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            Chapter One

          

          December 24

        

      

    

    
      Erik Josef grimaced down at his Scotch as the singer crooned the familiar, hellishly optimistic tune. The most wonderful time of year, my ass. If Erik heard one more fucking Christmas song, he was going to light everything even remotely Christmas-related on fire. Under the best of circumstances, the winter holidays were his least favorite time of year, but this, by far, was the worst.

      His marriage of nearly twenty years had officially ended last week. He didn’t miss Robin one iota; they’d been virtual strangers since their daughter, Joanna, went off to college four years ago—and they’d barely tolerated each other for a decade before that—but with the relentless barrage of holiday messages about family and togetherness being shoved in his face, being single left him feeling even more hollow than usual.

      And lonely.

      This year, Joanna was spending her holiday break in Vail with her boyfriend’s parents. By the end of the break, she’d presumably come home with a sparkling engagement ring on her finger. Or at least, that’s what her boyfriend was planning, and based on the besotted looks Joanna usually gave Keith, she’d say yes.

      When Keith had called a few weeks ago, Erik had given him his blessing and swallowed down the cynical words that hovered on the tip of his tongue that Keith would be better off just handing over half of his assets to Joanna and skipping the whole damn failed marriage and inevitable divorce. Not that Joanna was a whole lot like her mother—or Erik, for that matter—and Keith was a decent guy, but that didn’t mean Erik thought they’d make a success of it.

      What couple did? He couldn’t think of a single happy couple he personally knew. Presumably, they existed somewhere in the world. Or maybe every couple was miserable and hiding it. People had been shocked when he and Robin divorced. They’d truly thought the show the two of them had put on over the years had been genuine. What a damn joke.

      Now the relentless holiday cheer made him want to hunker down and ignore the entire month of December. He’d planned to spend a few weeks somewhere tropical and forget Christmas even existed. Being served drinks on a beach in Tahiti by a woman in a bikini sounded far better to him than drinking alone in his Philly loft. He’d moved in nearly a year ago, but he’d hardly bothered to do more than furnish it with the necessities. Joanna had been devasted when he and Robin had sold her childhood home, but it was a giant monstrosity that neither he nor Robin had wanted. If Joanna had stayed home for the holidays, he probably would have made an attempt at decorating—gotten a tree with lights and hung some ornaments at least—but if he was spending the holiday by himself in the tropics, what was the damn point?

      He’d been ready to book his tickets when his business partner Bertram had stumbled upon an old hotel in the property management company’s holdings. A considerable amount of digging had revealed that it had been acquired by Erik’s father decades ago, but why the elder Josef had bought it in the first place was a mystery. A run-down hotel thirty minutes outside of Buffalo, New York wasn’t the typical acquisition for the company, but since his father had died a little over a year ago of a heart attack, Erik had no way of finding out why he’d purchased it in the first place.

      Bertram had decided he wanted it off the books before the end of the year, so here Erik was, killing time in an airport bar in Buffalo on Christmas Eve instead of in Tahiti. What on earth had he done in a past life to deserve that? Surely, no one was that terrible.

      The original plan had been for both Erik and Bertram to fly into Buffalo, then drive to Williamsville together to assess the property and decide if it should be sold. But Bertram had booked a later flight that had been delayed at least three times due to the winter storms sweeping in. At this rate, Erik had begun to doubt Bertram would ever make it. So, until Erik heard otherwise, he was going to keep his ass parked on the stool in the airport pub and order glasses of Scotch until either his money or his liver cried uncle. Given the size of his bank account, the odds were on his liver giving out first.

      If Bertram wanted Erik here in Buffalo the day before Christmas, he could damn well do the driving himself.

      “Is this seat taken?”

      Erik glanced up to see a boyish grin aimed in his direction. The man it belonged to had a grip on the back of the barstool next to him and an inquisitive eyebrow cocked at him. Erik shook his head in answer. “Help yourself.”

      Erik turned back to his drink as the guy flopped onto the chair next to him, bumping Erik’s right arm and thigh as he got settled.

      “I think this is the last open seat here,” the stranger said as he hung a canvas messenger bag off the back of the chair, his elbow brushing Erik’s side. “Sorry to disrupt you. It’s a bit of a tight squeeze.”

      Erik glanced around the pub as he tried to subtly shift away from the guy next to him, but it was packed. Umpteen delays and rerouted flights had swelled the usual number of travelers in the Buffalo airport, and the gates and restaurants were all packed to bursting as people tried to find a way to kill the time.

      “It’s fine,” Erik muttered.

      “Seth Cobb.” The stranger held out a hand and offered him a warm smile, his expression animated. He was maybe in his early thirties at most. Erik was a good ten years older, and his blue eyes and short red hair were the polar opposite of Seth’s messy brown hair and dark eyes. “I figure I should introduce myself if I’m going to be all up in your business here.”

      “Erik.” Reluctantly, he shook the proffered hand, not wanting to encourage a chatty stranger.

      “Hell of a storm coming through here, huh?” Seth asked as he got comfortable in his chair. He sounded disgustingly cheerful in spite of the topic. “They’re predicting almost two feet of snow. That’s Buffalo for you, I suppose. Lake-effect snow and all that.”

      Erik grunted.

      “What can I get you?” the bartender asked Seth, and Erik sent the man a silent thank you for interrupting. Hopefully, Seth would turn his attention elsewhere afterward. Unfortunately, Erik couldn’t tune out the conversation they had.

      “A hard cider, please. Can I order food here at the bar too?” Seth asked.

      “Sure. You know what you want?” The bartender sounded as bored as Erik felt.

      “Oh, I’ve hardly had time to look at the menu. Hmm. I feel like all I’ve eaten in the past few days is Buffalo wings. Any suggestions for something that doesn’t involve spicy chicken?”

      “Our blue burger is good, and so is the pulled pork flatbread.”

      “Let’s see ... melted blue cheese, pickled red onion, and cracked black pepper mayonnaise,” Seth read off. “Yum. That does sound good. Although, the slow-cooked pork with cheddar and BBQ sauce sounds tasty too. Now, is the flatbread crispy or chewy?”

      “Chewy.”

      “Hmm. Which is your favorite?”

      “Blue burger,” the bartender said without hesitation. “It’s my go-to.”

      “I’ll take that then.”

      “You won’t regret it. Fries okay?”

      “Do you have sweet potato fries?”

      “We do.”

      “I’ll take those, please.”

      “Sure thing. Anything else?”

      “A water too, please. Thanks.”

      When he was gone, Seth nudged Erik with his elbow. Automatically, Erik glanced over at him. He was in the midst of removing an olive-green cardigan. Underneath was a wrinkled black shirt that had several buttons undone and revealed a slice of his chest. A rather hairy chest. As he rolled up his shirtsleeves, Erik could see that his arms were hairy too—although not so much as to be off-putting—and given his dark beard, he was probably hairy everywhere. Wondering why he was even thinking about it, Erik glanced away again, staring blindly at a nearby table where a couple of guys were eating.

      “Hey, is that Rex Garland?” Seth said under his breath. He nudged Erik’s side with his elbow again, but this time, the motion seemed deliberate.

      Reflexively, he looked back at Seth. “Who the hell is Rex Garland?”

      Seth gaped at him. “You seriously don’t know who Rex Garland is?”

      “No. Should I?”

      “He’s a huge deal. Probably the biggest gay singer out there right now.”

      “Well, that explains why I don’t know him.”

      “You have something against gay singers?” Seth raised an eyebrow, and Erik realized how that had probably come across.

      “No.” He took a swallow of his Scotch. “I don’t listen to much popular music.”

      The tightness on Seth’s face eased. “You should check out his stuff sometime. He’s good. I’m more interested in the fact that he looks like he’s flirting hard with that guy he’s with though. Last I’d heard, he was single.”

      Erik glanced in the direction Seth was looking. “Which guys are you even talking about?”

      “The two at that small table over there who you were staring at. The one with the dark beard is Rex Garland. I don’t recognize the guy he’s with. He’s good looking though. I like the big bear vibe he has going on. Rowr.”

      Erik just nodded. He had no idea why he’d even been dragged into this ridiculous conversation. He just wished he knew how to make it stop.

      “So where are you traveling to? Or from?” Seth asked. Christ. Erik felt a headache begin to form at the base of his skull.

      "Williamsville. A little town about thirty miles from here," Erik said shortly. Seth seemed insistent on chatting though, and when Seth looked at him expectantly, Erik dutifully added, "What about you?"

      “Oh, well, I’m a travel writer. I was on assignment in Buffalo, doing an article on the top ten best Buffalo wings in the city."

      Erik grimaced. "My sympathies."

      Seth chuckled as he accepted the drinks the bartender slid toward him. "By last night, I was starting to get heartburn, so I’m looking forward to eating something different, that's for sure." He took a sip of his drink. "Once I finished here, I was supposed to fly into Pittsburgh to visit my family for the holidays.” He let out a rueful little laugh. “At this rate, it’s starting to look like I won’t make it though."

      “Delayed flight?"

      "Several times." Seth glanced at his phone. "I expect they'll start canceling flights soon, honestly. Airports all along the Eastern Seaboard are going to be affected by this storm. Well, both of them, really. There’s one coming up from the Atlantic around D.C. and another one sweeping in across Chicago and Detroit. We’re smack dab in the middle. Last I checked, the FAA was rerouting every plane that’s already up in the air and grounding the rest."

      Erik groaned. "I was afraid of that. I'm waiting for my partner to fly in and meet me, but so far, he hasn't been able to get out of Philadelphia. At this rate, I may be going to check out the Williamsville Inn alone."

      "Oh, no, I hope not." Seth lay a hand on Erik's arm, his expression sympathetic. "That would be a shame. Especially this time of year."

      Erik felt a prickle of heat go through him at the contact, and he subtly tried to shift away. What an odd thing to say too. What did the time of year have to do with his business dealings being disrupted? "Yeah," he agreed, his tone bland.

      "So how did you meet him?" Seth asked.

      “Who? My partner?” Seth nodded. "Oh, he was working for my father when I started working at the company. He's a bit older than me."

      "My last partner was at least ten years older than me," Seth said. "I don't find it matters much as long as both people are willing to work at it."

      "Right." Erik frowned, his forehead wrinkling with confusion. He had never found the age of his colleagues to make any major difference to him either, but he didn't feel like he'd had to put that much work into it. Still, maybe it depended on what kind of working relationship you had.

      Seth's burger and fries appeared a minute later, sparing Erik any further conversation with the all-too inquisitive man. When the scent hit Erik's nostrils, he felt his stomach rumble. Maybe he should have eaten something before drinking heavily. He glanced down at his nearly empty glass with a grimace.

      "Would you like another?" the bartender asked him.

      "No, I'm good for now."

      When Seth let out a little moan, Erik glanced over to see him sink his teeth into the generously sized burger. As he set it down again, Erik’s gaze lingered on Seth’s long, narrow fingers as he licked them clean. When Seth winked at him, Erik cleared his throat and fixed his gaze on the sweet potato fries.

      “Probably should have eaten more before drinking,” he said gruffly.

      "Hey, if you’re hungry, you're welcome to help yourself," Seth said, nudging the plate toward him. "I have more fries than I'm ever going to eat."

      "I'm good," he said gruffly. "Thanks though," he belatedly tacked on when the silence grew awkward. He turned his attention to his phone again.

      "Sure. Well, if you change your mind ..." Seth attacked his burger with gusto but left the sweet potato fries more or less untouched until the end when it became clear Erik wasn't going to take him up on the offer.

      Erik appreciated that the food kept Seth's mouth too occupied to talk, but the silence was once again filled with the chatter of the other bar patrons and the hellish Christmas music in the background. Less of an improvement than he would have expected, to be honest.

      When Erik’s phone buzzed on the shiny wooden bar top with a text notification, he glanced down to see a message from Bertram. It was about time. Hopefully, it was telling him that Bertram was boarding his flight now. His stomach sank as he read the words.

      All flights out of Philly are canceled. I’ll keep trying, but it doesn't look like I'm going to make it to Buffalo any time today.

      "Fuck!" Erik glared at the message from Bertram. "Fuck, fuck, fuck."

      "Has your partner’s flight been canceled?" Seth asked, his tone concerned.

      "Yes. Excuse me.” Erik threw some money on the bar to cover his drinks—plus a generous tip—and fetched his bags and jacket. He left the pub, nearly running over the singer Seth had mentioned earlier.

      With a muttered, “Excuse me,” he dialed Bertram’s number as he strode away from the noisy restaurant to try to find a quieter corner of the airport.

      “Look, I’m sorry, Erik. I know this is shitty,” Bertram said as soon as he picked up, but Erik had no patience for his apologies.

      “Yeah, it is. I’m in Buffalo, ready to work, and you aren’t,” he snarled. “What the hell do you want me to do now? This trip was all you. I didn't want to be here in the first place."

      “Look, you’re already in Buffalo. Just go to the inn and do what we planned to do together," Bertram said, his tone mild. "If I can grab a flight in the next day or so, I’ll come, but if not, you evaluate it. You’re more than capable of gathering the information so we can decide if we should allow the renovations to go forward before we sell. Or, if you think it’s not worth investing in more renovations, we’ll sell as-is. It’s not that difficult.”

      “Then why didn’t you do it yourself?” Erik asked testily. Bertram was an older bachelor with no family, so he had no plans to celebrate Christmas either. “I could have been on a goddamn Tahitian island right now, Bertram! Not stuck in fucking Buffalo.”

      He laughed uneasily. "I know. You have a better eye for potential though. I can crunch the numbers, but you have the intuition to tell what needs to be done."

      "Flattery isn't going to make me less pissed," Erik muttered as he glanced up at the signs and headed in the direction of baggage claim and ground transportation. He'd only packed a carry-on and his laptop bag, so he didn't need to retrieve anything. Just find a ride to the inn. "Can you at least call the car rental place and cancel our reservation? I've had at least three"—or is it four?—"Scotch since I landed, and I'm in no shape to drive, even in the best of weather."

      Bertram's uneasy laugh sent a shiver of apprehension through Erik. "About that ..."

      "What about it?"

      "Unfortunately, there's a problem with the reservations. Mary was out sick on the day they were supposed to get made and the temp apparently never did them."

      "Jesus Christ," Erik muttered as he rubbed his forehead. This entire trip was a nightmare. One he apparently couldn't wake up from. "Well, if I'm taking a cab or rideshare, I don't suppose it matters."

      "That's the spirit!"

      "Bertram, if you give me any more of your holiday spirit crap, I'm going to find the nearest Christmas ornament and shove it up your ass."

      Bertram let out a choked-sounding laugh. "I'm not into that kind of thing, Erik."

      "I wasn't asking nicely," he snarled. "Look, I'll go to the inn and make my assessment of the place, but the minute I'm done, I'm taking two fucking weeks off and going to Tahiti."

      "If it'll keep you from threatening me again, I'll agree to that," Bertram said with a laugh.

      "Happy fucking holidays," Erik muttered before he hit end call.
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      Erik glared at the snow swirling furiously down outside as he watched the cars pulling up outside of the airport, collecting their passengers, then pulling away. None were for him.

      After an hour of waiting for a ride, Erik was ready to walk to Williamsville. Nearly every single cab and rideshare had already been snatched up by the harried travelers eager to get out of the airport. The few drivers who hadn’t already been hired weren’t interested in trekking all the way out to the village in this weather. He’d called around to limousine services and asked about town cars to no avail. He would have even considered taking a horse-drawn sleigh or dogsled if they existed. At this point, Erik was willing to take whatever he could get. If only it would get him to the inn.

      His head pounded from the lack of food—he really should have ordered something or taken Seth up on his offer of fries—and his stomach felt queasy from the alcohol.

      Sometime during the first twenty minutes of waiting, Bertram's information about the car rental being forgotten had sent a prickle of unease through Erik, and he'd called the Williamsville Inn to verify his reservation. Unfortunately, when he’d spoken to the receptionist, he'd found no reservation there either.

      He and Bertram often used fake names when evaluating properties like a hotel in order to get unbiased service. No point in seeing how the business was typically run if he only got their best behavior, after all. But there was no reservation under either of the false names he and Bertram typically used. And nothing under Bertram Forsythe or Erik Josef either.

      "There's nothing?" he asked.

      "I'm afraid not, sir." She sounded apologetic. "I’m honestly not sure what happened. I sincerely hope it wasn't an error on our part, but I have no record of any reservation being made under any of those names."

      He bit back the urge to snarl at her and let out an irritated sigh instead. "The error may have been on our end. We had a problem in our office with a temp. Do you have anything available now for tonight and tomorrow night?"

      "Well, we are extremely busy because of the holidays, the weather, and some renovations we’re undergoing, but let me see what’s still available," she said. "Yes, it looks like we do have something left. Is a room with two queen size beds acceptable?”

      “That will be fine. Thank you.”

      “May I get a name for the reservation?”

      “Erik. That’s E-r-i-k,” he spelled before he cried out in pain. A woman ran past him, dragging a teetering stack of wheeled luggage. The sharp stabbing pain going through his ankle must have been from it careening toward him and clipping his ankle. “Fuck!” He rubbed at his ankle with the top of his other foot, trying to make the throbbing go away.

      “I’m sorry, sir?”

      “Not you,” he managed. “I’m at the airport and just got run over by luggage. Where were we?”

      “I got your first name. Could I get a last?”

      “Of course. It’s, uhhh ...” He rubbed at the still-smarting spot, blanking out on the false name he usually used. Moore? Carver? “Cobb!” he said as the name popped into his head. That didn’t seem quite right, but it would do. “Erik Cobb,” he repeated.

      Where did I hear that name recently? he wondered. Oh well, it didn’t matter. It would work as long as he remembered it when he checked into the hotel. He finished up the reservation as quickly as possible, and after he hung up, he looked around. If anything, the number of people waiting near the baggage claim and the doors to the exit seemed to have grown. He sighed heavily, wondering how long he’d have to wait for a ride.

      Now, forty minutes later, he logged into one of the rideshare apps and entered his information again. Once again, no driver accepted the request. “Damn it,” he muttered under his breath. He was just going to have to brave the cold and try to snag one of the taxis out front.

      Erik shrugged on his black cashmere coat before donning the gray scarf and hat he was suddenly grateful he’d packed. But when he wheeled his luggage out through the doors, the wind nearly knocked him off his feet.

      “Jesus,” he muttered under his breath as he battled the wind. “This is ridiculous. Tahiti, Bertram. I could have been in Tahiti.”

      A woman walking by eyed him out of the corner of her eye and he flushed. Great. Not only was he hungry, tired, and miserable, he looked like a lunatic too. Perfect. Not to mention his throbbing head and ankle. He was actually looking forward to the ride to the inn. At least, he’d have some peace and quiet to nurse his wounds and compose himself again.

      The line of cars slowly inched forward until a taxi pulled up next to him. Erik was beside it in an instant. He opened the door and poked his head into the cab. "Can you take me to the Williamsville Inn?”

      The driver frowned. "I dunno, man, that's a hell of a distance in this weather. And I won't be able to pick up anyone there so it's way out of my way."

      Erik rubbed his forehead. "I know. I'll throw in a generous tip if you'll take me. Hell, I’ll double the fare if that’s what it takes. I don’t care. I just need to get there."

      He sighed but nodded. "All right. Get in."

      "Thank you," Erik said. He grabbed his rolling suitcase by the handle and stuck it on the seat next to him. As he slid onto the seat beside it, he felt someone touch his arm. He turned to see Seth smiling at him.

      “Hey, Erik. I thought that was you. Did I hear you say you were heading to the Williamsville Inn?”

      “Yes.” He reached out to pull the door shut behind him, but Seth grabbed the handle.

      “I’m heading that way myself. Rides are in short supply now. Mind sharing yours?”

      “As a matter of fact, I do,” Erik snapped. He yanked the door out of Seth’s grip to close it with a decisive slam. There would be no peace and quiet if he said yes.

      “Merry Christmas to you too,” Seth called back, loud enough to penetrate the glass.

      Erik resisted the urge to make a childish retort. He didn't owe a stranger anything. Erik was exhausted, still slightly drunk, and in no mood to deal with anyone right now, much less a chatty guy intent on making friends. But Seth’s wounded look of reproachful disappointment followed Erik as the car pulled away from the curb.

      "Would have been cheaper for you to split the fare with that guy," the cabbie said.

      "I really don't care," Erik muttered. "I need the peace and quiet more. In fact, if you drive me to the inn without another word, I'll throw in an extra fifty."

      The cabbie's gaze met his in the mirror and he nodded once. Smart man.

      Erik closed his eyes and rested his head against the back of the seat with a sigh. He dozed for a little while but was jolted abruptly awake when the car fishtailed on the icy road. Well, that wasn't good. He lifted his head and gazed out the window to see heavy white flakes of snow battering the car. Jesus. Forget a quiet ride, he was going to be lucky if he made it there in one piece.

      He couldn't rest after that, so he stared morosely out the window as the driver battled the wind and snow to keep it on the road.

      Merry fucking Christmas to him indeed.
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        * * *

      

      The lobby of the Williamsville Inn resembled a nightmare from 1962. It was even worse than the online pictures had led him to believe. It was far more than dated; the carpets were stained, the furniture was worn and threadbare, and the entire place was desperately in need of the promised renovations. He resisted the urge to send a text to Bertram saying: Sell it now.

      “Hello, sir, how may I help you?” the woman at the desk asked.

      “I called a little earlier from the airport,” he said as he approached. “Last name, uh, Cobb.”

      She typed in a few words, then smiled at him. “Yes, Mr. Cobb. I see your reservation right here. It looks like you snagged our very last available room.”

      Erik checked in without incident, but as he walked away from the desk, a thought occurred to him and he turned back. “Oh, one more thing. My partner may be coming along behind me. He had some trouble with his flight getting canceled, but he was trying to get on another one. I have no idea when he’ll arrive, but he’ll need another keycard for the room when he does.” If there were no more rooms at the inn, he and Bertram would just have to share. Less than ideal but they’d make do. It didn’t make him any happier about this damned trip though. It seemed to be going from bad to worse.

      “No problem, sir. I’ll make a note of that, and we’ll take care of it.” The receptionist smiled brightly.

      He attempted to smile back, but it probably came off more like a grimace. “Thank you.”

      Unfortunately, the room was every bit as bad as he’d imagined, and he repressed a shudder at the thought of staying there for the next few days. But, also unfortunately, there was no getting out of it now. Nothing to do but make the best of it, he supposed.

      Erik unpacked carefully, hanging most of his clothing in the closet and placing the remainder in the drawers. At least, he wouldn’t look as run down as the building. He stowed the empty suitcase in the closet then debated if he should shower before he went in search of food.

      His rumbling stomach convinced him food was the priority.

      He returned to the lobby, laptop bag in tow. “Do you have food available here at the hotel?” he asked the clerk. Someone different than the person who’d checked him in. As long as they pointed him in the right direction, he really didn’t care who directed him to it.

      “A breakfast buffet is included,” she said with another friendly smile.

      “Is anything open now?”

      Her smile turned apologetic. “No. Not in the hotel. We don’t offer dinner service in our restaurant.”

      “Room service?”

      She shook her head.

      Erik suppressed a sigh, feeling the throbbing in his head increase. He really should have taken something for it. “Where is the nearest restaurant?”

