. His friend cut him off with a finger pressed to his lips. No regrets, no apologies, no words of understanding. I am a grown man. I know you and I respect you, so if that means youre heading back out after this, I get it. I dont like it, but I get it. I wont be that flaming queer crying all over you. The barest hitch in his voice gave a lie to that statement.

Brenden slid a hand around the back of Liams neck and pulled him in for a hard kiss. The touch of their mouths offered comfort as much as it stirred the embers of banked passion. Youre a good guy, Liam Gardiner.

No, Im a hell of a guy, worth ten of any you might meet. But Im a demanding lover and I like commitment. I likeI like knowing someone will be there when I wake up. He rested his forehead against Brendens. And now youre thinking, great, I banged the dude who cries when he says goodbye.

No. Brenden massaged his neck. Im thinking I found my best friend again, and now hes my lover, and how the hell did I get so lucky?

Liam exhaled a small sigh of relief. You know, it was hard to let you go before all this. I cant promise not to be a mess this time.

Dont make me any promises. One of the things Ive learned is promises are the best of intentions, but you cant guarantee them. You cant know for certain youre coming home in one piece or several. So you make the most of what you have…. Liam silenced him with another kiss, nipping, licking, and teasing until his mouth opened and their tongues could dance.

Okay, Liam broke the kiss and whispered.

They were nose to nose, his gaze so close it was all Brenden could see. The intimacy in that moment snuck inside and flipped open the blinds to the blazing heat he always held at bay. Okay what?

Lets make the most of it…. Liam grinned. The last traces of sleep vanished from his expression. And I have so much to explore…you just lay there and think of guns or something…. He kissed a slow trail down Brendens stomach and his gut clenched in anticipation.



***



The unexpected dinner party invitation left Liam scrambling. A piece of him wanted to board the plane and fly the thousand miles back to Boston, to get away from the man invading his every waking thought. The rest of him didnt think he could pry himself away with a crowbar. Every day he promised he would go home and then Brenden suggested a movie, a museum, and then the dinner party.

Liam couldnt leave. He juggled his office schedule and took the vacation time he had accrued. He still handled some calls for his clientsincluding one while Brenden distracted the hell out of him with his mouth, but as long as Brenden wanted him therehe stayed.

He watched him interact with the retired Marines at the partyhe wasnt allowed to call them ex-Marines, he already made that mistake. But the warning growl in Brendens voice had been totally worth it.

Liam? The feminine voice pulled his attention. Lauren Kincaid stood next to him. Brenden knew the best people.

Yes, maam? He smiled, trying to not let his distracted gaze wander back over to the gaggle of men laughing together and slugging each others arms.

Brenden mentioned that you liked Shannon Fabrays work…. Laurens comment drew his attention back. A lovely brunette accompanied Lauren. May I introduce you?

Gaze flicking to the dark-haired woman, Liam turned all the way to face her and held out his hand. Liam Gardiner, and a huge fan of your work.

Shannon Fabray. She shook his hand, tentative and almost shyno, not shywounded. An old wound, but it lurked in her gaze. And thank you.

I dont suppose you work on commission? He lifted his eyebrows.

Not typically, no, but I might be persuaded. Her smile grew. What did you have in mind?

My own Marine. He rushed the thought, not taking any time to question it. He glanced over at Brenden, his heart squeezing when Brenden turned at the same moment to wink at him.

I dont know if I can capture that rakish grin quite so well…but I would be willing to try. Shannon held out her card.

Thank you. He tucked the card into his inner jacket pocket, his genuine pleasure tainted by the bittersweet notion that their time together wouldnt last. Honor and commitment to duty would pull Brenden away.

And Mr. Gardiner?

Liam, he insisted.

Liam. If you ever need to talk…you can call. I know how hard it is to just say goodbye and then wait to see if they come home. She gave his hand a squeeze.

That goes for me, too. Lauren touched a hand to his shoulder.

And me. A third woman joined themRebeccaif Liam remembered the name correctly. Any of us reallythough Shannon has more experience with waiting for Brody right now.

The wives and partners of the Marines grilling on the deck surrounded him and Liam grinned. I appreciate it. It touched him, the ease with which this group included him.

The door opened to the deck and Brenden stuck his head inside and whistled. Ladies! Your dinner is ready and dont scare off my guy.

My guy.

Liams grin grew. He had no idea if he was cut out for this life, but he would hang onto it for as long as it lasted. Im not going anywhere, sweetheart. He winked and Brenden crooked a finger to him.

He walked out to join him, surprisedthrilled actuallywhen Brenden slung an arm around his shoulders and murmured, Youre doing it again.

All good thoughts this time. Trust me. He laughed and leaned into him.

Yeah. He was totally hanging out for as long as it lasted.
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