      She directed him to a cafe half a block away, and now he did sigh. “I don’t suppose there’s any hope of getting someone to drive me there?”

      “I’m afraid not. It is within walking distance though.”

      He looked down at his Italian leather shoes. So much for them. Between the snow and salt, they’d likely never recover from this trip. Pity. They were his favorite too. “You said turn left out of the hotel, and then it’s how far?”

      “Half a block,” she said helpfully. “You can’t miss it.”

      “Thank you.” He buttoned his coat, then spotted his laptop bag at his feet. “Oh, do you have a safe you could put this in?” He held it up to show her.

      “Our safe isn’t big enough for that, but I could certainly place it in a locked cabinet in the office.”

      He probably should have left the computer in his room, but this place had seen better days and was clearly getting a bit seedy around the edges. “That’ll have to do.”

      Once Erik was fully bundled up, he struck out for the cafe. The walk was every bit as miserable as he’d feared, and by the time he pushed the door open, he was convinced he’d never feel his feet again. The warm air inside sent a pleasant shiver through him though, and once he was in a booth with his hands wrapped around a mug of coffee, he felt slightly better. He ordered hot soup and a grilled sandwich. When they arrived, they were surprisingly decent and more than filled the hollow ache in his stomach and warmed him from the inside out. He got a container for the remainder of his sandwich but he delayed leaving, unenthusiastic about going outside in the storm again. It wasn’t until his phone battery dipped dangerously low that he paid his bill.

      When he stood, he noticed he was the last one there and that the waitress was stacking chairs on top of the tables. A mop bucket sat nearby. “I’m sorry,” he said to her. “Were you closing?”

      “Oh, in about twenty minutes. It’s too slow to stay open, and my husband is going to pick me up before the roads get even worse.”

      He wished her a good evening and wrapped himself up tightly against the cold again. The walk back to the hotel was worse than the trip there. The temperatures had dropped further, and he seemed to be walking directly into the wind this time. It stung his cheeks and sent snowflakes skittering under his collar, despite the tightly wound scarf.

      “Tahiti,” he grumbled to himself as he entered the hotel lobby.

      He tried not to glower at the woman at the desk when he retrieved his laptop, but he was still miserably cold by the time the elevator reached the third floor. His fingers were numb as he slid the keycard into the reader, desperately looking forward to a nice long, hot shower. And painkillers. His head was still throbbing.

      But when Erik pushed open the door, he was greeted by the sight of a half-naked man walking out of the bathroom.

      When he spotted Erik, he yelped and grabbed at the towel around his waist. Erik’s gaze traveled from the narrow hips, to a lean stomach, then over a chest covered in a substantial mat of dark, neatly trimmed hair. He finally landed on a firm jaw covered in an equally well-kept beard. When he saw the dark brown eyes, a jolt of recognition went through him. The guy from the airport bar.

      “Seth?” he said, blinking at him as he shut the door behind him.

      Seth tilted his head in confusion. “Erik?”

      “What did you do, follow me here and break into my hotel room?” Erik asked, feeling a sudden wave of fury wash over him at the invasion of his privacy.

      “What?” Seth gaped at him, and the towel around his waist dipped a little lower on his lean hips as he took a step forward. “No! I called around to at least a dozen hotels and this was the only one where I could get a reservation. And this is the room they assigned me.” He strode over to the dresser and held up the keycard envelope for Erik to see. “See? It says room 306 right there.”

      Erik stared down at the one in his hand. 306.

      “And why on earth would I do something like that anyway?” Seth gaped at him.

      “I don’t know,” Erik admitted with a sigh, setting the takeout container on the dresser and his laptop on the floor next to it.

      “Besides, how was I supposed to know this was your room? None of your stuff is here!”

      Erik yanked open the closet doors and gestured to his neatly hung shirts and pants, and the nearly empty suitcase below it. “It’s all right here.”

      “Oh. I didn’t even open the closet when I got here.”

      “I see that,” Erik said drily as he looked around. “You seem to have spread your belongings around the entire room instead.”

      Seth flushed and raked a hand through his wet hair. “Sorry. I obviously wasn’t expecting anyone to be joining me.”

      “Your lack of tidiness is entirely beside the point. Come on, we need to get downstairs to get this situation straightened out immediately.” He reached out and grabbed Seth’s forearm, tugging him toward the door.

      Seth shook him off with a frown, then grabbed at the towel that was barely being held up by his narrow hips. “Can I at least put some clothes on?”

      “Oh, right.” Erik cleared his throat. “I’ll wait out in the hallway while you change.”

      He stood in the hall trying to process what had happened. He couldn’t forget the sight of Seth’s chest. His hair had looked so soft. It made Erik want to touch it. Odd. He’d never had that urge before, but now he wondered what it would feel like under his palms or against his own bare chest. A strange shiver skittered through his body, and he pushed the thought from his mind. He was going to chalk it up to being cold, exhausted, and grumpy. That was all. That or he was losing his mind. It was probably that.

      “Come on,” he said gruffly at Seth as he locked the room behind him.

      “I really had no idea that was your room,” Seth said tentatively as they rode down to the first floor.

      “I know.”

      The moment the doors opened, Erik strode toward the check-in desk with Seth on his heels.

      “I’d like you to explain to me why you’ve double-booked a room,” he snapped as he slapped the keycard onto the desk. “Room 306, to be precise.”

      The woman—one he’d never seen before—blinked at him. “I’m sorry. What’s your name?”

      “Erik J—Cobb.”

      “And you?” She glanced at Seth.

      “Seth Cobb.”

      “Oh, I think I see what happened.” She frowned at the computer screen. “Mary, who was here before me, checked you in, Mr. Cobb. Uh, Erik.”

      He nodded.

      “Well, she put a note in saying that you were waiting for your partner to arrive. When Mr. Cobb—Seth here—checked in, I pulled up the name Cobb, saw the note, and assumed he was your partner. I put him in your room as instructed and cancelled the second reservation, thinking it had been made in error.”

      Erik gaped at her. Why on earth would them using the same name ... Oh. Now he understood. She’d thought it meant romantic partner. Husband. “I was referring to my business partner,” he said between gritted teeth. “Apparently, I should have been more specific. His name is Bertram Forsythe, and we work together.”

      She gave him an apologetic look. “I do apologize for the mix-up. Normally, we would have spoken in person rather than rely on notes, but phones were ringing off the hook, and because of the storm, we are very short-staffed. Not everyone could make it in today, and we’re all scrambling.”

      “Well, at this point, I care less about how it happened than making it un-happen,” he said icily. “Find this man another room.”

      She grimaced. “I’m very sorry, sir, but that was the last room we had available. The hotel is undergoing some renovations right now, so about half of our rooms are closed. It’s rarely a problem, but with the holidays and the storm, we’re at full capacity. After the second Cobb reservation got canceled, it was snapped up immediately.”

      “You can’t possibly force me to share a room with a complete stranger,” Erik said, his tone filled with disbelief. “That’s absurd.”

      “Well, of course, we can’t force you,” she said apologetically. “But as I said, it is the last room available here. And likely within at least thirty miles. Everything is booked. And the cab services have closed. There might be a few rideshare drivers still making runs, but I would doubt it. The roads are virtually impassible right now.”

      “Please.” Seth touched Erik’s arm. “I literally have nowhere else to go. I know you’re upset, but you wouldn’t actually kick me out with nowhere to go, would you?”

      Reluctantly, Erik turned to look at him. His tone was pleading and so were his dark eyes. The heavy brows and slightly pouting lips contributed to the pathetic effect, and Erik found his resistance wavering. God damn it. At the moment, Erik couldn’t think of anyone he wanted to share a room with less, but he didn’t see any other options. Erik knew he could be kind of an asshole, but he wasn’t a monster. He couldn’t actually turn the man out into the storm. And it was his fault. The reason he’d even thought of the name Cobb was because Seth had said it earlier, and it had stuck in his head. Plus, if Erik had let Seth come with him in the cab to the inn, this entire situation could have been avoided.

      “Okay, you can stay,” Erik said, the reluctance in his tone clear as he turned back to the woman at the desk. “But if you have any cancellations or early checkouts or a room becomes available for any other reason, I expect a call.”

      “Of course, sir,” she said. “I will make a very clear note about it. And of course, we’ll be taking ten percent off your bill.”

      Ten percent? He raised an eyebrow at her.

      “Or perhaps twenty would be more appropriate given the circumstances?”

      He nodded. It wasn’t that he needed the money, but it was the principle of the issue. “Fine.”

      “And if there is anything else we can do ...”

      “I think you’ve done quite enough,” he said tightly.

      He stalked toward the elevator, Seth trotting behind him.

      “Thank you, Erik,” he said as they waited for the elevator to arrive. “I really appreciate you letting me stay in the room.”

      “Don’t make me regret my generosity,” he muttered as the doors slid open.

      The only good thing about the situation was that it had physically warmed him. It had heated his blood to boiling, and Erik didn’t think he was going to cool off any time soon.
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      When they reached the room, Seth immediately began gathering up his belongings from the bed by the window. “I am sorry I spread my stuff out everywhere. I was searching for something in my bag, and then I decided to take a shower. I’d planned to clean up after but then you arrived and ...” He dumped it on the other bed. “I’m not quite as, um, neat as you are, but I’m not typically this big of a slob either. I promise.”

      “It’s fine.” It wasn’t but it looked like Erik would have to tolerate it for another day or two. Erik grabbed his food from the dresser and pulled open the small refrigerator. It looked ancient and opened with a creak, but it was cool inside and no terrible smells emanated from it, so it would do.

      Seth glanced over, and his expression brightened. “Oh, where did you find food?”

      “At the cafe about half a block from here. They were closing as I left though.”

      His face fell. “Damn. I haven’t eaten since lunch and that was hours ago.”

      Erik winced. He didn’t imagine there was anywhere else around here open now, especially with the weather continuing to worsen. Guilt gnawed at him.

      Erik shut the refrigerator and walked over to Seth. “Here.” He thrust the Styrofoam container at him. “It’s only half a chicken pesto panini, but ...”

      “No, this will be great. Thank you.” Seth’s smile was blinding, his warm fingers brushing Erik’s as he accepted the food.

      “Call it an apology for not letting you get in the cab earlier,” he said gruffly. “I wasn’t feeling well, but I was unnecessarily harsh to you.”

      “I’m sure you were disappointed by your partner not joining you ... Oh! You were talking about your business partner then too, weren’t you?”

      Erik gave him a puzzled look before he realized Seth had also assumed he’d meant a romantic partner when he’d talked about Bertram earlier. “Why does everyone assume I’m gay? Do I give off that impression?”

      Seth shrugged as he took a seat on the bed and flipped open the container of food. “I think these days people use the term partner to refer to a romantic partner more often than not. They’d be more inclined to say business associate or colleague or something.”

      Erik rolled his eyes as he gathered up a few of Seth’s remaining belongings that were still strewn across the bed by the window. “We’re both managing partners in the business, but I’ll keep that in mind.” He dumped the items on the bed next to Seth.

      Seth raised an eyebrow at him. “So you aren’t gay then?”

      “No. Not that it’s any of your business, but I’m not. I’m recently divorced from my ex-wife, and I have a daughter in college.” Erik retrieved his laptop bag, then took a seat on the now-empty bed. He kicked off his shoes and stretched out with a sigh. A glance at his watch told him it was only seven in the evening, but it had been a long, tiring day.

      “You don’t look old enough to have a daughter in college,” Seth said around a mouthful of food.

      “I’m forty-three.”

      “I figured late thirties at most.”

      “Flattering but no.”

      “So, you’re forty-three, live in Philly, are recently divorced, have a daughter in college, and a business partner who’s stuck somewhere in an airport waiting for a flight. What else should I know about you?”

      “We’re sharing a room for two days at most. I don’t think you need to know anything else beyond the fact that I’m unlikely to murder you in your sleep.”

      “I suppose that is the critical one,” Seth said with a grin. “Although, should I be concerned that you said ‘unlikely’ rather than ‘definitely won’t’?”

      Despite himself, Erik laughed. “Well, I haven’t murdered anyone yet. And I don’t have any plans to. But I suppose I like to leave open the possibility I might change my mind.”

      “That’s not reassuring at all.” Seth’s grin widened.

      “Do you snore?”

      “Not that I’m aware of. None of my ex-boyfriends have mentioned it anyway.”

      Erik raised an eyebrow. “You’re gay?”

      “I am.”

      “Oh.”

      “Is that a problem?” Seth licked his fingers clean, then set the empty food container on the dresser.

      “No! No. It just makes sense why you made the leap from partner to romantic partner.”

      Seth frowned at him. “So, I’m curious. Your last name is Cobb too? I don’t remember you mentioning it at the pub.”

      “Uh, no.” Erik rubbed the back of his neck, feeling uncomfortable. He sighed. “Look, my company owns this property. Bertram—my business associate—and I were supposed to come here to evaluate it and decide what we want to do with it. I prefer not to use my own name in situations like this.”

      “Okay.” Seth’s frown deepened. “But why use Cobb?”

      “To be honest, I was exhausted, slightly drunk, and it was the first name that popped in my head.”

      “Oh. All right.” He paused for a moment. “So, what is it actually? I promise I won’t tell anyone. Your secret is safe with me.”

      “Josef, with an f.”

      “Eric Josef.” Seth said the name like he was rolling it over on his tongue to get its flavor.

      “Erik. Hard k on the end. Not a c.”

      “How Germanic. Or is it Scandinavian?”

      “Mmm. There’s some of both in my family ancestry actually.”

      “You do have that look.”

      “That look?” Erik shot a quizzical glance across the room.

      “The big Viking look. Minus the beard, of course, but the rest of it.” Seth gestured vaguely with his hand. “Your height and the reddish-blond hair and blue eyes.”

      “Right.”

      Erik pulled his laptop bag toward himself. His phone was nearly dead, and he really should charge it in case he heard from Bertram again.

      “Mind if I put on the TV?” Seth asked.

      “That’s fine.” His head still pounded, and at this point, it couldn’t get much worse. He’d put in his earbuds if he had to.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he watched Seth scramble off the bed to grab the remote off the dresser. This roommate situation for the next few days would be ... interesting.

      Erik rummaged through his laptop bag, unable to find the cable. Where was the last place he’d seen it? The plane? He had a flash of memory of plugging his phone in and laying it on the tray table while it charged. They’d hit a bunch of turbulence about an hour in though, and he’d had to fold the tray up and put his phone away and ... He groaned internally. He knew exactly where his cable was—tucked into the pocket of the seat in business class. “Damn.”

      “What is it?” Seth asked.

      “I can’t find my charging cable. I’m fairly certain I left it on the plane.”

      “Apple or Android?”

      “Apple.”

      “You’re welcome to use mine. One sec.” Seth rummaged through the mess on the bed before holding it up with a triumphant, “Aha!”

      Erik got up to take it from him. Their fingers brushed as Seth handed it over, and Erik suppressed a shiver. He must still be chilled from the walk back or something.

      “Thank you.” Once he located an outlet behind the nightstand and his phone was plugged in, Erik grabbed his shoes. He grimaced down at them. They were just as snow and salt-streaked as he’d feared. They definitely wouldn’t be salvageable by the time this trip was over. He should have packed something more sensible, but he’d never dreamed that car services would shut down completely. Of course, most of this I didn’t imagine happening, he thought with a rueful smile as he reached for a light sweater.

      “Excuse me.” Seth brushed past him and reached for the door handle. “I’ll be back shortly.”

      He was out the door before Erik could respond. “Okay ...” he muttered. Weird guy but now that Erik wasn’t feeling quite so terrible, Seth didn’t seem quite as irritating as he had at the airport. After Erik put on a pair of warm, dry socks, he felt a wave of fatigue wash over him. Maybe he’d nap for a little bit.

      Erik had just stretched out on the bed and closed his eyes when he heard a banging on the door. “For fuck’s sake,” he muttered.

      He peered through the peephole to see Seth grinning at him from the other side. “Did you forget your key?” he asked as he pulled the door open.

      “Yes, but my hands were full anyway.” He held up two coffee mugs, looking triumphant. “I have a peace offering for you. A thank you for letting me share your room and your dinner.”

      “Okay.” Erik eyed him warily as he took the mug Seth offered and closed the door behind him.

      “It’s a recipe I made up after one too many hotels with shitty coffee. Oh, are you good with caffeine this late? I should have asked first.”

      “Yeah, I’m an all-day coffee drinker.”

      “Perfect.”

      Erik peered down at the mug. “What is it? It just looks like regular black coffee.”

      “It is. Bring it over to the dresser, and I’ll show you the magic.”

      The magic, huh? Erik was skeptical about all of this, but he did as instructed. Seth pulled several things out of his pockets and deposited on them dresser. “So, you start by filling your mug about half full with coffee.” He nodded at the coffee mugs and grabbed a couple of small creamer cups.

      “Okay.”

      “Stir in a little cream but no sugar.” Erik did as instructed, then watched Seth tear open a packet of something else. “Put in some hot cocoa.”

      Seth handed him a second packet along with a spoon. “Stir that in while I get the final ingredient.”

      Still a little bewildered by the whole thing, Erik stirred the cocoa into the creamy coffee while Seth rummaged through the belongings still strewn across the bed. He held up several small bottles triumphantly. “And now the magic ingredient.”

      Erik laughed as he recognized the familiar shape. “Alcohol?”

      “Bourbon to be specific. Trust me on this.” Seth grinned.

      “Oh, you’ll get no arguments from me. It sounds perfect right now.”

      Seth handed over two small bottles. “Add as much as you’d like.”

      Erik poured one bottle in, eyed the level of liquid, and added the second. He had to stir it carefully and take a sip off the top of the mug before he could carry it over to the bed. The booze made his eyes water, but it was warm all the way down. And the coffee, cocoa, and bourbon flavor was pleasant. Strong, but pleasant.

      “This is good. Thank you.”

      “Like I said, it’s a peace offering.”

      “Are you trying to get me liquored up so I won’t mind sharing a room with you?” Erik asked drily.

      “I am.” Seth’s dark eyes seemed to dance. “Is it working?”

      “Ask me after I’m done.”

      “There’re more little bottles tucked away in my bag,” Seth said. “If it’s necessary.”

      Erik chuckled and took another sip. It really did hit the spot. He didn’t typically drink so much—he winced, remembering his airport bender earlier this afternoon—but it really had been a stressful, shitty day. This was a nice way to unwind. And, he thought as he glanced over at Seth, who was cleaning up the trash from their drinks, it does make having a roommate a hell of a lot easier to tolerate.

      “So, you picked that trick up on your travels?” Erik asked when Seth took a seat on the bed again.

      “I did. I started adding a little cocoa first, just to improve coffee that was either bitter, burned, or watery—or sometimes all three at once—but one time, I had some bourbon on hand and that concoction was born. I like to call it my special hot cocoa.”

      “I admire your ingenuity.” Erik took another sip. His stomach felt warm and his shoulders had begun to unclench. “So where do you travel?”

      “Wherever they send me really. Sometimes, it’s short jaunts to places like Buffalo for wings. Sometimes, it’s a lot farther afield. I’ve been to Canada, Mexico, most of the European countries, Australia, Morocco, Egypt ... Haven’t done much travel in Asia or the rest of Africa yet but maybe someday.”

      “This is for a magazine?”

      “An online one, yeah. They’re one of the top sites for travel reviews.” The pride in his voice was clear. “I’d been doing some freelance stuff, and when they put out a call for staff travel writers, I sent in a bunch of my reviews of local places, and I was hired immediately.”

      “That’s impressive,” Erik said.

      Seth flashed a brilliant smile at him. “I love what I do.”

      “So you must not be home very often then, huh?”

      Seth shrugged. “I’m gone about half of every month. Sometimes more.”

      Erik winced. He traveled somewhat frequently for work but not that often. And rarely outside of Philly, New York, or Baltimore. “Do you have a home base?”

      “Manhattan,” Seth said. “I sublet a place I share with a couple of roommates. It’s a little crowded when I’m home, but it’s not bad, and it keeps the cost somewhat manageable.”

      “Do you like being that nomadic?”

      “Yeah,” Seth said. He scooted back on the bed. “I get antsy if I’m stuck in one place for too long. Don’t get me wrong. It’s nice to have that home base to come back to, but if I were there all the time, I think it would feel stifling. I get this itch under my skin to get on a plane and explore the world.”

      “Hmm. Interesting.”

      “Are you a homebody?”

      Erik considered the idea. “No, not really. I like to travel as well. Minus today, I generally enjoy the business trips I take. I don’t know that I’d like to be gone quite as much as you, but I do see the appeal.”

      “Do you ever feel like you’d explode if you had to stay still and do the same thing over and over? Like you’d just become stagnant and slowly wither away.”

      Erik hesitated. “Truthfully, that was what my marriage was like. It had become very stagnant, and I felt like I was shriveling up and dying inside.”

      Seth gave him a look filled with sympathy. “I’m sorry. That sounds miserable.”

      “It was.” Erik was surprised he’d admitted as much aloud to a virtual stranger, but apparently, the alcohol had loosened his tongue.

      They sat in companionable silence for a few minutes before Erik shivered and wrapped his hands around the still-warm mug. “Is it just me or does it seem cold in here?”

      “Yeah, it does. I’ll crank up the heat a little. See if that helps.” Seth stood.

      “Thanks.” Erik held up his half-empty mug. “In the meantime, we’ve got our drinks.”

      “We do.” Seth’s eyes lit up as he glanced over at Erik. “I’m glad you’re enjoying it.”

      “Thanks for sharing with me.”

      After Seth fiddled with the heater controls, he sorted through the items on the bed, packing them away neatly into the canvas messenger bag. Erik was amazed by how much fit inside it, but Erik supposed Seth had to be quite organized and efficient if he traveled that much. Maybe he’d been a little harsh on the guy earlier.

      After Seth was done, he settled on his bed again. Erik occupied himself with checking emails on his laptop while Seth scrolled through the offerings on the TV for a few minutes.

      “Oh, I love holiday romances like this,” Seth said with a happy little sigh as he tossed the remote on the bed besides him.

      Erik glanced up at the screen. A dark-haired woman was walking down a small-town sidewalk hand-in-hand with a bearded guy in a flannel shirt and work jacket as snow fell around them. “Can’t say I’ve ever watched one.”

      “Oh, they’re all basically the same. A woman living in the big city is engaged to a jerkish CEO but when she comes back to her hometown, she falls in love with a flannel-wearing guy after he shows her the true meaning of Christmas. There’s always a lot of snow, a Christmas tree lot, a mall Santa, and a dog.” There was a bit of a dreamy note in his voice.

      “No wonder I’ve never watched any of them.”

      “They’re ridiculous but so much fun.”

      “I’ll take your word for it.”

      “You could watch it now, you know?”

      “I could, but I’m working.” He wasn’t really. Since tomorrow was Christmas, there wasn’t a whole lot happening at the office.

      “Do you ever do anything just for fun?”

      “I enjoy working out.”

      Seth shook his head. “That doesn’t count.”

      “Why not?”

      “It’s still good for you. I’m talking something purely indulgent and fun.”

      Erik considered the idea. “No. I’m more practical than that, I suppose.”

      “But are you happy?”

      He froze. “What business is that of yours?”

      Seth held up his hands. “None. I just ...”

      “Well don’t. My life is my business,” he snapped, his earlier relaxed mood gone. He sat up and turned out the light between the beds.

      “I’m sorry.” Seth’s voice was very soft, and Erik had to strain to hear him over the Christmas music playing on the screen. “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”

      Erik nodded tersely. But he found himself glancing up at the screen more often than necessary. From what he could tell, the movie was every bit as awful as it had initially sounded. But he found his gaze drawn to Seth’s face. He was stretched out on his stomach, his head situated at the end of the bed, and his face was so animated, so immersed in the scenes as he watched the movie. Every time a character laughed, he did too, and the joy or sadness of every scene was reflected on his face. He seemed to feel things so intensely. Erik wondered what that was like. It seemed ... uncomfortable to connect so deeply to something you had no stake in at all.

      Seth glanced over at him. “What?” he asked, sounding almost shy. “Am I being too loud?”

      “No.” Erik scrambled for an explanation for why he’d been staring so intently. “This is terrible. How can you stand watching this drivel?”

      Seth sat up. “What did you call it?”

      “Drivel. As in nonsense. Something useless and boring.”

      “I know what the word means.” Seth rolled his eyes. “I just don’t understand why you’d say something like that. This is an amazing story. It’s so heartwarming.” His tone was earnest.

      “Heartwarming?” Erik scoffed. “A synonym for drivel. Then again, most holiday things are. It’s why I was planning to avoid the whole damn thing. I was supposed to be in Tahiti right now.”

      “Wait, so you hate the holidays?”

      Erik shrugged. “They’re a waste of time, energy, and money. People build up their expectations so high that they’re inevitably disappointed when the experience doesn’t live up to it.”

      “Well, that’s ... depressing.”

      “Hence wanting to skip the entire thing,” he said. “I’d just as soon go straight from November to January.”

      “Oh, man, you should see my family’s holiday celebration. It’s amazing. We have so many great traditions.”

      Erik considered the idea. “We didn’t really have any,” he admitted. Sure, there had been parties they’d always gone to. And he and Robin had always opened gifts with Joanna on Christmas morning, but beyond that, they’d never done a whole lot as a family around the holidays.

      “Have you ever hunted for the Christmas pickle?” Seth asked.

      “The what?” That sounded ... vaguely inappropriate.

      “Christmas pickle.” Seth crossed his legs and faced him. “It’s a German tradition. It’s common in Pennsylvania too. Ours is a glass pickle ornament. Someone hides it on the tree for the rest of the family to find. The first person who spots it is supposed to enjoy good luck in the new year. In some families, that person also gets to be the first one to open a present on Christmas morning.” He grinned at Erik. “It’s usually me.”

      Erik found himself smiling back. Seth’s good mood and excitement over the holidays was hard to ignore. At the moment, Erik almost envied him.

      “When I was a kid, we’d drive around looking at holiday lights too. Oh, and we cut down a live tree every year to decorate. And bake dozens and dozens of cookies.” Seth’s smile drooped and his tone turned wistful. “I usually miss all that now that I’m an adult, but I thought this year I’d at least make it home in time for Christmas Eve and Christmas Day.”

      “I’m sorry you’ll miss it,” Erik said. Oddly enough, he meant it. Anyone who loved the holidays that much should spend it with family.

      “Thanks. Me too.” Seth gave him a sympathetic look. “I’m sorry you won’t make it to Tahiti.”

      “Oh, I have every intention of making it to Tahiti still,” Erik said. “The minute my work is done, I’m on a plane, and I’m not coming home until after the new year.”

      “No special someone to spend New Year’s Eve with?”

      Erik let out a little snort. “No. And I’m looking forward to skipping the same tedious party I’ve been forced to go to for the past ten years.”

      “Well, that’s good. And who knows, maybe you’ll meet someone before then.”

      “In the next week? Highly doubtful.”

      “Ahh, have a little faith.”

      “Look, I’ve had one shitty marriage. Why would I go looking for another?”

      “Does it have to be shitty?”

      “In my experience, they all are.”

      “That’s also depressing.”

      “You haven’t mentioned coming home to a Mr. Cobb. Clearly, you aren’t doing a whole lot better than me in the romance department.”

      Seth flinched. “Fair enough. But it doesn’t mean I’ve given up hope. I’d like to find my guy someday.”

      “That wouldn’t make you feel tied down and stifled?”

      “No,” Seth said quietly. “I mean, it depends on the person of course. I’ve dated some guys who did make me feel that way, but they were the kind who didn’t want to travel. Didn’t even want to leave their couch really. They were content to stay in every night and watch TV. Don’t get me wrong. That’s nice too sometimes, but for fuck’s sake, we lived in New York. There are a thousand things to do. I didn’t have to be out doing something every minute of every day, but it didn’t seem like too much to ask to want to go out occasionally, you know?”

      Erik nodded. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d done any of the things Philly had to offer unless it was for his job, but he remembered a time when he had enjoyed them. “Did your, uh, previous partners have a hard time with you traveling so much?”

      “Yeah, that’s been the sticking point in most relationships,” Seth said with a sigh. “I don’t blame them, I guess. It can’t be easy to have your partner disappear half the month, but I always came home to them. It just ... wasn’t enough.”

      Erik considered the idea. Could he imagine being involved with a woman who was gone half the time? Truthfully, if they spent time together when they were both home, it would have been more interaction than he’d had with Robin. They’d lived in the same house but spent very little quality time together. Over the years, they’d become more like two ships passing in the night than a couple. He hadn’t begrudged her the charity work she’d done—it was important too—and she’d been a good mother to Joanna, but she’d always put Erik last. And, he supposed he’d put her last too. Work and Joanna had come first. Though he’d tried. He’d begged Robin to go to couple’s counseling. She’d rebuffed him every time.

      “Someone there half the time would be a whole lot more than I’ve ever had,” Erik said aloud. “The last fifteen years of my marriage were sexless.”

      Seth frowned. “That makes me sad for you.”

      Erik laughed, uncomfortable with the turn the conversation had taken. He didn’t know why he’d brought up his sex life. He took a sip of his now-cool drink. “I don’t need you to pity me.”

      Seth rolled onto his side and propped his head on his hand. “It’s not pity, Erik. I just can’t imagine how lonely that was. Everyone needs physical affection. They’ve proven it scientifically.”

      “I got a massage once a week.” He tried to make a joke, but it fell a little flat.

      Seth raised an eyebrow. “The kind with a happy ending?”

      A surprised laugh escaped Erik’s mouth. “No. A therapeutic one.”

      “If you were in a sexless marriage for a decade and a half, a happy ending would be therapeutic.”

      “Well, maybe. But, no, the massage was entirely above board. Towel over my hips and a very discreet masseur.”

      Seth waggled his eyebrows. “A very discreet masseur still totally works with the scenario in my head.”

      “Are you fantasizing about me getting a handjob from a masseur?”

      “Yes.” There wasn’t a hint of shame on Seth’s face. “I’m not gonna lie. It’s a pretty hot mental image.”

      Erik huffed out a laugh. “Well, even if I wanted to get a handjob from a virtual stranger, I’d hardly choose a man to do it.”

      “Really? You’ve gone fifteen years without a release that doesn’t involve your own hand. If you were given an opportunity to let someone else do it for you, you wouldn’t even consider the idea of it being from a man?” Seth sounded skeptical. “In your shoes, I’d lay back, close my eyes, and enjoy the rub and tug no matter who it came from.”

      Erik shifted. This conversation was having an odd effect on him. He could feel a little tingle in his balls as he imagined the imaginary handjob, though the whole topic made him massively uncomfortable. “Even if in your scenario it was a woman giving it to you?”

      “Hell, yes. I get antsy when I go a few months without sex. I’d never last fifteen years. Woman, man, space alien of indeterminate gender, I don’t care.”

      “Huh.”

      “So, did you jerk off every day?”

      “Why are we even discussing this?” Erik asked.

      “Sorry. I don’t mean to pry. I’m just curious.” Seth didn’t sound sorry though. There was undisguised curiosity in his gaze, and his face was animated. He was enjoying this.

      “Yeah, I jerked off every day. It ... did the trick.”

      Seth made a face. “I have this mental image of you all alone in this big, glass-walled shower, stroking off and feeling sorry for yourself. Depressing as fuck.”

      Erik blinked at him. “That is disturbingly accurate actually,” he said, his tone dry. “So, you’ve admitted to fantasizing about me. Should I be concerned that rather than soften the blow of sharing a room, you’re actually trying to get me liquored up to take advantage of me?” He held up his mug.

      Seth recoiled, looking genuinely hurt. “No. I’d never do something like that.”

      A flash of guilt hit him. “I was kidding. Poor joke, but I assure you I didn’t mean it.”

      Seth’s expression lightened a little. “Good.”

      They both fell silent for a minute before Seth gave him an appraising look. “Unless you wanted me to get you liquored up and take advantage of you.”

      Erik huffed. “I didn’t say that.”

      “But are you thinking about it?”

      For a moment, Erik pictured Seth crawling onto the bed beside him and pressing their lips together before he unbuttoned Erik’s shirt and worked his way down ... And damn if Erik couldn’t feel his body responding to that. Jesus, why am I reacting this way? he wondered. He’d been hit on by men before. Usually, a guy trying to pick him up at a hotel or airport bar. Though occasionally, a colleague or someone he met through work subtly indicating his interest. Erik had never once felt a single stirring of interest on his own part in any of them. But this talk with Seth made his body react. It had been too long since he'd had sex if he was getting turned on by another man. Especially a chatty stranger who seemed a little too good at getting Erik to spill all of his secrets.

      “No,” Erik lied. “Of course, I’m not thinking about it.”

      “Mmm.” The skepticism was clear in Seth’s voice. “Well, if you change your mind, you know where to find me.”

      “One bed over?” The minute the words left Erik’s mouth, he regretted them. They sounded too familiar. Too intimate.

      “Or you can just join me in the shower sometime. I bet I can make you forget all about those lonely morning handjobs.” Seth grinned.

      Erik blinked as the image popped into his head. He could almost feel a large hand stroking his cock until he shot all over the shower walls. But that was absurd, right? Erik was straight. He’d never felt attraction to a man before. Clearly, this was just an odd fluke. The close proximity and conversation were confusing him. He’d been pent up so long he was desperate. Or something.

      Or maybe it was the alcohol. It had to be that. Right?

      They lapsed into silence, and Erik swallowed the last mouthful of his drink. “This was good. Thank you,” he said. He set the empty mug on the nightstand. Erik lay back again, no longer tired but feeling surprisingly relaxed and mellow. Despite the odd conversation.

      “Sure. No problem.” Seth smiled at him, but it looked a little forced. “I hope I didn’t make you uncomfortable with what I said before. I was just kidding around, you know?”

      “No. No, it’s fine,” he lied.

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure.”

      Seth retrieved both their mugs, rinsed them in the bathroom sink, then returned to his spot on the bed. They were silent a few minutes as they both focused on the movie. The couple was kissing under a sprig of mistletoe. Who even hung that anymore?

      “All joking aside, I guess we’ll have to hope that Christmas romance pans out for you after all,” Seth said a few minutes later.

      “Guess so,” Erik said absently as he stared at the TV screen. He glanced at Seth. “For you too.”

      “Thanks. Maybe that should have been my birthday wish last week.”

      “You had a birthday last week?”

      Seth nodded. “On the nineteenth. I spent it in Dresden. I was there to write a piece about the Striezelmarkt—the Christmas market—that’s been going on for over 600 years.”

      “I’ve heard of those,” Erik said. “They’re all over Germany, right?”

      “Yes. This is supposed to be one of the best though. There’s a carousel and the world’s biggest nutcracker. Plus, hundreds of booths filled with handmade crafts, pottery, candles, toys, wooden ornaments, and food. It’s incredible. Twinkling lights everywhere and the whole atmosphere feels festive.” By the end, Seth’s serious expression had melted away and was replaced by his now-familiar happy smile. He glowed when he talked about travel.

      “It does sound incredible,” Erik agreed. “I can think of worse places to spend my birthday.”

      “Oh, me too,” Seth agreed. “And I met a nice strapping German man by the name of Hans to celebrate it with. My German isn’t great, and his English was a bit broken, but we managed.” Seth gave him a little wink.

      “I can’t say spending my birthday with Hans would be my choice,” Erik said drily. “But good for you.”

      Seth shivered. “Is it just me or is it getting colder in here again?”

      “It does seem like it.” Erik stood, then walked over to fiddle with the heater controls. “I’ll try cranking it up a little more.”

      “I wonder if there are any extra blankets in the room?” Seth said as he walked past. He opened the closet doors. “Hmm. Nothing in here. Maybe in the dresser?”

      “I didn’t notice anything when I put my clothes in there but check the bottom two drawers—I didn’t look in them. If you don’t find any blankets, I’ll have a talk with someone at the desk in the morning,” Erik said. He doubted a maintenance person was on hand twenty-four hours, especially in this weather.

      “Or we could share body heat,” Seth said with a grin as he returned to his spot on the bed.

      “Are you sure you didn’t get me liquored up so you could take advantage of me?” Erik asked, but he kept his voice light and teasing.

      Seth shot him a dirty look. “No. Of course not. But the offer stands if you need it.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” Erik grabbed his toiletry kit and a pair of pajamas out of the dresser. “I’m going to shower. Alone. And get ready for bed unless you need the bathroom before I head in there.”

      “Nah, I’m good.”

      Erik fled to the bathroom as if Seth’s offer to help him out was hot on his heels.
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        * * *

      

      The shower had warmed Erik up considerably, but several hours later, he lay in the dark hotel room, shivering. The controls on the heater didn’t seem to do anything. They’d cranked the temperature up all the way with no luck.

      “It’s freezing in here,” Erik muttered. He’d heard Seth tossing and turning a few minutes before, so he knew he wasn’t sleeping any better than Erik was. “This is ridiculous.”

      “You could always crawl in with me,” Seth said, his tone bordering on flirtatious. “At least, my bed’s not near the window. I promise I’ll keep you toasty warm too.”

      “Another ploy to take advantage of me?” Erik joked. His heart leapt in his throat at the thought. “I mean, you did get me drunk earlier, and now you’re inviting me into your bed.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” Seth made a disparaging noise. “You put away a hell of a lot more liquor than that at the airport bar this afternoon and seemed perfectly coherent. Two little shots of bourbon several hours ago was nothing. We’re both sober and fully clothed right now. Come on. I’m not actually hitting on you. I swear. We’re both freezing, and there’s no point in spending a miserable night not sleeping when we can combine our blankets and our body heat. I promise I’ll keep my hands to myself.”

      Erik slid out of bed, apprehensive and not at all sure he was making the right decision. He yanked the covers off his bed, then piled them on top of Seth. He felt a flutter of nerves as he slid into the bed next to him. He truly didn’t think Seth would do anything inappropriate, but it was weird getting into bed with a man he barely knew. And maybe a tiny part of him wondered what it would be like if Seth did make a move. Which was even weirder.

      They lay six or so inches apart, and Erik held himself rigid as he lay on his side facing away from Seth, still shivering. But as the warmth of more blankets and another person’s body heat slowly seeped into his bones, he felt his muscles soften, and he let out a little sigh.

      “Finally,” Seth muttered.

      “Finally what?”

      “You finally unclenched.”

      Erik laughed, and it was too loud in the quiet room. “I’m sorry. I don’t usually crawl into bed with strange men. I mean, I’ve never shared a bed with a man before at all actually.” Not even a college buddy, and Erik had no brothers.

      “Shame. You should try it sometime. It can be a lot of fun.” Seth sounded amused.

      “Yeah, well, I’m not gay,” he reminded Seth.

      “I know. You’ve told me several times that you were married to a woman. Though that wouldn’t stop you from being bi though.”

      “Bi.” Erik turned the word over in his head.

      “You know, bisexual. Attracted to both men and women ...”

      “I know what it means.”

      “Okay. I’m just saying there are a lot of people who spend a lot of years dating people of one gender before they realize they’re open to someone outside of that.”

      “Why are we even talking about this?”

      Seth fell silent, but Erik debated if he should as the question was swirling around in his brain.

      “What about you?” Erik finally asked, his tone tentative.

      “What about me?” Seth asked.

      “Are you gay? Or ... or bi?”

      “Oh, I’m gay. I’m also a never say never kinda guy, so if I met a woman who blew me away, I’d see what happens. I just never have. I like men. But I don’t see it being a big deal either way. Like I said earlier, if I were in desperate need of an orgasm and a woman offered to jerk me off ...”

      “Right.”

      Erik could just imagine what his father would have said about all of that. Erik remembered how angry he’d been when he’d caught his son kissing a boy from school ... Erik jerked in surprise. He’d nearly forgotten about that memory.

      He couldn’t remember the boy’s name at all. But he did remember his father’s red face as he screamed at Erik about how wrong it was for him to do it and that not only would he be punished, his friend’s father would lose his job. Since the man worked for the elder Mr. Josef, it was a real threat. Erik hadn’t so much as looked at his friend after that. He hadn’t dared to. They’d moved away a short while later, and Erik hadn’t thought of him since.

      “Erik?” He blinked when he realized Seth had said his name, a worried undertone to his voice. “Are you okay? You cold still or something? It felt like you got a chill.”

      Seth turned on his side behind Erik and rubbed his upper arm briskly. Erik was tempted to brush his hand off, but it felt ... almost nice. Even if he wasn’t that cold anymore.

      “I’m okay,” he finally said.

      “Sorry. Probably shouldn’t have put my hands on you without asking first. I’ll stop if you want me to. Just say the word.”

      That was an odd way of putting it. Did that mean he’d keep going if Erik didn’t say something? Curious to see what would happen, Erik didn’t tell him to stop.

      A part of him wanted to scoot forward out of reach but the contact felt nice. With a jolt, Erik realized he actually couldn’t remember the last time anyone had touched him more intimately than a handshake or the regular massages he’d gotten. He truly doubted Robin would have cared if he’d fucked other people, but he’d just turned that part of himself off. Masturbating in the shower every morning had been enough. Even once he was separated from Robin, he’d hesitated to get involved with anyone. It had seemed too likely to cause complications, and he didn’t have the time or energy for it. This felt good though. Not sexual, just ... comforting.

      Warm and relaxed now, Erik’s eyelids grew heavy, and he began to drift off. He was dimly aware when the movement of Seth’s hand slowed too, and it slid to rest on Erik’s torso, his palm flat against Erik’s stomach, but Erik slipped into sleep before he could move away.
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      Erik awoke in the morning, toasty warm except for his nose, which was the only thing peeking out of the mound of covers he was buried under. He stiffened when he realized where he was and why he was so warm. He and Seth had shared a bed last night after the temperature in the room had dipped below bearable. They’d talked about sexuality—Erik was still mulling over the word bisexual in his head—and Seth had rubbed his arm to keep him warm.

      It had clearly worked; Erik had fallen asleep quickly and slept deeply. Now, Seth was curled around him with one arm flung over Erik’s side and his hand rested low on Erik’s belly. His hips were snugged up tight against Erik’s backside. Something hard poked at the small of Erik’s back. Oh. Presumably, Seth’s morning hard-on. Erik had one of his own. In fact, if Seth’s hand drifted any lower, he was going to feel it.

      An odd sensation skittered over Erik’s body at the thought, and he grew harder. He’d woken up with enough morning erections to know they didn’t mean much of anything. But getting more aroused thinking about Seth touching him ... well, that was something else entirely. It had to be the proximity to another human body that was doing it. Erik was so damn starved for physical contact that anything—even the thought of a man touching him—had set him off. Awkward, but not the end of the world. It wasn’t significant.

      And yet, his mind kept replaying the long-forgotten memory of the innocent kiss with the boy from school—Trevor, the name popped into his head suddenly—and he felt a strange swooping sensation in his stomach. Had he felt something with Trevor then? At the age of six or seven or whatever he’d been at the time. Had he been curious? He remembered little but the feeling of friendship he’d had with Trevor and the urge to be even closer to him.

      Erik had buried it all for so long, and now here he was in bed with another man. A gay man. A gay man who was—by any reasonable definition—attractive. And who had flirted with him a little. Made him smile when he’d expected to spend a miserable Christmas Eve alone, moping in a seedy Buffalo hotel room. It wasn’t Tahiti, but it was ... nice.

      “Mmm, good morning,” Seth said sleepily. He tightened his grip around Erik’s torso, pulling their bodies closer together.

      “Don’t you mean Merry Christmas?” Erik asked, his voice still a little hoarse from sleep.

      Seth jerked and loosened his grip, backing away from Erik until their bodies no longer touched. “Shit. Sorry, Erik. I think I forgot who I was in bed with.”

      “You wake up in a lot of crappy hotel rooms with strange men?” Erik asked. He was almost sorry Seth was no longer pressed against him. But too confused to do anything about it.

      “I mean, not all the time.” Seth sounded amused. “But it’s been known to happen.”

      “I suppose that makes sense with your job. You probably meet lots of people.” Erik cringed. That had come out wrong. He hadn’t meant it to sound so judgmental.

      “Look, I’ve had my share of casual sex,” Seth said. “It does sometimes get lonely when I’m traveling, so when there’s no one to come home to, sure, if I meet someone interesting, I’m not opposed to hooking up with them.”

      “No, that makes sense.” Erik flipped onto his back and rubbed at his face, not feeling quite awake enough for this conversation. “I wasn’t judging.”

      “Yes, you were,” Seth gently chided him. “But it’s fine.”

      “Fine, maybe I was. But only because I’ve never experienced it. I met Robin, my ex, my freshman year of college. We were married immediately after graduation, and she had our daughter Joanna before my twenty-second birthday, so I never had time to have casual sex.”

      “Wow,” Seth said. He sounded a little stunned.

      Erik turned to look at Seth, who gave him a sleepy smile. His hair stuck up wildly all around him, and he stretched before burrowing under the covers again. Ridiculous.

      “Now who’s judging?” Erik retorted.

      “Okay, fair.” Seth shrugged. “But you never once cheated on your wife?”

      “No,” Erik said shortly. “Not my style.”

      Seth settled a hand on Erik’s chest, but there were too many layers of blankets to feel anything but the weight of it. “I admire that. I’ve never cheated on a partner either.”

      Surprised, it took Erik a moment to respond. “With a job like yours, it would have been easy to do.”

      “It would have been,” Seth agreed. “But the right thing isn’t always the easy thing.”

      “True.”

      The silence stretched and grew awkward. Erik wanted to ask Seth about the thoughts churning around in his head—namely, if the fact that he’d kissed a boy years ago and shared a bed with Seth last night and enjoyed both had any significance—but he couldn’t seem to get the words out. Bisexual. He turned the word over in his mind again. Was that ... was that even possible? He wasn’t repulsed by the idea, mostly confused. Could a man really make it to the age of forty-three without realizing he was attracted to other men? But the more he thought about it, the more sense it made. He’d hardly noticed women in the past two decades either. He’d glanced at attractive women and acknowledged in his head that they were appealing to him but shutting down the sexual side of himself so thoroughly had kept him from dwelling on it. Had he done the same with men?

      Erik wracked his brain, trying to remember if he’d checked out men in the locker room at the gym. He’d taken note of men with particularly nice bodies—lean and toned seemed to be his preference—but he was also built that way, so he’d assumed it had been purely practical. He’d thought he’d been trying to figure out what workouts they did so he could achieve the same look, but what if it had been more? Had he ever looked at a man and thought about touching him? He wasn’t sure. It all felt vague and confusing right now.

      “You’re thinking awfully hard over there,” Seth said.

      “I tend to do that,” Erik admitted.

      “You know what they say about all work and no play.” Seth propped himself up on his elbow and smiled down at him. A piece of hair fell into his eyes, and Erik nearly reached out to brush it away.

      Why was it that this all felt so normal with Seth? It didn’t make sense. They’d known each other for less than twenty-four hours. He’d barely been able to tolerate the man yesterday. Though that was mostly on Erik. He’d been in a foul mood and taken it out on someone who didn’t deserve it. When Seth gave him a quizzical look, Erik remembered Seth had asked him a question about all work and no play, and he scrambled to come up with a response. “Well, I don’t know about Jack but Erik has been a very dull boy for a lot of years,” he admitted.

      “Maybe we’ll have to do something about that,” Seth said with a little grin.

      Erik felt a thrill go through his body, wondering exactly what Seth had in mind. “Is more spiked coffee a part of it?”

      “It might be.” Seth licked his lips. “But I have a few other ideas up my sleeve.”

      Erik lifted his arm above his head and pillowed his head on his hand. “I don’t know if that should scare me or excite me.”

      “How about both?” Seth’s eyes seemed to dance with merriment. “I mean, when you planned your trip to Buffalo, I doubt you pictured waking up on Christmas morning with a strange man in your bed.”

      Erik laughed. “I think technically I’m in your bed.”

      Seth gave him an assessing look. “Oh, honey, if you were in my bed, we’d be wearing a lot less clothing, and we wouldn’t have to worry about staying warm.”

      And like that, Erik’s body went up in flames as heat rolled through him. What would that be like? Other than a few moments last night, he’d never contemplated sex with another man. But now it was all he could think about. Touching the soft-looking hair on Seth’s chest, feeling Seth’s tongue slip into his mouth, wrapping his hand around his cock ... Erik felt his own cock lurch in his boxer briefs, and he wondered if it was visible under the mound of blankets. A few minutes ago, his morning erection had begun to wane, but the images in his head had brought it roaring back to life.

      “Oh, how cute. You’re blushing.” Seth grinned at him as he flung back the covers on his side of the bed. “Well, I’ll leave you to imagine that while I go take my shower.” He winked, which sent another wave of heat through Erik.

      Embarrassed and aroused, all Erik could do was stare at Seth as he sauntered toward the bathroom. His ass was firm and round under the thin material of his pajamas, and the long-sleeve T-shirt he wore clung to his shoulders and narrow waist. Yeah, okay, the fact Erik had even noticed that clearly meant something.

      Seth paused before he rounded the corner to go into the bathroom. He turned half-back to face Erik, who caught a glimpse of a hard cock straining against the fabric of his pants. Erik’s gaze lingered there for a moment, and when he looked up, Seth had a knowing smile on his face. “Just so you know, I can’t promise I won’t be thinking about you being in my bed too.”

      When the bathroom door shut behind him, Erik groaned and covered his face with his hands. Okay, so he was clearly attracted to Seth. And he was pretty sure Seth knew it. And Seth had just made his interest clear. But what did that mean? Should Erik act on it? That was ridiculous. But a part of him wondered—wasn’t it the perfect solution? Clearly, he had some sort of weird, latent attraction to men, and he and Seth had another day or two together. Once it was all over, he’d never have to see Seth again, so he’d be spared any embarrassing awkwardness that could come from running into him after. Why not? At least, then he’d know how he felt, and he’d probably never have a better opportunity.

      But how was he supposed to seduce a man? Erik snorted at the thought. That was absurd sounding. He’d never seduced anyone, not even Robin. She’d flirted with him at a party. She’d been the one to make the first move, not him. And that had been more than twenty years ago. He was beyond rusty, if he’d ever had the skills to begin with.

      But there was no denying the fact that he was achingly hard right now.

      Erik skimmed a hand across the front of his pajama pants and nearly groaned aloud at the touch. Before he could stop himself, he slid his hand under the waistband and into his underwear. The touch of his own hand was so good it made his balls ache, but as he closed his eyes and pictured Seth’s hand instead, he felt a need so strong it almost took his breath away. When he tried picturing the imaginary bikini-clad woman in Tahiti he’d been fantasizing about earlier, she dissolved like smoke, replaced with an image of Seth in a bathing suit, his skin wet from the water and getting a little bronzed from the sun.

      His eyes popped open. Yeah, okay, he definitely wanted to explore that.

      But he had no idea how to make it happen.
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        * * *

      

      Erik somehow managed to calm himself, get out of bed, and dress before Seth came out of the bathroom but only just. Seth emerged in a cloud of steam and shivered when he hit the chilly air of the room. “Fucking hell, it’s cold in here. Is the heater not working at all?”

      Erik shrugged, tearing his gaze away from Seth’s wet chest—all too reminiscent of the Tahitian beach fantasy he’d been enjoying earlier—and looked down at the heater. “I can feel a little bit of warmth coming out, it’s just not enough to counteract that.” Erik had opened the curtains earlier, but there wasn’t much to be seen. Just heavy, wet snowflakes coming down with no sign of stopping. Seth grimaced.

      The windows were old, singled-paned sliders with metal frames. So poorly sealed around the edges he could feel the cold air coming in if he held up his hand. All new windows for the entire place then, Erik thought with a sigh, mentally tallying what that would cost.

      “The woman at the desk said breakfast was included with our room,” Seth said. “I was thinking we could go down now and see what they have to offer. Almost anything would be better than going out.”

      “Oh, sure.” Erik was mesmerized by the flex in Seth’s arms as he rummaged through his suitcase.

      Seth stood up, clothing clutched in one hand. “I mean, we don’t have to go out to breakfast together.” He let out a rueful little laugh. “I did crash your plans and take over your room and ... well, I won’t be offended if you just want me out of your hair.”

      “Oh.” Erik felt a flash of surprise go through him. As eager as he’d been to get rid of Seth yesterday—Jesus, was that just yesterday?—he was in no hurry to do so today. “No, it would be nice to have someone to eat with. I’m used to traveling alone and eating alone, and I’m sure you are too, but ...” But I don’t feel so lonely with you around.

      Seth grinned brightly. “I’d like that too. I just didn’t want to be presumptuous.”

      “Feel free to be presumptuous for the rest of our stay here,” Erik said. “At some point today, I need to explore the hotel and get a feel for what I’m working with here, but other than that, I’m all yours.”

      He felt his cheeks grow warm at his choices of words, but Seth merely grinned at him. “I need to finish my article on Buffalo wings today, so that works out great. After breakfast, we can get our work done and go from there.”

      “I’d like that.” Erik dipped his head and fled for the bathroom, feeling flustered and oddly happy all at once.

      Seth was fully dressed by the time he came out, wearing a pair of jeans, a blue button-down that showed a sliver of his chest, and a warm-looking tan cardigan. He looked casual and so handsome that Erik felt his breath catch in his throat.

      Whatever was happening right now, it was clear Seth had somehow opened Erik up to some very new thoughts. As odd as it felt, he didn’t mind it. He’d spent two decades letting his marriage smother the spark inside him, but it turned out it wasn’t dead. And the bright flame that burned in him every time he looked at Seth warmed him far more than any heater.

      “You ready to go?” Seth asked as he looked Erik up and down. “Mmm. You look great by the way.”

      Erik glanced down at his narrow gray trousers and slim black cashmere sweater. He adjusted the zipper on it, feeling a little shy. “Thank you. And, yes, let’s head down.”

      As Seth held the door open for him, his body buzzed with pleasure at Seth’s compliment and proximity.

      “Holy hell,” Seth said as he shut the door behind him. “I think all of the heat that’s supposed to be in our room is here in the hallway.”

      “I think so too. It’s like a sauna.”

      “Hey, have you ever done a sauna the traditional way with a plunge into a cold pool after?”

      Erik shivered at the thought. “I can’t say I have.”

      “You should try it.” Seth grinned at him. “I’ve done it a few times in Finland and Germany, and it’s invigorating.”

      “I’ll take your word for it.”

      “If you’re curious, there’s plenty of snow out there ...” Seth teased as they stepped onto the elevator. “You could go straight from this hallway into the snowstorm.”

      The thought made Erik’s balls want to crawl up into his body and never come out. “You do that and let me know how it goes.”

      “Where is your sense of adventure?”

      “Where it’s warm.” They were still grinning at each other as they reached the first-floor lobby, and Erik felt a strange feeling wash over him. Erik was enjoying himself. Seth’s enthusiasm was contagious, and he felt his usual dourness melt away. It made him wonder who he’d been before his unhappy marriage. Had he always been so serious? He couldn’t remember the last time he’d just been able to relax and be himself with someone. He’d been so focused on work since the divorce he hadn’t allowed himself to open up to anyone new. But he welcomed it. This friendly, slightly flirtatious banter was fun. Every interaction with Robin in recent years had been perfunctory. A duty rather than a pleasure.

      They followed signs toward the alcove where the breakfast bar was arranged. They did a slow walk-by, checking out what they had to offer.

      “This actually looks pretty good,” Seth said, sounding surprised.

      “I was thinking the same thing.” Erik had set low expectations, but he was glad to be proven wrong. The hash browns appeared crisp, and the scrambled eggs were neither watery nor rubbery-looking. Small miracles. He handed Seth a plate, who took it with a murmured thank you.

      “Would you take this to the table?” Seth asked, handing his laden plate back to Erik. “I’ll get us both coffees.”

      Erik took it but raised an eyebrow at him. “Like the kind we had last night?”

      “I was planning to skip the bourbon since it’s not even ten in the morning, but ...”

      Erik laughed. “I meant adding the cocoa and all that.”

      “Yes. Two bargain mochas coming right up.”

      Erik found them a table, then got up to get silverware for them both. Seth arrived a moment later carrying two mugs. He set them down and pulled out a chair. The table was fairly small, and their knees brushed as Seth took a seat across from him. Erik didn’t pull away.

      “Thanks.” Erik lifted the mug to his lips.

      “You like them a lot, huh?”

      “I do.” Erik took a sip. “It feels indulgent.”

      “I knew there was an inner hedonist lurking inside that practical body.”

      “You might be right.” He grinned at Seth. “It looks like it took you to bring it out in me.”

      “Hmm. Good to know.” Seth’s eyes gleamed.

      Erik glanced down at the cup, feeling warm and content. “Is that cinnamon in there?”

      “I sprinkled a little on top. After all, it is Christmas. I wanted it to be a little special.”

      “Thank you. It’s very good. I feel like you’d be useful to have around while traveling.”

      “Oh, honey, I’m useful for all sorts of things.” Seth bit at his lip and sent him a smoldering glance.

      “Somehow, I don’t doubt that.”

      Seth smirked at him as he picked up his fork. They fell silent as they ate, but Seth’s knee occasionally brushed his, and Erik felt a sense of contentment steal over him.

      “So how would you rate the breakfast if you were officially reviewing it?” Erik asked when they finished.

      Seth seemed to consider that for a moment. “Maybe a seven out of ten? It’s nothing fancy, but the quality and execution are up there. For a bargain hotel, it’s solid.”

      “So one point in the hotel’s favor,” Erik said. “The heating system is a definite minus however.”

      “I would agree with you on that,” Seth said with a little sigh. “The rooms appear clean though. And there were plenty of towels. They’re a decent size too. Some places, they’re like postage stamps.”

      Erik briefly contemplated the idea of Seth wearing nothing but the aforementioned tiny towel. Now that was a surprisingly pleasant thought. “Hmm,” he managed.

      “What else do you evaluate?”

      “Oh, a lot of things,” Erik said, tamping down the fantasy before it ran away with him. He rattled off a dozen other things he took into consideration. “We make a list of all the improvements that need to be made, then weigh them against what we currently have invested in the property, what the current profit margin is, and what it could potentially make with the improvements.”

      “And you and your work boyfriend typically do this together?”

      Erik chuckled. “My business associate, yes.”

      Seth smirked at him. “Sure. ‘Business associate’.” He made finger quotes.

      “If you’d ever seen Bertram, you’d know that he’s the last man I’d ever be attracted to.”

      “The last man, huh? So, does that mean there’s been a first?”

      “Look, I’ve had about enough of you.” Erik pointed at him. “Now, go off and write your article while I do my evaluations.”

      “Aye, aye, Captain.” Seth sketched a messy salute. “Just for that, you can take care of our dirty plates.”

      “I was planning on it anyway.”

      Seth grinned as he walked away, a little swing to his step. Damn, he was handsome. And fun. Had Erik ever had that much fun just talking with someone?

      It made him wonder how much fun they could get up to in other ways.
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      Before Erik got to work, he knew he needed to take care of one thing first. As pleasant as it had been to sleep next to someone, he didn’t want to go to bed in the sub-Arctic air again. Which meant he needed to let the hotel know the climate control in their room was on the fritz.

      “Hello, Mr. Cobb,” the woman at the front desk greeted him as he approached. “I hope your stay has been pleasant despite the earlier mix-up.”

      “Well, there seems to be a problem with the heater in our room.”

      She gave him a sympathetic look. “Has it been extremely warm? I know Sarge, our maintenance worker, has been trying to fix that for several of our guests.”

      “No, the complete opposite, in fact. It was quite cold last night.”

      “Oh.” She frowned. “Well, that’s new. I’ll let him know immediately.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Is there anything else I can do for you?” she asked.

      He shot her his most charming smile. “Well, there is one thing. With this storm, I’m stuck here for a few days, and to be honest, I’m going out of my mind with boredom. Would you mind me poking around the hotel and taking a closer look at the architecture and decor? The vintage look is so, um, interesting. I’ve never seen anything else like it.”

      “Oh. Sure. I don’t see any reason that would be a problem.”

      “Thank you.” He smiled again. There. Now if people noticed him wandering around the hotel and peering into unused rooms, no one would question it too much. “I appreciate it.”

      Erik wandered the hotel, taking as many surreptitious pictures as he could when no one was around. He was pleasantly surprised when he noticed the rectangular building surrounded a rather charming courtyard. The snow had slackened enough to allow him to see patio tables and chairs. The old streetlamps with large, round glass shades were almost picturesque with their toppers of snow. Whether there was concrete or grass underneath the feet of snow, he didn’t know, but with a little landscaping, it could be a real selling point for the hotel.

      There wasn’t much in the way of event space—it was more like an old motor lodge than a modern hotel—but Erik’s mind was already churning with ideas of how to bring it into the modern era. There were enough people who liked vintage that he could see updating it while working within the mid-century bones. It didn’t have space for large conferences or events but he could see people hosting small weddings or birthday parties there. Especially if they were looking for something unique at a more reasonable price.

      In one of those unused rooms overlooking the courtyard, Erik dropped into a chair near the window and fired off the pictures to Bertram that he’d taken earlier.

      He called a moment later.

      “So it’s going to need a considerable amount of work to update the place, huh?”

      “Yeah,” Erik admitted, sitting back in his chair and stretching out his legs. “But I think it may be worth doing.”

      Bertram was silent for a moment. “Well, I didn’t expect those words to leave your mouth.”

      “No, me either. I was ready to burn the place down yesterday to be honest.”

      “What’s changed?”

      “Well, I looked around more closely, and for the most part, it’s solid. Just ... dated.” Erik ran through a few more things. “But, I think it has some charm that we could capitalize on.”

      “Interesting.”

      "Though, even after exploring the entire place, I still don't understand why my father bought it," Erik said, furrowing his brow. "Or why it was hidden under several layers of shell companies. It's very strange. Though, knowing him, he probably either did it to have a discreet place to bring a mistress or to hide it from my mother during their divorce."

      Bertram sighed. "I wish I could tell you that you were totally off base, but having known your father, that's entirely possible."

      "Which?"

      "Both," he said grimly. "I considered your father a friend, but I'd be lying if I said he was a good man."

      "There's one thing we can agree on."

      "How's your mother doing since his death?"

      "She seems delighted by her condo in Sarasota, Florida. She's having the time of her life drinking martinis and ogling the pool boys."

      "I was at least ten years younger than her, but when we met, I remember thinking your mother was the most beautiful woman I'd ever seen."

      "She was miserable when they were together though," Erik said. "I think she genuinely loved him when they married, and he broke her heart with his infidelities."

      "I know. She deserved better."

      Erik nodded his agreement. “She did."

      "I don't suppose we'll ever know why your father acquired this property, but it was all done legally, so we're free to do with it as we wish. I know the business manager would just as soon have us hold on to it. He's been allowed free rein in the years he's been working here, and I think he likes it."

      "No doubt." Erik snorted. "Given how he's run it, are we so sure that's a good idea?"

      "Well, he is updating it," Bertram argued. "Albeit about fifty years too late."

      "I wonder what made him decide to finally update it."

      "From what I understand, it was online reviews. Some people like the, erm, vintage charm, but there were a lot of complaints about the lack of amenities and updates to the basics. Like the heating system."

      "Ugh, tell me about it."

      "You're having trouble in your room?"

      "You have no idea," he muttered. But now all he could think about was Seth's warm body next to him under the pile of blankets. It certainly hadn't been all bad. "There was a distinct lack of heat in my room last night," he admitted aloud. "And apparently other rooms are too hot."

      "So a whole new HVAC system." Bertram groaned. "Fuck. You know what that's going to cost. And in the era that place was built, we’ll need to worry about asbestos and lead abatement."

      "I know. But I think it's worth it."

      Besides, sometimes the lack of heat led to interesting things. Like Erik’s realization that he wasn’t quite as straight as he'd always thought. His lips curved up in a little smile, thinking about falling asleep and waking up next to someone. God, he hadn't realized how much he'd missed that after Robin had moved to the bedroom next door. She'd claimed it was because she was a light sleeper, and he was keeping her up when he tossed and turned. The last thing Erik had wanted was to make her life miserable if he disturbed her, but he'd missed the physical contact.

      "Are you sure there isn't something else going on?" Bertram sounded suspicious. "You're in a weirdly good mood today for being trapped in Buffalo on Christmas Day. I seem to remember the things you threatened me with yesterday. I didn't expect you to be so damn cheerful today. Especially after a cold, sleepless night."

      "I doubled up the blankets and found a way to stay warm."

      Bertram let out a little snort. "Oh. I see."

      "You see what?" Erik asked.

      "You didn't sleep alone."

      "You got all that out of 'found a way to stay warm'?" He was baffled by how quickly Bertram had put the pieces together.

      "I read between the lines. You not bitching me out was the first clue."

      Erik chuckled. "Fine. I ... met someone. The room accidentally got double-booked, and the, uh, person I'm sharing with and I ... hit it off."

      "Good for you," Bertram said, his tone hearty. "You should get laid after that miserable marriage of yours."

      "I didn't get"—he caught a glimpse of a woman pushing a housekeeper's cart by the open door. She shot him a curious look as she glanced inside, and he dropped his voice—“laid. We just shared a bed to conserve heat, but yes, it was nice."

      "Whatever it is, I’m glad to hear you sounding happier. If for no other reason than it's nice to not have you threatening to shove Christmas decorations into my bodily orifices. Give me her address, and I'll send her a gift basket in thanks."

      "Thanks, I think I'll skip that." And it had nothing to do with the fact that the person in question definitely wasn't a she, and he didn’t want to clarify that with Bertram. Erik frowned. Was it that he was ashamed? No, it didn’t feel like shame. It simply felt ... too soon.

      Erik didn’t even know what he was feeling right now. Attraction to a man? Yeah, that much was clear. But there were still a lot of question marks. Like if he intended to act on it. And even if he did, there was no point in telling Bertram if it was just going to be a quick fling to answer the nagging question of his sexuality. It wasn't like his involvement with Seth would last beyond their stay in this hotel, so there was no reason to make a big fuss about it. If—and that was a long shot—Erik ever did get serious with a man, he'd tell Bertram but not before then. It was unnecessary now.

      "Well, unless you have something else you need to tell me about the hotel, I think we're all set." Bertram's words pulled Erik out of his own head. "I assume you don't need me to try to find a flight to Buffalo now?”

      "No, I’ve got it covered. I'll write up everything I found earlier and send it your way. Why don't you line up an inspector to make sure the building is structurally solid, get some estimates for the work we know needs to be done, and we'll go from there?"

      "Sounds good. Merry Christmas, Erik."

      "Merry Christmas, Bertram," Erik said as he rose to his feet.

      Erik ended the call, then slipped his phone into his pocket. As he walked through the lobby a few minutes later, he could hear Christmas carols playing. Although he still wouldn’t say he was a huge fan of them, listening to them no longer made him want to light the entire holiday on fire. It was amazing how much his mood had improved in a day. He supposed he had Seth to thank for that.

      When he returned to his room on the third floor, Christmas carols were playing there too. Erik wondered if he’d ever be able to hear Christmas music in the future without thinking of Seth. Of course, if the next day or two led to a little sexual exploration, he was unlikely to ever forget Seth.

      Currently, he sat cross-legged on the bed, his laptop perched on his thighs. He glanced up with a smile as Erik approached. “How’d the tour go?”

      “Pretty well.” Since Seth wasn’t using the charger now, Erik plugged his phone in. “I got a decent sense of what the building is like and what kind of shape it’s in. My assessment is that it seems like it’s structurally sound, just dated. Although, in order to move forward, we’ll have to have a full inspection done. It’ll certainly need new windows, new HVAC, and a serious overhaul of the decor.”

      “That all seems reasonable.”

      “Oh, and I spoke with someone at the desk downstairs. The maintenance guy should be coming by sometime today to take a look at the heater.”

      “Shame.” Seth grinned at him. “I kind of enjoyed the sleeping arrangements last night.”

      “Yes, well ...” Erik rubbed the back of his neck. He had too, but the thought of admitting that out loud to Seth was more than he could manage. If he wanted to sleep beside him again, he knew all he’d have to do was ask Seth, but the words stuck in his throat. He was a grown man; he knew he should just say what he wanted, but he had no idea how to. He was so far out of his depth here.

      Seth cleared his throat. “I need to finish reading through this article before I send it off to my editor. Do you mind?”

      “No, of course not. I should finish my notes as well.”

      Erik retrieved his laptop, and they both worked for an hour or so while Christmas carols played merrily in the background. Several times, he caught Seth humming under his breath, and when Seth shifted position, Erik caught a glimpse of green and red striped socks peeking out from the hem of his pants. He ducked his head to hide a smile. Of course, Seth wore Christmas socks.

      As Seth set his laptop aside with a relieved-sounding sigh, Erik’s stomach growled. He glanced at his watch, surprised to see it was nearly one p.m.

      “Ready for lunch?” Seth asked.

      “I guess so.” Erik glanced at the window and sighed. “I’m not looking forward to trekking through that however.”

      It was still snowing heavily, and the leaden snow clouds blanketing the sky didn’t appear anywhere near finished.

      Seth groaned. “Me either. And I like snow.”

      “You would.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means you seem like the type of guy who would enjoy bad weather.”

      “Is that some sort of weird insult?”

      “No.” Erik laughed. “You just generally seem good-humored. Other people get all grumpy about bad weather and what an inconvenience it is; whereas, you’d see the brighter side of it. You’d enjoy how pretty it was or something.”

      “First of all, when you say other people, you mean you, don’t you?”

      Erik shrugged. “I suppose so.”

      “Second, yeah, it is pretty and picturesque. Especially this time of year. It feels more Christmasy when it’s snowed, you know?”

      “Well, I think this is about as Christmasy as it gets.” He set his own laptop down and stood.

      “I wouldn’t mind some gentle fluffy flakes and sunshine instead, but I’ll take this over rain and mud on Christmas Day, that’s for sure.” Seth smiled at him.

      “Come on, Santa’s elf,” Erik held out a hand to Seth. “I’m starving, and if we want food, we’re going to have to go out in the weather, no matter how bad it is.”

      Seth took his hand, laughing, and let Erik pull him off the bed. “Santa’s elf?”

      “The striped socks,” Erik explained. “They’re very ... festive. And elf-ish.”

      “I think it’s elven. And thanks. I’m quite partial to them. I have quite a few pairs of Christmas socks actually.”

      “Of course, you do.”

      “I can show you my holiday underwear too, if you’d like,” Seth said with a naughty little grin.

      Erik chuckled. “Themed boxers?”

      “Oh, no.” Seth stepped closer and rested his hand on Erik’s chest. It felt warm even through Erik’s shirt and sweater. “Much less fabric than that.”

      “Oh.” Erik gulped.

      “Like I said, just ask ... I’d be happy to show you.”

      “I’ll ... keep that in mind,” he managed. “Now, how about lunch?”

      Seth’s lips twitched in a little smile, but he patted Erik’s chest and stepped back. “Lead the way.”
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        * * *

      

      After checking to be sure the cafe was open, they made the half-block trek. They were both covered in snow by the time they arrived. Seth shook the snow from his coat like a dog, then helped Erik brush his off. The cafe was surprisingly full for Christmas Day in the middle of a snowstorm, but perhaps he and Seth weren’t the only ones who had been trapped in the city with nowhere else to go. They both ordered soup and sandwiches. Erik went for a winter minestrone while Seth ordered squash soup, and they split a Christmas sandwich.

      Seth’s eyes went wide after he took a bite of it. “This is so good.”

      Erik tried it and nodded his agreement. “What was on it again? Baguette with roasted turkey, I know. And that looks like spinach and bacon.”

      “Mmmhmm. And cranberry-horseradish mayo. I’m not sure where the sage and onion flavor is coming from. I don’t remember there being any stuffing in it, but maybe it’s a rub for the turkey. It’s delicious though. I may have to write up a post about the food here. Even the leftover, cold half of a panini you gave me was delicious.”

      Erik flushed. “Sorry I didn’t have anything else ...”

      “No.” Seth looked surprised, and he rested his hand on Erik’s forearm. “No, it was sweet of you to share with me. I know you’d had a shitty day yesterday, and I appreciated your generosity.”

      Erik leaned forward. “I didn’t mean to be such an ogre to you then,” he said gruffly.

      Seth shrugged. “I was pretty pissed when you slammed the cab door in my face, but I know no one is in a good mood when flights get canceled. Especially around the holidays.”

      “This is a tough time of year for me too,” Erik admitted. “I haven’t enjoyed the holidays in years, and ending up in Buffalo when I wanted to be in Tahiti didn’t help. I really was having a shitty day, but you didn’t deserve to have me take it out on you.”

      “It’s okay.” Seth patted his arm, his expression sympathetic. “I’m not the kind to hold grudges. It’s water under the bridge. I promise.” He gave Erik a serious look. “Can you do something for me though?”

      “Depends on what it is, but I’ll try to if I can.”

      “Keep an open mind for the next couple of days?”

      “About what?”

      Seth grinned at him. “Well, ideally about everything. But if you’re willing, I’d like to show you how much fun Christmas can be if you’re open to it.”

      “What exactly would that entail?” Erik asked warily.

      “Holiday movies, Christmas carols, that sort of thing.”

      Erik relaxed. “I could probably do that.”

      “Just keep an open mind and try to have fun with it. That’s all I’m asking.”

      “Okay,” Erik said with a small smile. “I will.”

      Seth squeezed his arm just as the waitress approached, and Erik realized they’d been leaning very close to each other over the small table, and Seth had been resting his hand on Erik’s arm for the past five or ten minutes. He wondered if people assumed he and Seth were ... intimately involved. It was an odd thought, but it didn’t make him want to pull away. Which was probably pretty telling too.

      “Is there anything else I can you get you two? We have great pies,” the waitress said.

      “No. I’m stuffed,” Erik admitted. “But thank you.”

      “Will you be open later?” Seth asked.

      She shook her head. “No, we want our employees to have a chance to go home to their families.”

      “Of course,” Seth said with a smile. He glanced at Erik out of the corner of his eye before he looked back at the waitress. “I’m just trying to figure out what we should do for dinner tonight. We’re staying at the Williamsville Inn, and we’re a little short on options.”

      “There’s a Chinese restaurant about half a block in the other direction that stays open on Christmas every year,” she said. She tapped her pen on her lips. “Hmm. I can’t think of anywhere else that’s likely to be open though.”

      “Chinese food works for me,” Erik said. “Thank you.”

      “This isn’t the first Chinese Christmas dinner you’ve had, is it?” Seth said as she walked away.

      “No,” Erik admitted. “It’s not. Last year, Robin and I were already separated. I spent Christmas morning with my daughter Joanna at her childhood home, but after she went to her mother’s new place that afternoon, I ordered Chinese delivery. That was my holiday meal.”

      Seth winced. “My heart hurts just thinking about you all alone in some house, eating Chinese food.”

      “It wasn’t a great moment,” Erik admitted, feeling a lump in his throat.

      “Were Christmases happier before that?”

      “We did our best to make them fun for Joanna, but no, I don’t think Robin and I were ever particularly merry on Christmas. It doesn’t matter how many people are around; if you don’t feel a connection to them, it’s lonely.”

      Seth nodded, his expression growing serious. “I’ve had that happen when I travel right after a breakup. I can be in the middle of a crowd and feel like I’m separated from all of them by some impenetrable wall.”

      “That surprises me.” Erik leaned in. “You seem like such a happy guy.”

      “I am.” Seth shrugged. “I honestly am most days. But that doesn’t mean I never have bad days or that losing someone I care about doesn’t get me down from time to time.”

      “Of course,” Erik said, feeling foolish. “I shouldn’t have said that.”

      “Just know that while I may not have ever been in your shoes, it doesn’t mean I’ve never felt that kind of loneliness. At least, to some degree.”

      Seth reached out and took Erik’s hand, curling his fingers around Erik’s in a warm gesture of sympathy. Erik squeezed back, feeling a little of the lingering loneliness retreating at the touch and the warm look in Seth’s brown eyes.
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      The mood lightened as they walked back to the inn. The snow was still coming down heavily, but the wind had let up enough to make it almost pleasant.

      Snow clung to the dark hair that escaped Seth’s hat and dusted his eyelashes. Before they reached the front door of the hotel, Seth tilted his head back and looked up at the sky with a sweet smile on his face. Despite the snow attempting to work its way into any sliver of space between Erik’s scarf and the bare skin of his neck, he paused and just looked at Seth. He looked so happy and at ease he made Erik feel at ease too.

      “Hey, come here.” Erik grabbed Seth’s hand and tugged. He gave Erik a surprised look but followed as Erik pulled him toward the entrance of the building. It wasn’t until they were halfway through the lobby that it occurred to him that he and Seth were still holding hands. His steps faltered, but he left his hand in Seth’s and kept going. Whatever was happening here with Seth was happening so organically, he didn’t want to waste his time and question it. Nothing about what they’d done so far had felt wrong, so why worry about it?

      “Where are we going?” Seth asked, trotting to keep up with him.

      “You’ll see.”

      Rather than go left toward the check-in desk, he went right toward the door to the courtyard he’d found earlier. “Oh,” Seth said as he pushed open the door. “I had no idea this courtyard was here. Makes sense, though, with the way the building is laid out.”

      Their room was on the outside of the building and faced a parking lot, so Erik wasn’t surprised he hadn’t seen the courtyard yet. “I found it this morning when I was taking my tour.” The door closed behind them with a metallic thud. “Hopefully, we can get back in.”

      “This is beautiful,” Seth said. “Look how picturesque it is.”

      “I thought so too. It’s partly why I decided the building was worth holding on to.”

      “Thanks for bringing me out here.” Seth’s smile was wide and joyous. “I bet it’s magical out here at night.”

      Everything seemed a little more magical with Seth around. It never would have occurred to Erik to come out here at all on his own. Seth wandered away, exclaiming about the little wrought iron tables and globe-style lamps. Erik was more interested in the architecture, and he scrutinized the building, wondering how more modern windows would change the look of the place.

      Something hit the back of his jacket with a solid thud, and he jerked in surprise, whirling around to face Seth, who grinned at him, holding a second snowball up threateningly.

      “Don’t you dare!” He glared at Seth. “Don’t even think about it!”

      “Too late!” The snowball left Seth’s hand in a perfect arc, and Erik was so shocked he couldn’t even dodge it in time. Instead, it exploded against his chest in a shower of white. It knocked the wind from Erik, and he staggered back and let out a surprised cough.

      “Oh shit.” In a moment, Seth was by his side, gripping his elbow. “Are you okay? I shouldn’t have thrown it right at your chest.”

      Erik let out another little cough but already the feeling of pressure was subsiding.

      “I don’t know,” he wheezed, playing it up. “I can’t breathe.”

      “Oh, Erik, I am so sorry,” Seth said, brushing the snow from his chest with a worried frown. “Do you need me to call someone?”

      Unable to maintain a straight face any longer, Erik laughed and straightened, shaking his head at Seth.

      “I’m just kidding,” he said with a laugh. “It knocked the wind out of me for a second, but I’m fine. Your face though!”

      “You asshole!” This time Seth’s voice was teasing as he said the words. “You worried me.” He lightly slapped at Erik’s arm and a shower of snow flew off.

      “It’s called payback,” Erik said calmly. “And so is this.”

      He scooped up a handful of snow, and he could see Seth still processing his words as he clapped his snowy glove across his face.

      Seth sputtered and shoved his hand away, but he was laughing as he did it, and Erik grinned.

      Seth scooped up some snow and held it up threateningly. Erik grabbed his arm, yanking Seth toward him. He stumbled, falling against Erik’s chest with a small, surprised cry. They froze, staring at each other. Erik’s gaze dropped to Seth’s lips, and he watched his tongue peek out and sweep across them. They looked soft. Kissable. He wondered if Seth’s beard would tickle if he pressed their lips together. Erik shivered at the thought.

      “We should probably get back inside,” he said.

      “Yeah, we should.”

      But neither of them looked away. Erik brushed a little snow off Seth’s cheek, but his gloves were snowy too and he just made it worse. “Sorry, I ...”

      When Seth’s tongue peeked out to swipe across his lips, Erik lost all train of thought. God, he wanted to kiss Seth. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d wanted to kiss someone so badly. How long had it been since he’d last kissed anyone passionately?

      “It’s okay,” Seth said, sounding a little breathless. He still gripped the collar of Erik’s coat.

      “I ...” Erik struggled to figure out what to say to him. Should he ask him if it was okay first? Or should he just lean in and press their lips together? It had been so long since he’d done this last. And it had been decades since it had been with someone new. This uncertainty and hesitation were excruciating.

      Erik’s heart pounded in his chest as he leaned forward, his lips mere inches from brushing Seth’s. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and ... the metallic grating of a door made Erik lift his head. Seth stepped back, letting go of Erik’s jacket, and Erik debated if he should just grab Seth and plant a kiss on him before he could chicken out.
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      “Oh.” The woman standing in the doorway that led to the courtyard looked startled. She was maybe ten to fifteen years older than Erik and, based on the outfit that peeked out from under her heavy coat, she worked as a housekeeper for the hotel. In fact, she was probably the woman he’d seen earlier. She held an unlit cigarette in her hand. “Sorry to interrupt. I just came out for a smoke. I can go though, if ...”

      If you want some privacy, Erik finished in his head. “No, I think we’re heading inside now. But thank you.”

      “Sure.” She held the door open as they approached. “Merry Christmas.”

      Seth grinned at her. “Merry Christmas to you too.”

      Erik and Seth were both quiet as they knocked the snow off their shoes, then crossed the lobby to the elevator. Neither of them spoke until they reached the room in fact, and Erik wondered if things were going to be awkward. Maybe he should apologize for the near kiss? He’d thought that there was something between them, but what if he was wrong? Had Seth been flirting with him this morning or had he imagined it all?

      “I’m sorry,” he blurted out just as Seth said, “How’d your company end up with this hotel anyway?”

      They blinked at each other. “Why are you sorry?” Seth asked, a frown furrowing his forehead. He unwound his scarf, then shrugged out of his jacket. Little bits of snow drifted down, blanketing the floor.

      “Oh. Um, never mind.” Erik took his own coat off and held out his hand. “Here, let’s hang these in the bathroom so if the snow melts, it’ll drip onto the tile and be easier to clean up.” Seth grabbed some hangers from the closet, and they hung all their outdoor clothing off the shower curtain rod and lined up their shoes on the tile near the sink.

      “Does it seem any warmer in here to you?” Erik said as they returned to the room. The housekeeper had clearly been in. The beds were re-made and the towels in the bathroom had all been picked up and replaced with fresh ones.

      “I’m warm at the moment,” Seth said, sounding a little dubious. “But that may just be because it was so cold outside.”

      “At least, they gave us some extra blankets.” Erik nodded at the small stack that lay folded at the foot of each bed.

      “I still prefer body heat,” Seth said with a little grin. “But it’s good to have options.”

      Erik chuckled as he pulled the dresser drawer open, but his amusement quickly faded when he realized he only had two pairs of socks left. “Damn.”

      “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah, just didn’t pack enough socks,” Erik admitted.

      Seth made a tsking noise. “First rule of travel is always pack extra socks. And warm footwear.” He made a face. “I don’t think your fancy leather shoes are going to cut it.”

      Erik had noticed earlier that Seth wore something much more sensible. They looked like a cross between an athletic shoe and a hiking boot. Sturdy. And probably much warmer than Erik’s.

      “I didn’t plan for this amount of snow,” he admitted. “Much less this amount of walking in it.”

      “The second rule is always plan for the unexpected.” Seth bent down and rummaged through his bag. Erik tried not to let his glance linger on Seth’s ass, but it was difficult when it was thrust up toward him.

      “When I booked this room, I didn’t expect it to come with a walking, talking travel guide,” Erik said, tearing his gaze away.

      Seth straightened with a smile, then pushed something soft into his hand. “A walking, talking travel guide with warm socks to share.”

      Erik glanced down at the bundle of fabric. It was red and green, that much he could tell, but there was something printed on them. He unrolled them and laughed. The socks were green, with red at the toes, heels, and cuffs. But most amusing were the sloths coming out of red packages with white bows. “You have Christmas sloth socks?”

      Seth’s grin widened. “I do. And you’re welcome to use them.”

      “Thank you.” Erik sat down at the bed, still chuckling at them. “These are officially the weirdest thing I’ve ever put on my feet.”

      “I think you need to get out more.”

      “I know I need to get out more.” Erik gave him a rueful look. “I feel like I’ve been in stasis so long I’ve forgotten how to actually live.”

      “Well, let me know what I can do to help you come to life again.”

      “I think you’ve already helped,” Erik admitted. He wiggled his feet in the warm socks. They were ridiculous but undeniably fun. “I haven’t laughed this much in years.”

      “Good.” Their gazes met and held before the intensity made Erik look away.

      “Sorry, you asked me something earlier, I think. Do you remember what it was?”

      A small furrow appeared on Seth’s forehead before it smoothed out. “Oh! I asked how your company acquired this hotel.”

      “It’s a long story ...”

      “Well, I’m not going anywhere,” Seth spread his arms wide. “And from the look of things outside, neither are you.”

      Erik chuckled. “You want the full story then?”

      Seth gave him a little grin as he got comfortable on the bed. “I always want the full story.”

      “Okay.”

      “So, I don’t actually know why we purchased it. It happened almost forty years ago. But I do know my father was the one who bought it. The weird thing is, it was hidden. There were layers of ownership through several other businesses. All legal but very odd.”

      Seth’s eyes gleamed. “Ooh, a mystery. I love mysteries.”

      Erik chuckled. “I’m afraid it may not be a very satisfying one. I don’t think we’re ever going to solve the why.”

      “Was this an unusual thing for your father to do?”

      “I don’t actually know how to answer that,” Erik admitted. “My father was ...” Erik hesitated. “Well, he was a womanizing bastard to put it mildly. Think Don Draper type. Pretty fitting this hotel is stuck back somewhere in the early sixties because that was the kind of businessman he was. He thought he had the right to do whatever he pleased. With whomever he pleased. No matter who got hurt in the process.

      “I can be an asshole sometimes,” Erik admitted. “But I never cheated on my wife, and I never screwed anyone in business. I’ve had to make decisions that have put people out of work or that have pissed them off, but all of my dealings have been ethical and above board.”

      “That’s no small thing.”

      “It doesn’t seem like a terribly high bar to me. Although going years without any real physical affection hasn’t been easy.” He realized he was getting off topic but it felt like the words needed to come out, and when Seth was staring at him with such an understanding expression, he couldn’t stop them.

      Seth grimaced. “I don’t advocate for cheating either, but I’m not sure anyone would have blamed you if you’d sought that elsewhere. Well, except maybe your wife.”

      “I don’t even know that she would have cared.” Erik looked up at the ceiling. “We never discussed it, but as long as I was discreet, I don’t think Robin would have felt like it mattered. As long as I didn’t bother her, she didn’t care enough about me to be concerned about my involvement with anyone else.”

      “That’s sad.”

      Erik shrugged. “We weren’t happy together, but we agreed to stay together for our daughter Joanna.”

      “Surely, Joanna realized you weren’t happily married though.”

      “Maybe. I don’t know,” Erik said with a sigh. “We never fought in front of her. We never fought honestly. Neither of us cared enough to fight.”

      “But wouldn’t Joanna have noticed the lack of physical affection?”

      “We put on a show when others were around. A kiss on the cheek, that sort of thing.”

      “I don’t know. I still feel like she must have noticed something, but maybe I’m wrong.”

      Erik shrugged but he sat bolt upright when a thought occurred to him. “Shit, I forgot to call Jo today. I promised her I would.”

      “Oh. Would you like me to leave so you can do that?”

      Erik reached for the phone on the nightstand where he’d plugged it in to charge before they left for lunch. He’d totally forgotten to grab it before they left. Not typical for him at all, but he’d been distracted by Seth. “No, you don’t have to leave unless you want to.”

      Seth shook his head, then settled back on the bed with his phone.

      “Hey, Jo,” he said when the call connected. “Merry Christmas!”

      “Merry Christmas, Daddy!” Joanna sounded a bit like she had when she was eight and still small enough for him to still carry on his shoulders. She hadn’t called him that in years, but she sounded too happy for him to tease her about it.

      “I’m sorry I waited so long to call you.”

      “It’s okay. I know you have work.” He hadn’t worked that much today. Instead, he’d spent it flirting with a man he barely knew. He wondered what Joanna would think of that.

      “You know you always come before work,” Erik said firmly.

      “I know I do.” Her voice went soft. “Guess what? I have good news, Daddy. But I think you know what it is. Keith asked me this morning, and I said yes.”

      “Congratulations, sweetheart. I’m happy for you.”

      The voices in the background faded, as if she had walked to a quieter area. “Do you mean that?”

      “I do,” he said. And this time, he really did. “I support whatever you want to do. Do I think you’re young to get married? Yes. But do I trust you to make decisions about your own life? Of course, I do. If Keith makes you happy, then that’s all that matters. I wish you both the very best.”

      “Thank you.” Joanna sniffled a little, and he could picture her wiping at the tears beneath her big blue eyes. “That means a lot to me.”

      “You mean a lot to me,” Erik said. “I love you, kiddo. When we’re all back in Philly, I want to take you and Keith out for dinner to celebrate your engagement. Okay?”

      “I’d like that.”

      “Now,” he said, injecting a little levity into his voice. “I want you to go have a wonderful rest of the day. Spend it with your fiancé and your future in-laws.”

      Joanna sighed. “I will. I hate to think of you stuck in some old hotel room in Buffalo all alone though.”

      “I am doing just fine,” he assured her. He stole a glance at Seth. He stared intently at his phone, and his nose was all crinkled up as he focused on whatever he was reading. “I met an interesting travel writer during my stay.” Seth’s gaze flicked toward him, and there was no disguising the surprise on his face. “We’re planning to get Chinese food together this evening to celebrate the holiday.”

      “Oh. Well, it’s no four-course fondue dinner in Vail like we’re planning tonight,” Joanna said with a laugh. “But it’ll do. And now I don’t have to worry about you being so lonely.”

      “No,” Erik said, still looking at Seth. “I don’t feel lonely at all right now.”

      Seth’s lips parted with surprise, but his face lit up with a smile so bright Erik had to look away.

      “Oh good!” Joanna sounded happy as well, and he wondered how she was picturing Seth. Probably some middle-aged schlub rather than the handsome, young man sprawled across the nearby bed. The man Erik still desperately wanted to kiss. How had he gone from being annoyed by Seth’s friendly chatter to this in twenty-four hours? Joanna continued. “Well, you have fun tonight then. Love you, Dad. Thanks for calling.”

      “Love you too, sweetheart.” He smiled even though Joanna couldn’t see him. “And congratulations. I mean it. Pass that along to Keith as well, and tell his parents I’m looking forward to seeing them again.”

      “I will. Merry Christmas!”

      “Merry Christmas, Jo.” He was still smiling as he hung up the phone.

      Seth lowered his own phone to his chest. “It sounds like you have a really good relationship with your daughter.”

      “I do,” Erik said. “She’s a great kid. She’ll graduate summa cum laude from a pre-med program this spring.”

      “Impressive. Do you have a picture of her?”

      “Sure. Give me a moment.” Erik pulled up a picture on his phone and passed it over to Seth. He glanced up at Erik, then back down at the phone.

      He whistled lowly. “Wow. She’s stunning.”

      “She’s also twenty-two. And engaged.”

      Seth laughed. “I didn’t mean anything by it. She’s not exactly my type, you know? I just mean she’s a lovely young woman. She has your coloring but very delicate features. It’s a good combination.” Seth handed the phone back to him. “Though, I’m more partial to the taller, older, maler version, if I’m being honest.”

      “Yeah?” Erik said. His voice came out a little hoarse. “Good to know.”

      Seth frowned. “I should probably call my family too.”

      “Oh, yeah. Don’t let me keep you from doing that.” He cleared his throat. “Do you want me to leave you to it?”

      “Nah, you’re fine. Just don’t make a lot of noise or my mom will realize I’m sharing a room with someone.”

      Erik raised an eyebrow. “I think you’re old enough to share a room with someone if you want to.”

      A surprised laugh burst out of Seth. “I didn’t mean it like that. Just that she’ll think we’re involved, and I’ll get interrogated about you, and no matter how much I insist we’re only sharing a room because of a hotel mix-up, it’ll become a thing. She’s sweet but ... meddlesome.”

      “We parents mean well,” Erik said. “But we can be a pain in the ass.”

      Seth opened his mouth, then closed it. “Nope, not touching that one.”

      Erik choked on air when Seth’s meaning sunk in. “Go call your mother.” Erik pointed a finger at him. “And if you salute me and call me Captain again, I’m going to give your ass a reason to hurt.”

      Seth blinked. “Hmm. Kinky.”

      Erik scowled and waved his hand. “Do it!”

      “Fine.” Seth stuck his tongue out. “I will. I’m going to Skype them though.”

      He retrieved his laptop from his bag and settled on the bed with his back to the headboard and set it in front of him.

      Erik shifted to the foot of his own bed. “Am I out of view?”

      “Yep. Thanks. Dialing now.”

      “I promise I won’t make a peep.”

      The familiar blooping noises of the program trying to connect filled the air before Erik heard a woman exclaim, “Seth, sweetheart!”

      “Hi, Mom.” Seth pushed his hair off his forehead, smiling.

      “It’s so good to hear your voice and see your face. We miss you!”

      “I’ve missed you too.” Seth’s eyes were soft as he propped his elbow on his knee and rested his cheek on his hand. “All of you. Even Sara.”

      “I heard that!” a younger woman’s voice said.

      “You were supposed to, brat.” His tone was teasing but still filled with a lot of love. “I’m sorry I couldn’t make it there today.”

      “We figured you ditched us for a guy,” Sara replied.

      “Oh, did you meet someone?” Seth’s mother sounded eager.

      Seth shook his head, sounding exasperated. “No, Mom, I’m not dating anyone right now. Just got stuck in Buffalo because of the storm. I thought about driving there but—”

      “You made the right choice,” his mom said firmly. “I wouldn’t want you out on these roads. It’s not safe.”

      “I know. I know.” He cleared his throat. “What are you all up to?”

      “Your dad and brothers are out clearing the driveway and the sidewalks.”

      “For you and half the neighborhood probably.”

      “Well, you know him. He has to take care of everyone.”

      Seth smiled. “He always has.”

      “He’ll be sorry he missed you though.”

      “Give him a hug for me and tell him I love him.”

      “I will. What about your brothers?”

      “Tell Adrian and Mitchell I’m glad I didn’t have to see their ugly mugs today.”

      “Seth!”

      He grinned cheekily. “Fine, tell them I love them too.”

      “What about me?” Sara piped up.

      “Meh. I tolerate you, brat.”

      “It’s a good thing you’re all the way in Buffalo!” she retorted.

      “Yeah, this way I don’t have to look at your ugly mug for too long either.”

      “Mom!”

      “Don’t mom me. You two are grownups. Behave like it.”

      In unison, Seth and Sara made scoffing noises.

      “Oh, I don’t know why I get my hopes up.” Seth’s mom sighed audibly as something beeped in the background. “Oh! That’s dinner. I’ve gotta go.”

      “I’ll get it for you so you can say goodbye to Seth.”

      “Thanks, Sara.”

      “I’ll let you go, Mom,” Seth said. “I know you probably have a lot to do. Sorry I can’t be there to help and that I called at the worst possible time. I thought I’d probably catch you after dinner. Or the weird mid-afternoon holiday lunch we usually do anyway.”

      “Unfortunately, we’re eating a little later than usual because of the snow. I’m glad you called though. Sorry you can’t be here with us.”

      “Me too.”

      “Stay warm and try to enjoy your Christmas. We’re looking forward to seeing you when you can make it safely.”

      “I will Mom, and I’m looking forward to seeing all of you too. Have an extra bite of everything for me!”

      “I will.” She sighed. “I so hate to think of you spending Christmas alone though.”

      Seth smiled over at Erik. “I’m not.”

      “I thought you said you weren’t dating anyone!”

      “I’m not!” he protested. “I ran into the owner of the hotel yesterday. We’ve had some interesting conversations since then, and we’re going to grab Chinese for dinner tonight. He’s stuck here too until the storm let’s up, so it worked out.”

      “Oh. Is he cute?”

      Seth grinned. “He’s not hideous.” Erik shot an outraged look at him. “I’m kidding. He’s pretty easy on the eyes actually.”

      “Well, that sounds promising.”

      “Mom.” Seth’s tone was firm. “No matchmaking. We’re just grabbing dinner because we’re both here in the hotel and no other place is open.”

      “Oh, fine.” She sighed. “Be safe. I love you!”

      “Love you too!”

      Seth fiddled with his laptop for a second before he closed the lid with a sigh and flopped against the headboard.

      “So, three siblings, huh?” Erik asked.

      “Yeah. Sara and I are twins. Mitchell’s a few years older, Adrian is a few years younger.”

      “Your family sounds fun,” Erik said.

      “They’re exhausting.” But there was a fond smile on his face.

      “Over the years, I would have given anything for a holiday like that.” It came out more wistful than he’d intended.

      Seth got up and walked over to the bed, taking a seat near Erik. He rested a hand on Erik’s shoulder. “I’m sorry.”

      “What are you sorry for?”

      He shrugged. “Making you feel lonely.”

      “That’s just it,” Erik said. “I meant what I said to Joanna earlier. This is the first Christmas in a very long time I haven’t felt lonely.”

      Seth reached up and touched Erik’s face. His fingertips barely skimmed his jaw, but Erik still shivered. He wondered if they hadn’t been interrupted out in the courtyard earlier if they would have kissed. He’d wanted to; he knew that for sure.

      “I’m glad,” Seth whispered. The sound of a door slamming somewhere down the hallway broke the quiet spell, and Seth dropped his hand.

      “So, I have an idea.”

      “Okay.” Erik eyed him warily. “And what does this idea entail?”

      “We put on a Christmas movie, drink some of my world-famous boozy mocha cocoa concoction, and play cards until we’re ready for dinner.”

      Erik considered the idea. “I’d be up for that. Do you have cards?”

      “Yep. I always carry some.”

      “Sure. That sounds fun then.” What else did he have to do with his Christmas afternoon? “What do you want to play?”

      “Rummy?”

      “Okay.” He’d half-expected Seth to suggest strip poker with a wink. “You’ll have to refresh my memory how to play though.” It had been years.

      “Sure. You find a Christmas movie on the TV and grab the cards out of my bag”—he gestured vaguely to his belongings on the floor in the corner—“while I go downstairs and find coffee and cocoa.”

      “Sounds good.”

      After the door closed behind Seth, Erik crouched down, then flipped open the lid of Seth’s suitcase. Okay, where to start? Although Seth had given him permission, it felt intrusive to dig through another man’s belongings. He unzipped a large pocket on the inside of the lid and peered inside. Underwear. Nope, definitely no cards in there. Erik couldn’t tear his gaze away from the small scraps of green and red fabric though. Erik felt warm under the collar as he stared at them. They all seemed to be holiday-themed and covered in prints of reindeer, snowmen, and Christmas lights. One pair was even striped red and white like a candy cane.

      His cheeks still warm, Erik zipped the pocket shut and turned his attention to the other items. Most of it was in packing cubes, and when he squeezed them, he felt nothing but soft fabric. There were also wrapped gifts, undoubtedly presents for Seth’s family, and a few other zippered pouches.

      He picked up one of them and squeezed it experimentally. It was heavier than expected, but there was something flat and rectangular inside. That could be cards. He opened it and peered inside. The flat item was definitely not cards. It was a small box of condoms. He cleared his throat. Well, that was good. Seth was clearly prepared and careful. But Erik’s eyes widened when he noticed one of the other items inside. It was a sex toy. Made out of sleek stainless steel and curved with round knobs on each end. Interesting. Erik was fairly sure he knew where that was supposed to go, but he’d never seen anything quite like it.

      A sudden image of sliding it inside Seth made all his blood rush south, and he bit his lip as he wondered how it would feel to have Seth use it on him. He could see Seth grinning at him from between his thighs as he teased Erik with it and slid his mouth down over Erik’s dick ... Erik shifted a little as his cock hardened, pinching inside his underwear. He bit his lip a little harder as he spotted the fourth item in the bag. What looked like a cock ring. A vibrating cock ring. That only added fuel to the fire. Erik had used one before on himself years ago, and it had been quite enjoyable. But the thought of using it with someone else ... Wow.

      The sound of the keycard reader beeping made him hastily zip the pouch shut, fling it inside the suitcase, and stand. He stared, wide-eyed, as Seth walked inside.

      “I come bearing treats. Any luck finding a movie?” He frowned at the still-dark screen, then gave Erik a curious look. “Everything okay? You have the oddest look on your face.”

      “I’m fine,” Erik croaked. Seth cocked an eyebrow at him in disbelief. “Just couldn’t find the cards in your suitcase.”

      “Oh, I see.” Seth’s expression turned knowing. “You stumbled across my toys.”

      “Uh. Yeah.” Erik licked his lips.

      “Sorry.” Seth didn’t look terribly sorry though. “I hope you know that wasn’t why I asked you to go through the bag. Actually, I meant for you to check my carry on. I think they’re in one of the outside pockets of that.”

      “Oh, that’s why I didn’t find them. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

      “No,” Seth protested. “How would you know? I wasn’t clear. I’m sorry.”

      He cleared his throat again. “Nothing to be sorry about. I’m a big boy. It’s not like I haven’t seen sex toys before.”

      “But have you used them?”

      “Not ... really. I mean, a few times but ...”

      “I feel like there’s a story there.”

      “One time was fun. The other time ... not so much.” Robin had sounded horrified and disgusted when he’d suggested they use them together. The ones he’d bought for her had never even come out of the packaging.

      “Oh, well, forget that. Though feel free to let me know if you want to make some new memories.” Seth winked at him. “But, barring that, let’s get our drinks mixed and get this celebration started.”

      Erik glanced down to see Seth carrying a tray with two mugs and an entire plateful of cookies.

      “Cookies too?”

      “It’s fine. The week between Christmas and New Year’s should always be a lawless wasteland of nutrition,” Seth said cheerfully.

      “Why do I feel like that’s something you saw on social media?”

      “Because it probably is.”

      “And my question had more to do with where you found the cookies than the fact that you’d brought them.” He snagged a frosted sugar cookie from the plate. “I wasn’t complaining.”

      “Oh. They had them out in the lobby on an enormous platter and the woman said there were more in containers. I guess Doreen made them?”

      “Who’s Doreen?” He took a big bite of the cookie. Mmm, it was soft and buttery and not too sweet. Definitely homemade.

      “The housekeeper. Probably the lady we saw in the courtyard. And the one who cleaned our room earlier.”

      “Oh, we should leave her a nice tip. I mean, we should have anyway since she left us all those blankets, but now I’m feeling doubly grateful.”

      “Good idea.” Seth set the tray on the nightstand. “I’ll find the cards, so you don’t get scarred for life again. Think you can handle finding the movie?”

      “I don’t know,” Erik said with a laugh. “I might accidentally run across the softcore porn channel or something.”

      Seth snorted. “I’m only up for watching that if it’s holiday-themed.”

      A few minutes later, they were set up on Seth’s bed, the cookies and drinks within arm’s reach, and the movie playing in the background. Seth ran through the rules for rummy, and Erik nodded his head. “Yeah, okay, that’s all coming back to me.”

      Seth took a sip from his mug and frowned. “Damn it, I forgot to add the booze.”

      Erik stirred his with the peppermint stick Seth had stuck in it. “Does bourbon and peppermint really go together anyway?”

      Seth grimaced. “Not in my mind.”

      “We may have to enjoy our card game totally sober.”

      Seth laughed and held up a hand. “Well, before things get too dire and we have to rely on drastic measures like sobriety, I may have a solution.” He hopped off the bed, and Erik had to grab for Seth’s mug before it tipped over.

      “Careful there. You almost lost your drink altogether.”

      Seth grinned at him over his shoulder. “What can I say? I’m a wild man in bed.”

      “I can see that.”

      Seth rummaged through his suitcase before he held up a wrapped gift. “We’re breaking into this.”

      “You’re cannibalizing a gift for your family?”

      “My mom will understand it’s going to a good cause.” He tore off the wrapper to reveal a bottle of coffee liqueur. “Now, this will go well with it.”

      “It will,” Erik agreed. “Though I’m slightly concerned that you don’t want to spend time with me sober. I know I was kind of an asshole yesterday, but I thought we’d put that behind us.”

      Seth laughed as he cracked open the lid. “It’s just a holiday tradition in my family. Everyone either lives within walking distance or is spending the night anyway, so we enjoy drinks throughout the day. I don’t mean to push it on you though.”

      Erik held out his mug. “I was just teasing. Top me off.”

      After Seth added a glug of liquor to each mug, he placed the bottle on the nightstand and settled down across from Erik again. “You know, you seem like a totally different person than when we met yesterday.”

      “I was thinking the same thing myself,” Erik admitted. “It’s been odd. I think ... I think I’d forgotten who I actually was. I’ve been so wrapped up in work and raising Jo and dealing with the divorce that I haven’t really let myself just enjoy life. This has been good for me.”

      “Sharing a room with a strange man who makes you wear Christmas socks and play card games?”

      “Exactly.” Their gazes met and held, and once again, Erik had the urge to lean in and press his lips to Seth’s. He had to take a deep breath before he could look away. His gaze landed on the screen, and he squinted at it for a moment. “Isn’t this the same movie you watched yesterday?”

      “No.” Seth shook his head. “In the last movie, she was dating the guy who owned a Christmas tree lot. This one owns a bakery.”

      “Right.”

      “I still haven’t sold you on these movies, have I?” Seth asked with a laugh.

      “You have not.”

      “Ehh, Christmas isn’t over yet.” Seth nodded at the bottle on the nightstand. “Besides, I can always bring in reinforcements, if necessary.”

      “It always comes back to getting me drunk and taking advantage of me, doesn’t it?”

      “If you’re lucky.”
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      “Rummy!” Erik slapped the cards down onto the bed. “I win. Again.”

      “I should have picked another game,” Seth grumbled. He pushed his hair off his forehead as he shot Erik a dirty look. The color in his cheeks was bright, and he’d stripped out of his sweater. Apparently, they’d fixed whatever the heating issue was, because it was very warm in the room now. Or at least, Erik felt warm. He’d shed his sweater too.

      It was either the heater or the way Seth sprawled on the bed on his side, one knee lay flat on the bed and the other pointed toward the ceiling. His pants stretched taut across his thighs, and Erik’s gaze had wandered to the spot between them far too many times for it to be normal. Every time Seth caught him doing it, his lips curved up into a little smile.

      “I should have suggested we wager something,” Erik said.

      Seth frowned. “I only have enough cash to leave tips for the housekeeper and a driver to the hotel. I’m afraid I don’t have much to wager with.” He toyed at the top button of his shirt. “Unless you’re suggesting strip rummy.”

      Erik licked his lips. They’d been flirting a little through the whole game—at least he thought they were flirting; he was so damn rusty at this—and the need inside him had been building the whole time. Seth had topped off his drink several times, and the shots of liquor should have relaxed him, but if anything, he felt strung tighter than when they’d begun. “I was thinking more like poker.”

      Seth snorted and began gathering up the cards. “Strip poker? Hell, no. I’d be out of my clothes in two minutes. I’m terrible at poker.”

      “You say that like it would be a bad thing.” The words left Erik’s lips before he could stop them, and Seth froze, staring at him.

      Unsure what to say or how to take Seth’s sudden silence, Erik reached blindly for the cards. His heart beat loud and hard, thumping in his chest as he gathered them up. He glanced up to see Seth’s gaze still trained on him, bright and eager. Before Erik could blink, Seth reached out and grasped Erik’s shirt, pulling him closer.

      Erik had to brace his hand on the bed to keep from pitching forward as Seth pressed their lips together. Shocked, for a moment, Erik had no idea how to respond. Seth went still against him and pulled back.

      “Oh, God! I shouldn’t have done that. I should have asked you if you were okay with that.” He groaned and covered his face. “I apologize. I swear I won’t do it again—”

      The thought of that finally jolted Erik into action. No, that wouldn’t do. He desperately wanted to make sure it did happen again. He grabbed Seth’s wrist and tugged his hand out of the way. Erik took a deep breath and leaned in, pressing his lips to Seth’s again. It was clumsy at first, and this time, Seth took a moment to respond. But then he let out a little groan against Erik’s lips and curled his hand around the back of Erik’s neck in a heated kiss.

      “Are you sure?” Seth asked breathlessly when he finally pulled back. “I mean ...”

      Erik nodded. “I’m sure.”

      “You’re a little drunk and ...”

      “I’m not drunk.” Erik licked his lips. “And I’ve been thinking about this all day.”

      Seth smiled. “Yeah?”

      Erik nodded. “I don’t know what the hell I’m doing, but I want to know.”

      Seth brushed the pad of his thumb against Erik’s neck, sending a shiver through him. “Tell me what you want to know.”

      “I want to know if ... if this is ... ifI’mbisexual.” The last part came out in a rush, but Seth’s eyes widened.

      “So you’ve really never ...”

      “I have a vague memory of kissing a boy when I was very young, but that’s it, and now I don’t know ... I’ve never ... I just ... I just want to know.” Erik had never been so inarticulate in his life. But he’d never wanted anything so badly either. And it tied his tongue in knots.

      “And you want to find out with me?”

      Erik nodded and wet his suddenly dry lips. “I think so. I mean, I definitely do but ...”

      “But this is new and just a little bit scary?”

      Erik nodded. Admitting it to himself was hard enough. Verbalizing it out loud was infinitely worse.

      “If you do want to … explore things, I promise that whatever happens in this room doesn’t have to go further than that,” Seth said softly. “What we do in here is ours. Not for anyone else.”

      “Thank you.” Erik swallowed hard. “I don’t quite understand why you’d do this though.”

      “No?” Seth grinned. “You can’t imagine why I’d like the idea of spending the next few days showing you just how good sex with a man could be?”

      Erik shrugged, unable to articulate it. It felt like Seth was doing him a favor, and he didn’t like to be indebted to anyone.

      “Because I think you’re sexy as fuck.” Seth rose up on one elbow. “And it’s even hotter that you’ve never done this with a man before.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Mmhmm.” Seth licked his lips. “So if you want it, I’m all in.”

      “I want it,” Erik said hoarsely. His palms were sweaty, and his heart was pounding, but there was no denying he wanted it. “I’m just nervous.”

      “So let’s take this slow.” Seth traced his thumb down Erik’s cheek, then pressed their lips together in a brief, chaste kiss. “And any time you want to stop, you say stop and I will. It’s as easy as that.”

      “Yeah, okay,” Erik agreed breathlessly.

      “I just want you to do one thing for me.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Let go.” Seth pressed a kiss to the corner of his mouth. “Don’t second guess it. Don’t get all up in your head about what it means. Do what feels good. It’s just you and me here in this room. No one else.”

      “I’ll try.”

      “Good.” Seth placed his palm against Erik’s chest, pressing him back until he lay sprawled on the bed, staring up at Seth.

      Erik’s eyelids fluttered shut as Seth closed the distance between them again. Seth kissed him slowly, soft pecks at first, then little teases of his tongue, coaxing Erik to open before darting away. Erik felt himself straining for more, wanting more pressure, more connection. He chased Seth’s tongue with his own, eager to taste him. The first real touch of Seth’s tongue against his own was like a lightning bolt, lighting him up from the inside out. He could feel the soft scrape of Seth’s beard against his chin as the kiss deepened, which made him tighten his grip on Seth’s hair. It was short, nothing like the long sweeps of hair he’d felt when kissing a woman, but still soft and long enough to grip. He liked it.

      Seth made a little noise of pleasure every time Erik tugged at his hair. He shifted forward, resting his chest against Erik’s as they kissed more deeply. Feeling a little bolder now, Erik ran a hand up Seth’s back, enjoying the solid musculature and the weight of his body over top of Erik’s. When Seth slotted his thigh between Erik’s, Erik groaned. Seth drew back with a little frown.

      “That okay?”

      “Yeah.” He stared up at Seth with a look of wonder. “That was ... I liked it.”

      “Good. We’re just getting started.” Seth kissed his jaw, then sat upright. “Take off your shirt,” he ordered, and Erik raised an eyebrow at him. “Do you trust me?”

      “In theory.” But oddly enough, he did. So he sat up and stripped the shirt off, tossing it on the empty bed next to them. He felt a flutter of nerves as he lay back down, but the heat in Seth’s gaze as it raked over his torso quieted them.

      “Mmm. You look amazing.” Seth trailed his fingers across Erik’s chest. The feather-light touch made Erik shiver.

      “For a forty-three-year-old man?” he asked drily.

      “No. For anyone. You’re sexy as hell.”

      Erik flushed. No one had called him sexy in years, much less another man. This was all so new. But there was no denying the way Seth looked at him. Or how hard his dick was against Erik’s thigh. That couldn’t be faked. When Seth traced his fingertip slowly around Erik’s nipple, then lightly pinched it, Erik let out a small groan. Seth had hardly touched him, yet he felt blood flow into his own cock until it lay thick along his thigh and pushed up at the fabric of his pants.

      Seth aimed his gaze lower and licked his lips. “Mmm, I’m looking forward to exploring that later. But for now ...” He leaned in and pressed a kiss to Erik’s collarbone. It was ticklishly pleasurable, and Erik let out a little moan as Seth teased his tongue along it. Erik tilted his head to give him more space and Seth took it as an invitation to explore. He used his lips and tongue to lightly work his way up Erik’s neck to the spot behind his ear.

      Erik shivered at the feathery brush of lips against the sensitive skin, which made Seth chuckle softly. “You like that, huh?”

      Erik nodded, but he didn’t have the words to explain that it was as much about the time Seth was taking to explore every inch of him as it was about where he lingered. Seth flattened a palm on Erik’s chest and stroked up and down his torso, inching lower and lower with every sweep of his hand.

      “Seth, I ...” Erik choked out, his head spinning with desire. Blindly, he turned to the side and met Seth’s mouth with his own again. The kiss was slow but needy, fueling the fire of arousal that had already settled low in his belly. Panting, Erik drew back. Seth bit his ear, sending a sharp jolt of pleasure to his cock. Erik reached out, gripping Seth’s shirt, unsure if he wanted it off or wanted it there to hold on to. Seth shifted, settling his body half on top of Erik’s so he straddled Erik’s thigh again. The firm press of Seth’s thigh against Erik’s balls tore a low, guttural sound from Erik’s lips that he couldn’t have stifled if he’d tried.

      Seth flicked his tongue across Erik’s nipple before he sucked on it, and a shock of pleasure filled Erik’s body. Before he could think or say anything, Seth ran his palm up and down Erik’s length. Even through the fabric, his skin felt warm, and Erik made another loud, embarrassing noise of pleasure.

      “You like that?” Seth asked. His voice was low and a little rough, and the reminder that this was a man in bed with Erik right now, a man bringing him more pleasure than he’d felt in years, sent heat through his body.

      “Yeah.” Erik realized he was lifting his hips, moving in tandem with the strokes of Seth’s hand, seeking more.

      Erik whimpered when Seth let go, but he moved purposefully to the waistband of Erik’s pants, hesitating only long enough for Erik to give him an eager nod of affirmation before he had them open, and he slipped his hand under the fabric of his boxer briefs. Erik groaned at the feel of a warm hand wrapped around his dick. A warm hand that belonged to someone other than himself. And shit if it didn’t feel amazing as Seth began to stroke. Erik arched his back, hips rising, seeking more. “Seth! I—” His belly tightened, and he shook a little as he fought off the orgasm. He wanted it. He needed it, desperately, but he didn’t want this to be over yet. He wanted it to go on and on. But it was almost too much. It had been too long since anyone had touched him like that, and he clutched at Seth’s shoulder. “I’m ... it’s too much.”

      Seth slowed his strokes, lightening the pressure, making it slow and easy again. He rested his forehead against Erik’s, and their breaths mingled as they kissed occasionally. Walls that Erik had built up over the years cracked and began to crumble, and he felt a surge of affection wash over him. He felt closer to this man whom he’d known for less than two days than to the woman he’d been married to for two decades. But he didn’t want to think of Robin now; he wanted to think of Seth. Of his warm, large hands and the soft prickle of his beard and the way his mouth tasted. It all felt so good Erik could hardly contain the feelings building up in his chest.

      “Do you want to come in my hand or in my mouth?” Seth whispered, and Erik let out another choked sound, nearly coming right then and there and making the question a moot point. But he gritted his teeth until the urge ebbed away. The thought of coming in someone’s mouth—in Seth’s mouth—was too good for him to resist.

      “Your mouth,” he managed, his voice raw.

      “I was hoping you’d say that.” Seth grinned like Erik was doing him a favor instead of the other way around.

      Erik was dimly aware of Christmas carols playing in the background as Seth slithered down his body and took Erik’s cock in his mouth. He moved slowly but surely, his mouth wet and hot as he sank down over and completely engulfed him. Erik let out a needy moan and threaded his fingers through Seth’s hair. It felt like Seth’s tongue was everywhere at once, teasing the underside of Erik’s cock as he bobbed up and down it.

      Erik dug his fingers into Seth’s hair to anchor himself as his balls tightened. “Seth!”

      He glanced up then, his gaze encouraging Erik to let go, and soon the heat and suction were too much for Erik to hold back any longer. He came with a strangled shout, his entire body bowing up as he closed his eyes and gave in to the pleasure. Everything went fuzzy and white in his head as he emptied into Seth’s mouth. It felt like he came forever, surge after surge of pleasure that kept going on and on. Seth’s mouth constricted, tightening around the head of his cock as he swallowed, and Erik let out a little gasping shudder of pleasure.

      “Oh fuck.” He panted heavily as he reached down to touch Seth’s face, forcing his eyes to focus on the man who still had his dick in his mouth. Seth slowly slid off with a lingering caress of his tongue, then smiled. “Wow. That was ... Mmm.” What felt like years of tension melted away, leaving him boneless and content. “You’re right,” he said sleepily, carding his fingers through Seth’s soft hair. “You were right. The massage wasn’t enough.”

      Seth chuckled against his hip, then pressed a kiss to the spot. “Somehow, I didn’t think so.”

      “Thank you.” Erik gently tugged him upward. “That was ... I don’t have words.”

      “You don’t need them.” Seth settled alongside him, and Erik held an arm out, tucking Seth closer to him. He liked the contact, and Seth snuggled right in, placing his head on Erik’s chest. Yeah, this was nice.

      Erik felt sex-drunk and sleepy as he continued to play with Seth’s hair, allowing himself the luxury of just lying in bed with someone in his arms.

      The blowjob had been phenomenal, but this? This was what he’d missed most. Despite his desire to stay awake and soak in the feeling, he felt his eyes grow heavy, and he slipped into sleep before he could stop himself.
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        * * *

      

      Erik awoke to Seth touching his shoulder. “Wha-?” He squinted at Seth, reaching out for him. The room was dark except for the glow of the television. How long had he been out?

      “Hey there.” Seth smiled down at him, clasping his hand.

      “Was I that bad in bed that you’re running away?” Erik joked.

      Seth’s smile widened before he leaned in to brush their lips together. “Oh, no. Definitely not. I ordered Chinese takeout for dinner, and I’m going to go pick it up. I figured we should refuel before round two.” He squeezed Erik’s hand before letting go.

      Round two. Erik liked the sound of that. He guiltily realized he hadn’t done a thing to please Seth yet. The least he could do was get out of bed and help him get dinner. “I can go with you.” He raised up on his elbows, but Seth pressed a warm palm to his chest.

      “I’ve got this. You just lay there and think about all the things I’m going to do to you after I get back.”

      Erik grinned. “That doesn’t seem like a fair trade.”

      “Thinking about it will keep me warm on the walk there and back.”

      Erik wasn’t used to being told what to do—or being taken care of—he usually did that for everyone else. “This could get addictive though, you know? Being spoiled like this.”

      “I can think of worse things.” Seth smiled before he braced his arm on the bed and leaned in to kiss Erik again. “You’ll stay here?”

      “If you insist.”

      “I do.” Seth pretended to look stern, but he didn’t pull it off very well. “It’s all part of my plan to turn you into a hedonist.”

      Erik settled back against the pillows with a contented sigh as Seth disappeared into the bathroom. Just thinking about the blowjob made his body thrum with pleasure. He was still thinking about it when Seth emerged a few minutes later and shrugged on his coat.

      “You look content,” Seth said.

      “I feel content,” he admitted. “I needed that more than I knew.”

      Seth grinned at him, looking very pleased with himself. “And to think, we’ve only just begun.”

      He grabbed a scarf and hat, blew Erik a kiss, and was out the door before Erik could reply.

      Erik retrieved his phone from the nightstand and caught a glimpse of his reflection in the dark screen. His face was illuminated by the television and he looked ... well, happy. Happier than he had in years. In fact, he couldn’t seem to contain the smile that kept appearing on his face.

      How ridiculous. It had only been a blowjob.

      And yet ... it had felt like a lot more. It was the way Seth treated him. He’d spent years cramming every little part of himself that needed touch and affection from a lover into a tiny little box and Seth had opened the lid and let it all out. Erik felt like he could breathe now. But it seemed a little silly to assign that much importance to a single sexual encounter. Then again, Seth had said this was only the beginning.

      Erik unlocked his phone and was unsurprised to see that he had no messages waiting for him. Emails, yes. Lots of companies trying to get him to go out and buy things, but no personal messages. He was suddenly grateful for the snowstorm and stupid mix-up that had led to him sharing a room with Seth. He imagined how he would have spent the holiday otherwise. Alone in this hotel room? Feeling sorry for himself as he ate takeout and tried to ignore that it was Christmas at all? That was sad. Seth had been right about that.

      Instead, his whole body felt warm and content from the orgasm Seth had given him, and he had plenty more to look forward to. Which reminded him there was a reason he’d grabbed his phone. He didn’t really know what Seth had planned but if it included some of the things he thought it might, he was woefully unprepared for them. Which was why he needed to do a little research.

      He felt vaguely ridiculous as he read informational articles, but they led him to the same conclusion. It would be more pleasant for him and Seth if he hopped in the shower and made sure he was squeaky clean before they moved any further forward with things. A glance at the clock showed him he should have time before Seth was back, so he flung off the covers and stood. Seth had removed all of their winter gear from the bathroom, so Erik was able to hop into the shower immediately. He left the bathroom door open in case Seth got back before he was out.

      After judicious use of body wash and some odd contortions later, Erik was as clean as he thought he’d ever get. He was just about to turn off the water when he heard the sound of the hotel room door opening and the crinkle of a plastic bag.

      “Erik?” Seth’s voice echoed a little in the bathroom.

      “Yeah, in the shower,” he called back. “I’ll be out in a sec.”

      “Would you rather have some company?” Seth’s voice sounded louder. Closer. But Erik still jumped when Seth pulled back the curtain.

      “Company?”

      “Me, specifically.”

      Erik slicked his hair back. “I wouldn’t mind you specifically.”

      Seth grinned and reached for the button on his shirt. “Good because I’m freezing.”

      He stripped off his clothes quickly and piled them on the sink. When Seth ducked into the shower, Erik stepped aside so he could let the warm water wash over him.

      “Mmm.” Seth let out a little moan of pleasure that went straight to Erik’s cock. “That’s nice.”

      Erik pulled him closer and rubbed his hands up and down Seth’s arms. “How’s this?”

      “Even better.” Seth grinned at him.

      “I take it thoughts of me didn’t quite keep you as warm as you’d hoped?”

      “Not quite. The snow’s still really coming down, and the wind’s picked up again. But I did bring back a massive amount of food.” Seth shot him a quizzical glance. “Why’d you decide to shower?”

      Erik flushed, grateful that the heat from the water covered it. “I wasn’t sure what you might want to do later, and I thought ... well, the internet said it was important to be clean.”

      Seth’s gaze softened. “You googled gay sex?”

      “I can’t believe I’m admitting that to you, but yes.”

      “You are adorable.” Seth leaned in and kissed him. “Ridiculously adorable.”

      “I have never been called that in my life,” Erik muttered.

      “Well, you have been now.”

      “I just ... wanted to be prepared.”

      “Preparation is good,” Seth said. “I also like to be prepared.”

      “Yeah, I saw your bag of toys, remember?”

      “What do you think about me trying them out on you later?”

      Erik had to swallow before he could speak. “I think I’d like that. I think I’d like that a lot.”

      Seth washed up quickly, and they left the bathroom wearing nothing but towels. The room was warm enough that they didn’t bother to get dressed, so a short while later, they were seated on Erik’s old bed with the food spread out around them.

      “Did you buy every dish on the menu?” Erik asked as he opened a container of broccoli with beef. His favorite.

      Seth licked his lips. “I thought maybe we wouldn’t want to get out of bed tomorrow ...”

      Erik blinked at him, his chopsticks poised in mid-air. “You mean, stay in bed all day and have sex?”

      “I mean, only if you want.” Seth looked amused.

      “Yeah, I really do.” Erik felt a little stunned. “I’ve never done that before.”

      “Oh, you have missed out then.” Seth bit into a dumpling, and the juices gushed down his chin. He wiped them up with a napkin as he chewed, then gave Erik a grin. “You start with morning sex. And you take breaks for water and food and showers, but you go until you can’t manage another orgasm.”

      “Merry Christmas to me,” Erik muttered.

      Seth grinned. “We have fifteen years to make up for. We can’t do it all in one night.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Laughing, Seth leaned forward and kissed him, his mouth tasting of soy sauce. “We can certainly try.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Despite the enormous amount of food, they both ate relatively lightly. Erik because he was a little nervous about what the rest of the night would entail. And Seth because ... well, Erik didn’t know why. Maybe Seth was too? Although he didn’t look nervous. He looked completely at ease as he sat, cross-legged, deftly maneuvering shrimp and peapods into his mouth and making small noises of appreciation.

      “Is it just me or is this really good takeout?” Erik asked.

      “No, it’s not just you. This is good.” Seth popped another shrimp in his mouth and chewed with a smile on his face. “It’s not like what I can get in Chinatown but it’s seriously good for Americanized Chinese food.”

      “Oh, I can’t remember the last time I was in Chinatown,” Erik said. “I should go the next time I’m in New York.”

      “I’d love to take you to this dim sum place I know.” Seth grinned. “It would blow your mind. But I’m a whore for dumplings.”

      “Just for dumplings? Or do you put out for other types of food?” Erik nudged Seth’s shin with his foot.

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?” Seth offered him the carton of shrimp and peapods, but Erik shook his head.

      “I’ve had enough.”

      Seth set the container aside, then reached for the fortune cookies, tossing one to Erik. “You do know how this works, right?”

      “You have to eat both parts of the fortune cookie before you read the fortune, then add ‘in bed’ on the end,” Erik said, ripping the package open. “Just because I don’t listen to a lot of pop music and this is my first foray into gay sex doesn’t mean I’m completely out of touch with the world.”

      Seth held up his hands in mock apology. “Just checking.”

      Erik dutifully crunched his way through his cookie before he inspected the fortune. “Every exit is an entrance to new experiences ... in bed,” he read aloud. He snorted quietly. “Well, that’s ... um, apt in this situation.”

      Seth grinned at him. “Indeed.”

      “What’s yours?”

      “Your tongue is your ambassador ... in bed.”

      “Seriously?” Erik grabbed the slip of paper from Seth’s hand and inspected it. “Wow. That’s uh ... huh.”

      “Are they wrong?” Seth leaned forward, coming up on his knees as he pressed a kiss to Erik’s lips. “I did sweet talk you into bed.”

      “Oh, did you now?” Erik curled his hands around Seth’s biceps, holding him in place. “I don’t remember it taking a whole lot of persuading.”

      “Nah, just fiddling with the heater controls to make it so cold you had to get in bed with me.”

      Erik pulled away, letting go of Seth’s arms. “Seriously?”

      “What? No!” Seth scoffed, sitting back. “It’s just wonky as hell. I was teasing.”

      “Just checking.”

      Seth flashed him a little smile. “C’mon. Let’s clean up the food and get in bed. I vote we watch a movie before we make these fortunes come true.”

      “What kind of movie?” Erik asked, gathering up as many containers as he could manage.

      “A Christmas movie, of course.”

      “Of course. I should have known.”

      Seth ripped off his towel and winked. “Hey, by the time I’m done with you here, you’ll be an avid devotee of gay sex and the holidays.”

      Somehow, Erik didn’t doubt that. He had a feeling Seth could convince him to like nearly anything.

      Ten minutes later, they were curled up in Seth’s bed while another sappy Christmas movie played on the TV. Erik only half paid attention. He was too absorbed by the feel of bare skin against his own. He flipped onto his side to look at Seth, examining him from the riot of dark hair that had curled a little as it dried, down over the upturned slope of his nose, to his full lips and over his bearded chin.

      Erik let out a little sigh, and Seth turned his head, giving him a soft quizzical look. “Are you watching me rather than the movie?”

      “Yes. Better view.”

      Seth gave him a crooked little smile, pressed his lips against Erik’s, then looked back at the TV. Erik resumed watching him, but Seth didn’t seem at all self-conscious about the scrutiny. After a while, Seth shifted onto his side, so Erik flipped onto his back. When he was comfortable, Seth settled his head on Erik’s shoulder, throwing a leg over Erik’s thigh. Their bodies fit together nicely. Erik was a few inches taller, but not enough for it to make a huge difference. Erik played with Seth’s hair, sorting through the slightly damp strands with his fingertips and making Seth hum with pleasure.

      Absently, Seth dragged his fingertips across Erik’s chest through the scant hair between his pecs, leaving warm little trails of pleasure in their wake. It soothed some of the aching loneliness Erik had felt over the years, like salve to a wound, softening it, allowing it heal.

      “This is nice,” he whispered, his voice thicker than it should be.

      Seth’s gaze flicked up to meet his. “Yeah, it is.”

      Seth continued to explore his torso, skimming his fingers down Erik’s stomach, teasing around his navel until Erik let out a little shuddering laugh. His breath caught in his throat as Seth worked his way down from there.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Just exploring.”

      “Exploring, huh?”

      “Mmhmm.” Seth slipped a hand over Erik’s cock, dragging his palm slowly up its length.

      Erik let out a little gasp. “Shouldn’t I be the one doing the exploring? I am new to all this.”

      “By all means ...” Seth pressed a kiss to Erik’s shoulder before rolling onto his back again. He held an arm out, and Erik flipped onto his side, nestling against Seth. “Explore away.”

      “I’m kind of fascinated by your chest hair,” Erik admitted as he sank his fingers into the softness. “I actually noticed it at the airport.”

      “And you said earlier that you’d never checked out men! Liar!” Seth let out a little tsking sound.

      “I’m not lying! I honestly didn’t before that, or at least not consciously. I looked at men at the gym, but I thought any interest was ... I don’t know, aesthetic.”

      “You never wanted to touch them?”

      “No.”

      “Interesting. Well, lucky thing we ended up in a room together then, huh?”

      “Lucky,” Erik agreed. He dragged his fingertips down Seth’s sternum, feeling the soft tickle of his hair. “This feels nice though. You have a lot more than I do, so I’m not used to it.”

      “I am kinda hairy,” Seth said ruefully.

      “No, it’s good,” Erik said. “It’s not all over your back or anything. Just here.”

      Seth grabbed his hand and brought it lower. “Here too.”

      “Soft,” was all Erik could manage as he felt the brush of hairs against his fingertips, though his palm rested against Seth’s very erect cock.

      “Soft?” Seth sounded incredulous. “I think you’re a little confused.”

      Erik curled his fingers around the warm length. “Maybe I need to keep exploring.” He stroked softly, and Seth let out a little gasp.

      “Maybe you do.”

      Erik stroked Seth for a while, an easy slide of his hand as he learned the shape and weight of Seth’s cock. It felt good in his hand. It had taken Erik decades to get here, but it felt shockingly right to lay naked in bed with a man, stroking his cock. Seth let out a little gasp of pleasure when Erik reached lower, cupping his balls and feeling the soft heft of them.

      Erik nudged Seth’s cheek with his nose, seeking his mouth. Seth turned into it, capturing Erik’s lips with his own. He played with Seth’s testicles for a while as they kissed before Seth broke away with a little gasp. “Need your hand on my cock again.” Seth grabbed his wrist and brought it to his mouth, dragging his tongue across Erik’s palm several times.

      It added a nice amount of slickness to Erik’s strokes as he moved up and down Seth’s length. “Fuck, that’s good,” Seth whispered. But he didn’t seem anywhere near orgasm, even when Erik sped up a little and added a twist of his wrist.

      “Do you want my mouth on you?” Erik asked. He was so filled with nervous anticipation his heart felt like it was in his throat.

      Seth turned to look at him. “You don’t have to.”

      “Do you want me to?”

      Seth brushed his fingertips against Erik’s temple. “I want you to do whatever you’re comfortable with.”

      “But would you enjoy it if I sucked you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then I want to.”

      Erik did. He really, really did. But his heart still hammered inside his chest as he slid down Seth’s body, then tentatively licked at the head. He took Seth’s cock into his mouth, closed his eyes, and sucked. And when Seth whispered, “Mmm, Erik, that’s amazing,” it felt amazing to him too.

      Especially when he made Seth moan and move under him, seeking more. He didn’t thrust into Erik’s mouth much, letting Erik control the depth, but the sounds he made, and the restless shift of his hips made Erik’s blood heat. The scent of Seth’s skin and the feel of him running his hands across Erik’s head made his own cock hard where it was trapped between his body and the sheets. He liked the weight of Seth’s cock on his tongue and the slightly bitter flavor that leaked from the tip.

      His jaw grew a little sore as he worked Seth over, trying desperately to return the pleasure Seth had given him. He slid off for a moment to give himself a rest but kept sliding his hand up and down Seth’s shaft, a little disappointed Seth hadn’t come yet. When Seth pressed warm fingertips to his shoulder, Erik glanced up at him questioningly.

      “I don’t always come very easily this way,” Seth explained.

      “So, I’m not doing a bad job?”

      “God, no.” Seth cupped his cheek. “That felt amazing. Seriously, seriously amazing.”

      “What can I do to make you come then?”

      Seth’s eyes gleamed. “How would you like to play with those toys you discovered earlier?”

      “I’d like that a lot.” Erik slid out of bed and retrieved the little pouch before he could second guess himself. He’d been thinking about them since he saw them, and damn it, he was curious. “I have no idea what I’m doing though,” he admitted as he took a seat on the bed beside Seth’s hip.

      “It’s okay.” Seth sat up and kissed him. “It’ll be fun to show you.”

      That was probably one of the things Erik liked about Seth most—he realized as Seth squeezed a little lube onto Erik’s fingers and instructed him how to tease his entrance, then slide them inside. He made this awkward moment fun and not nerve-wracking. Erik didn’t have to know what he was doing. Seth did. And he made it playful instead of awkward, hot instead of clinical. And Erik couldn’t get enough of making Seth moan every time he slid his fingers into the slick tightness of Seth’s body.

      With whispered instructions, Seth guided him to slide a pillow under his hips and slick up the heavy, stainless steel toy. It had real heft in his hand, and he lined up the smaller of the two round, knobby ends with Seth’s entrance.

      “Mmm,” Seth said as Erik teased him with the toy. It was half-moon shaped, and Erik was unsure exactly what angle to slide it in at. Seth seemed to sense that because he reached down, guiding Erik’s hand until the two ends of the toy curved upward. Ah, that made sense. When Erik slid it inside, the round ball would curve up and stimulate Seth’s prostate. “Whenever you’re ready,” Seth coaxed.

      There was a needy, throaty little note to Seth’s voice that urged him on, so Erik bit his lip and helped Seth ease the toy inside him. When it was halfway in, Seth let out a low, protracted moan, throwing his head back on the pillow.

      Erik took over then, moving slowly, easing the length of stainless steel in and out of Seth’s body. He shuddered and gasped, and Erik saw more pre-cum leak from the tip. He used his free hand to grasp Seth’s cock, and he licked it off before he took Seth into his mouth. His confidence grew with every needy little gasp Seth made and every rise of his hips. The toy had grown warm in his hand, heated by Seth’s body.

      “Keep that up and I’m going to come so hard,” Seth said, his voice strained and desperate.

      Erik knew it was both a plea to keep going and a warning that if he didn’t want to swallow, he should lift his head, but he didn’t want to miss out. Erik wanted to taste Seth desperately, so he sucked harder and slowly dragged the toy across the spot that made him gasp every time. A few moments later, Seth came with a strangled, hoarse shout that mingled with the sounds still coming from the TV.

      Erik choked a little at the sudden rush of liquid in his mouth, but he swallowed it, gulping several times before it was all gone. He mimicked what Seth had done earlier, gently easing his mouth off and licking him clean. Seth shuddered as he slowly slipped the toy out of him as well, his body still quivering with little aftershocks of pleasure.

      Erik set the toy beside him on the floor, on top of one of the towels they’d tossed aside earlier, then slid up Seth’s body. Seth immediately shimmied closer, winding their bodies together as he kissed Erik deeply. He drew back a minute later with a contented little sigh. “Mmm, thank you.”

      “Good?”

      “So good.” Erik liked the dazed, breathless way Seth said that. It meant he’d made Seth feel as good as he himself had felt. “You know, I’ve used that toy on myself, but I’ve never actually had someone else use it on me.”

      “No?” Erik was a little surprised.

      “Other toys, yeah. But not that one.”

      “Not even with Hans?” Erik teased, though he didn’t really like thinking about Seth in bed with someone else.

      “Nope. Not even with Hans.” Seth trailed his fingertips up and down Erik’s arm. “It’s a little too intimate to do with just anyone.”

      “But not too intimate with me?” Erik felt oddly touched.

      “No.” Seth pressed a little closer until their bodies were touching from chest to ankle. “You’ve been staggeringly honest with me about your previous relationship and your exploration of this new side of yourself. That’s a lot of intimacy on your end. This was the least I could do.”

      “Thank you.” Erik gave him a brief, sweet kiss.

      “No, thank you.” Seth nestled closer. For the longest time, they simply laid there, content to be together.
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        * * *

      

      Erik awoke hours later to Seth’s hand on his cock. “What time is it?” he said groggily. The TV was off, and the only light came in through the curtains they’d forgotten to close.

      “Middle of the night.” Seth’s voice was barely a whisper. “Ever been woken up for sex?”

      “No.”

      Seth pushed him onto his back. “You’re about to be.”

      Erik felt like he must be dreaming as Seth slipped a condom down over his very hard cock and slicked it. Seth straddled his hips and lowered down over him. Before Erik could blink, he was encased in tight heat. He couldn’t even formulate words as Seth braced his hands on his chest and rolled his hips with a fluid motion. It sent Erik’s head spinning, and he clutched Seth’s hips just to have something to anchor him.

      The dim silence of the room was broken only by the short panting breaths they both let out and the soft slap of their bodies together. Every inch of Erik’s body was filled with pleasure as Seth rode him. He lost himself in the sweet rhythm and the feel of Seth around him. Everything was so hazy. He didn’t know if it was minutes or hours later that he felt the wet spurt of Seth’s cum on his chest and belly before the tight clench of Seth’s body sent Erik over the edge too.

      He was already sliding back into sleep by the time Seth gently slipped off him and cleaned him up. Erik only had time to grasp Seth’s hand and pull him in for a kiss before he was out again.

      When Erik awoke again, it was morning, and Seth was sprawled on his stomach on the bed beside him, his head turned away. Erik felt the corners of his mouth curve up into a smile at the memories of the night before. He waited for guilt or shame to rear their ugly heads but all he felt was bone-deep contentment. It felt new and different, and his head was still whirling with thoughts of what they’d done the night before. But nothing about it had felt wrong. It had felt good to be intimate with someone again.

      Long before his marriage had ended, he’d divorced himself from the sexual part of his life. Masturbation had been like going to the gym. A means to an end. It had never left him with a pounding heart and spinning head. Or a feeling of warmth and contentment.

      Erik felt a strange fullness in his chest as he looked at Seth’s back. It was smooth and lightly muscled with a few freckles dotting the skin along his shoulder blades. Erik watched the slow, easy rise and fall of his breathing for a long time as the room lightened and so did his heart. This felt good and right in a way he’d never dreamed about.

      No, there was no room for guilt or shame in him. He was too happy and content to have any space for regret or second thoughts. Now he knew. Bisexual. He mulled the word over in his head again and smiled. Yeah, that seemed to fit.

      He’d long ago quieted his father’s disapproving voice in his head. He hadn’t let his father’s sneering disdain over how much time and energy Erik put into raising his daughter stop him from giving her the love and attention she deserved. Or allowed his scornful lectures of how soft Erik was change the way he ran the business his father had started. So there was no need to let his father in to disapprove of Erik’s love life either. Hell, if what Erik suspected was true, his father had bought this hotel to hide a mistress from his wife. He was the one who should be ashamed. Not Erik. There was no shame in lying in bed beside a man like Seth. In taking pleasure and comfort from him. In finding connection in an often cold and disconnected world. No shame in it at all.

      Unable to help himself, Erik reached out and lightly stroked his palm down Seth’s back. He stirred and let out a contented little sound as he burrowed into the covers, but a moment later, he turned his head to look at Erik. He gave Erik a sleepy, happy smile. “How are you doing this morning?” he asked hoarsely.

      “Really, really good,” Erik admitted.

      “Good. No freaking out?”

      Erik shook his head. “Nah. No need for it. I’m happy. This feels good. What’s there to freak out about?”

      A frown crossed Seth’s face. “It happens sometimes. You could have regretted what we did and thrown me out of your room and left me naked in the hallway.”

      Puzzled by Seth’s words and reaction, Erik frowned at him. “I know I was a jerk at the airport, but I thought we were well past that. Why would you have done everything we did together if you think I’m that much of an asshole?” Erik sat up, unable to look at Seth anymore. It hurt knowing Seth had doubted him that way.

      Seth sighed and sat up too. “I don’t think you’re that much of an asshole. I just know it can’t be easy to explore something like this after a lot of years of denying it.”

      “I wasn’t denying it. I just ...” He struggled to find the words. He really hadn’t even considered the idea. After the kiss with Trevor, he’d shut down that portion of himself entirely. “I just hadn’t let myself consider that this was a part of me. Or maybe this thing with you was just me meeting the right person at the right time. I guess that’s why it bothers me that you’d assume the worst about me.”

      “Oh, Erik.” Seth cupped his cheek. “I’m not. It’s ... look, I had that happen once. Maybe I’m projecting a little.”

      Erik met his gaze. “You ended up naked in a hotel hallway after sex?”

      “I had on underwear, but yes.” He frowned.

      “Do you want to tell me about it?”

      “No.” Seth scrubbed his hands over his face. “But I will. The highlights anyway.”

      “Okay.” Erik settled against the headboard and gave Seth his full attention.

      “One time when I was traveling for work, I went down to the hotel bar for a drink. There was a guy there, drinking alone, and we started talking. He wore a wedding ring but he swore up and down the marriage was over, they were getting a divorce, all that. And we started flirting. A couple of drinks later, he invited me up to his room. He admitted he’d never been with a man before, but he was curious, so we had sex. It was good, but in the morning, his wife called, and he completely lost his shit, accused me of getting him drunk and taking advantage of him, and he threw me out in the hallway in nothing but a pair of briefs.”

      Erik winced. “That’s awful.”

      “It wasn’t one of my better moments.”

      “Hey, no,” Erik said. He gently grabbed Seth’s wrist. “It wasn’t one of his better moments. Or maybe it was, and he’s just that much of an asshole, but you have nothing to blame yourself for.”

      “No? He was married.”

      “He also clearly lied about the separation.” Erik rubbed his thumb against the soft spot on the inside of Seth’s wrist. “He fucked up. Not you.”

      “You’re sweet.” Seth gave him a little smile, but there was a tinge of sadness to it.

      “Not sure anyone but Jo would agree with you.”

      “Maybe we both see a side of you that you don’t show everyone else.”

      Erik considered the idea. “Maybe so.”

      “I’m glad you don’t have any regrets this morning though.” Seth rested his chin on his knees and looked at him from under his lashes.

      “I don’t. I feel ... so content right now. I feel like for the first time in a very long time, I’m right where I need to be.” Erik gestured around them. They’d tossed their clothes aside, and the floor between the beds held their discarded towels and sex toys. A ripped condom packet sat on the nightstand next to the lube and fortunes from the after-dinner cookies. It was real and imperfect and a reminder of all of the good things that had happened in the past twenty-four hours.

      Seth’s smile was brilliant as he sat up again. “I’m glad. I’m sorry I got weird and ruined the morning.”

      “It’s okay,” Erik assured him. “I’ve been honest with you, and I’m definitely okay with you being honest with me.” Although he was sorry Seth had been treated like that, he liked that little glimpse into Seth’s past. He liked understanding him better. “You didn’t ruin anything, but if you want, maybe we can start this morning over?”

      Seth tilted his head and gave Erik a curious look. “What did you have in mind?”

      “Maybe, uh, another blowjob?” He offered Seth a teasing smile.

      Seth chuckled. “Have I created a monster?”

      “You might have,” Erik admitted. “I think in twenty years of marriage, my ex gave me three blowjobs, so excuse me if I’m eager for more.”

      “Okay, first of all, I don’t want to hear about your ex. She was a fool to let a man like you go to waste. Second, I think this is a situation that calls for a lot more physical action than conversation.”

      Seth slipped beneath the covers, and Erik moaned when he wrapped a hand around his cock. “I can agree to that,” he said a little breathlessly as he threaded his fingers through Seth’s hair. “I can definitely agree to that.”
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        * * *

      

      “So what now?” Erik asked after they were sprawled out on the bed, breathing hard. He’d ended up on his back with Seth kneeling over him, and he’d come in Seth’s mouth while sucking Seth’s cock. He’d needed to use his fingers to make Seth come, but he hadn’t minded. At all.

      Seth raised an eyebrow at him. “You just came. I know you’re making up for lost time, but ...”

      Erik flushed. “Not sex. I meant ... what do you want to do today?”

      “Oh.” Seth shrugged. “I was thinking brunch downstairs, although we’ll have to hustle if we’re going to make it down there before they stop serving. We might have to shower together if we’re going to make it in time to get some food.”

      “It can’t be that late,” Erik scoffed as he glanced over at the clock. “It’s only ... ten o’clock? Holy shit. How did I sleep that late?” He threw back the covers.

      Seth grinned. “Good sex will wear you out.”

      “Good sex?” Erik made a disparaging sound. “That was far more than good sex. That was great sex. Life-changing sex.”

      He strode toward the bathroom, but when he didn’t hear Seth following, he stopped in the doorway of the bathroom and turned. “Are you coming?”

      Seth was sitting on the bed with a smile on his face. “Life-changing, huh?”

      Erik shrugged, feeling oddly bashful. “It was for me.”

      Seth’s smile widened as he stood, then walked toward Erik. “It was pretty fucking great for me too.”

      They made it downstairs with less than ten minutes before breakfast was supposed to end. The waffle batter was gone, and there were barely enough eggs for two, but they managed to cobble together enough for breakfast to fill their empty stomachs and give them some fuel for the day.

      “Now that we’ve eaten, what should we do next?” Erik asked, pushing away his plate. He reached for the mug of Seth’s cocoa and coffee mixture.

      “Might not be a bad idea to check the weather report,” Seth said with a little sigh. “See if the storm is finally letting up.”

      Erik felt a jolt go through him. He didn’t like the thought of the storm letting up. As long as it kept snowing, they’d be holed up here. It didn’t sound like the worst thing to him. More nights sharing a bed with Seth. More showering together. More blowjobs. More sex. There were a lot of things they hadn’t tried yet ... Erik shifted in his chair. Probably not the best thing to think about in a public space, but as he watched Seth sip his coffee as he pulled up the weather report on his phone, he realized he didn’t actually care. So what if the few people around him realized he and Seth were intimately involved? Their ankles were tangled together under the small table, Seth’s knees bracketing Erik’s left leg, and if that didn’t give them away, surely the way Erik looked at him did.

      Now that he’d discovered this part about himself, he didn’t want to pretend like it was something horrible or something to be ashamed of. The past few days with Seth had made him happier than decades with Robin.

      He reached out and touched Seth’s wrist. “Thank you for this.”

      Seth looked up at him in surprise. “For what?”

      “For all of this.” Erik struggled to put it into words. “For ... helping me figure out this part of myself. I’ve been happier lately than I have been in a long time.”

      Seth smiled and flipped his hand over in invitation. “I’m glad.”

      Erik grasped the offered hand and squeezed. “I mean it. I’m not going to go back to Philly the same man I was when I left it.”

      “It was a real pleasure to help you.” Seth squeezed back but didn’t let go.

      If Seth would have said those words with a different expression on his face, Erik might have thought he was referring to the sex, but there was a warmth and kindness in his eyes that told Erik he meant it on a far deeper level. Seth was the kind of person who liked helping people. He was kind and generous in a way Erik had never been, and he felt like he had a lot of soul searching to do once he was back home.

      “Hmm. Looks like you’ll be heading back to Philly sooner than anticipated,” Seth said.

      “What?”

      “Storm’s clearing up. We should be able to fly out tonight or tomorrow at the very latest.”’

      “Oh.” Erik swallowed hard. “Okay.”

      “Guess we better book our flights and figure out what to do with the remaining time we have here.”

      “Guess so.”

      Everything felt strange and echoey, like Erik had been hollowed out. He should be happy about no longer being trapped in this hotel. But it was hard to get excited about the thought of flying home to an empty apartment.

      And leaving Seth behind.
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      Erik glanced between the two flights he was considering. Should he leave tonight or tomorrow?

      He didn’t actually want to leave at all, but he knew he had to. He couldn’t spend the rest of his life holed up in this hotel room with Seth. Though it sounded far more pleasant than it had just a few short days ago.

      “When were you thinking of flying out?” Seth asked.

      Erik glanced up from his laptop. They’d come straight up after breakfast, and now he and Seth sat on beds opposite each other with their computers. It felt like miles. So much for spending the whole day in bed together, he thought bleakly. “I don’t know yet,” he said aloud.

      “I was thinking if we got flights at somewhat similar times, we could share a ride to the airport.”

      “Yeah, that’s a good idea.” Maybe if Erik picked a slightly later flight tomorrow, they’d have a little more time together. He wasn’t ready for this to end. It had been too good. “I was thinking maybe tomorrow?” he said tentatively. “I know you want to get to Pittsburgh to visit your family, but the flight times are better.”

      “Yeah, no, that works,” Seth said. “We should probably give them a little more time to clear the roads anyway.”

      “Good idea.” The snow had stopped completely now. Why couldn’t it have gone on another day or two? “Tomorrow there’s a flight around noon to Philly.”

      “I see one to Pittsburgh about half an hour before that.”

      “Perfect.” It felt like a lie.

      “Cool.” Seth’s smile seemed a little less free than usual, or was that just Erik’s wishful thinking?

      “I guess I’ll book my flight then.”

      “Yeah. Me too.”

      For a while, there was only the sound of fingers tapping away at keyboards, but when Erik could delay it no longer, he hit the confirm button and the deed was done. A minute later there was a confirmation email in Erik’s inbox and a hollow feeling in the pit of his stomach. He felt suddenly unmoored, like a boat that had lost its anchor. Which was stupid. He’d been ... doing whatever this was with Seth for a couple days. That was all. So why did he feel such a sense of loss at the idea of walking away from him? It was utterly ridiculous, and yet ...

      “Well, I’m all set,” Seth said. “Want me to set up a ride for tomorrow? I was thinking we’d leave around nine. That should give us enough time to get to the airport, go through security, and grab a bite to eat before our flights.”

      “Sounds good. Although it shouldn’t take me too long at security,” Erik said. “I do TSA precheck.”

      “Yeah, me too.” Seth shrugged. “We can relax for a bit before we go to our gates. What airline are you flying?”

      “Delta. I get decent miles with my business credit card.”

      “American for me.” Seth shot him a fleeting smile. “We can hang out together over coffee or something before we go to our gates though.”

      “Bet the coffee won’t be as good as yours,” Erik joked. Would he ever drink coffee without thinking of Seth? Maybe it would fade eventually but right now the idea felt sharp and acutely painful.

      “How could it be?” Seth set his laptop aside. “Okay, our ride is all scheduled. They’ll be here at nine.”

      “Thanks.”

      Seth’s phone buzzed on the nightstand. He picked it up and read the message, a smile lightening the serious look he’d had on his face. “My mom is so excited that I’ll be home tomorrow.” He chuckled. “I think she’d been debating if it was worth hunting down a dog sled to bring me home herself.”

      “That’s, uh, that’s good.” Erik managed a weak smile.

      Seth glanced up and gave him a quizzical look. “Why don’t you sound totally convinced of that?”

      Erik shrugged. “I guess I’ve gotten used to spending time with you. My apartment is going to feel a little empty.” He tried to smile as he said it, but his heart wasn’t it in.

      “Oh, that’s right. You don’t have any plans at all this week then?”

      Erik shook his head. Just the trip to Tahiti he’d planned to take, and it no longer held the appeal it once had.

      “Would you like to come to Pittsburgh instead? You’d be welcome to join my family celebration. Everyone lives in the area, so my mom is talking about doing something to get everyone together tomorrow night.”

      “That’s kind of you, but no, I wouldn’t want to intrude.”

      Seth scoffed. “Anyone is welcome. I used to bring home friends from college all the time if they lived too far away to fly home for the holidays. And my mom’s always bringing home strays.”

      “No, I’ll be fine. But thank you. Besides, I have tons of work to do when I get home. Bertram needs my assessment of the property so we can make a decision before the end of the year.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure,” he lied. “Besides, I still need to plan my trip to Tahiti, remember?”

      “Okay. Well, the offer stands if you change your mind.”

      “Thanks.” Erik managed a smile, but it wobbled the moment Seth looked away. Damn it. Why was he having such a hard time with this? It had never been intended as more than a couple of days. Seth had offered to show him what sex with a man was like. He’d never offered to make Erik a part of his life.

      He needed to do what he’d planned from the very beginning. Go home. Pack. And fly to a tropical island. Now he was open to the idea of drinks coming from hot men or women, but nothing else had changed.

      After texting for a few minutes, Seth rose and walked over to Erik’s bed. “So, I hope you don’t think I forgot about the promise I made you yesterday.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Spending the day in bed together. I really should have gone down and brought you breakfast in bed for the full experience.”

      “It’s okay.” Erik’s grin was half-hearted.

      Seth put one knee on the bed. “Well, how about we start the day over? Third time’s the charm? We do still have the rest of today and tomorrow morning.”

      “Yeah,” Erik said, a shade too over-eager, but Seth didn’t even blink. “I’d be okay with that.”
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        * * *

      

      By mid-afternoon, Erik had fucked Seth again. They’d napped for a little while, eaten Chinese, kissed more, and snuck in several good conversations.

      “Where do you see yourself in ten years?” Erik asked Seth as they lay in bed, drowsy and content from their most recent orgasms. The room was still warm, and the sheets were tangled low around Seth’s hips. It was a good look on him.

      “Hmm. I don’t know. Hopefully, still traveling. Reviewing for the magazine. I’ve thought about writing a book too.” He bit his lip, looking uncharacteristically bashful. “I’ve never told anyone that. Actually, I have maybe a few chapters of it written. I’m not sure if I’ll keep them or scrap them but ... we’ll see.”

      “What’s it about?”

      “It’s sort of the gay equivalent of Eat, Pray, Love, I guess. A guy traveling the world and finding himself. I’m sure it’s been done before, but ...”

      “No, it sounds interesting. Would you let me read what you have?”

      “Ugh.” Seth flipped over, burying his face against Erik’s shoulder. “If you really want to.” His voice was muffled.

      “Only if you want me to.” Erik played with Seth’s hair.

      After a minute, Seth lifted his head. His face was a little red, and his nose was wrinkled up in what looked like disgust. “I suppose.”

      “If it’s too personal ...”

      “No. I mean, kind of. I don’t know. I’ve just never admitted I was even writing it to anyone or thought about sharing it. It feels a little weird.” Seth reached across him, fumbling on the nightstand for his phone. He toyed with it a minute before he handed it to Erik. “There.”

      “You want me to read it now?”

      “You probably should before I chicken out.” Seth flopped onto his back with a sigh and stared at the ceiling. “And before I die of mortification.”

      “I’m sure I’ll love it.” Erik ignored Seth’s scoff. He nudged Seth’s thigh with his knee. “At least, let me read it before you tell me I’ll hate it.”

      “Fine. Read. I’ll shut up now.”

      The story didn’t seem to have a title yet, and it was clearly rough. There were chunks missing, and it looked like at one point Seth changed the name of the main character mid-paragraph. But it was good. Despite the roughness, Erik got lost in the words anyway, sinking into the pictures Seth painted with them, and he was disappointed when it ended abruptly.

      “What you have so far is really good.” He set the phone on Seth’s chest.

      Seth twisted to look at him. “Really? You’re not just saying that?”

      “No. You clearly have a lot more to do, but you’re off to a good start. I wanted to read more.” He gave Seth a serious look. “Don’t give up. You’re onto something.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Okay.” Seth tossed the phone aside. “But not right now. Right now, I have a gorgeous, naked man in bed with me, and we still have a lot of territory to cover.”

      “Yeah?” Erik said, echoing Seth’s earlier question with a smile.

      “Oh, yeah.” Seth draped himself across Erik’s chest as he leaned in for a heated kiss. “So much more.”

      “Like what?” Erik asked a little breathlessly. He was pretty sure he knew exactly what Seth was talking about, and the idea of it sent eager anticipation skittering through his veins.

      “Like me inside of you. If that’s something you want to explore.”

      Erik nodded. His chest felt too tight to say the words aloud but Seth stared into his eyes a minute before he nodded too.

      “Guess I better get the toy from the bathroom.”

      They’d left it on the counter beside the sink after they’d cleaned up this morning. Thank goodness they’d hung a ‘Do Not Disturb’ sign on the door handle or Doreen would have been in for a surprise.

      “Guess you better.”
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        * * *

      

      Half an hour later, with his hips propped up on pillows and the small end of the toy buried inside of him, Erik’s head swam. Sounds poured from his lips that he’d never imagined he’d make, and his thighs quivered as he fought to hold back an orgasm. “No more,” he said hoarsely. “I need you in me, Seth.” He didn’t care how desperate he sounded. He was desperate.

      “Hold the toy inside you while I get a condom on.”

      Erik nodded, reaching down between his legs to press the toy up inside of him as Seth let go. It nudged it against the sensitive bundle of nerves Seth had been so expertly tormenting, and Erik let out another ragged moan. “Hurry.”

      Seth moved fast as he tore open the wrapper with shaking fingers and coated himself with the slick gel. “Hang on.”

      Erik closed his eyes, trying to breathe slowly and deeply, even as he felt Seth settle between his thighs again.

      “Look at me, Erik,” he prompted.

      Erik’s vision swam as he stared down the length of his body and saw Seth kneeling there. And then the toy was gone, and Seth was nudging at his entrance, and all Erik could do was let out a low, long groan as Seth pushed inside. He felt far better than the toy. Softer, more yielding, yet hard enough to go deep. Seth gently pushed Erik’s legs up and back. He felt the stretch in his muscles, but it was nothing compared to the feel of Seth stretching him open as he seated himself fully.

      “I’m not going to last,” Erik said with a gasp.

      “Neither am I.” Seth’s gaze was dark, and his eyes heavy-lidded as he stared down at him. “You feel so good.”

      “Just move. Please.” There was a raw, ragged edge to Erik’s voice, and he’d never in his life imaged he’d be begging another man to fuck him, but in that instant, there was nothing he wanted more. “Please, Seth.”

      Seth shifted his hips, drawing back and dragging a rough moan from both their lips. There was another drawn-out moan as he thrust forward slowly, and then he was moving. It was better than Erik had ever imagined, lighting every nerve-ending in his body on fire, and he’d never felt closer to another human being before. They shifted somehow so Erik had one leg wrapped around Seth’s hip, and he was able to flatten his palm against Seth’s back. They couldn’t quite kiss in this position, but it still allowed him to see Seth’s face. His cheeks were flushed, his eyes were dazed, and his hair grew damp along the hairline as sweat gathered there.

      The head of Erik’s cock dragged along Seth’s abdomen, and enough moisture had leaked from the tip that it slipped with just enough friction to be pleasurable rather than painful.

      “God, Erik ...” Seth closed his eyes. “I’m getting close.”

      “Me too,” Erik panted. “Just a little longer.”

      The muscles in Seth’s jaws flexed as he kept going—deeper, harder—as Erik urged him on. Every muscle in Erik’s body tightened. When Seth leaned in and hit just the right spot inside him and the pressure on Erik’s cock where it was pressed between their bodies increased, Erik came with a startled shout of pleasure.

      His toes curled and his muscles clenched, and the orgasm seemed to rip itself from his bones. He lost himself in the white-hot pleasure, and it wasn’t until Seth collapsed on his chest with a tortured groan that Erik felt his brain come back together.

      Seth buried his head against Erik’s neck, and Erik wrapped his arms tight around Seth, as if it could somehow stop time and freeze them in this moment. He wanted this. Needed it. And the thought of it ending made something in his chest feel tight.

      Seth lifted his head, and Erik tightened his grip, but Seth didn’t try to squirm loose, he merely stretched up to kiss Erik. He returned it greedily, memorizing the soft whisper of Seth’s beard against his lips and the feel of his hands buried in Seth’s hair.

      The kiss seemed to go on and on, and if it never ended, it would be too soon for Erik.

      Eventually, they had to separate though, and Erik winced as Seth gently slipped his cock from inside him.

      “You okay?” Seth’s dark eyes looked concerned.

      “Never better,” Erik said.

      “Shower?” Seth offered, holding out a hand.

      Erik nodded, unable to say more.

      Under the warm water, they kissed again. They used their hands to soap each other. Neither of them spoke much. Erik had no idea what to say so he contented himself with learning each slope and plane of Seth’s body.

      After, as if by mutual agreement, they returned to the bed. It was a mess though, so they pulled back the covers on the other one and crawled in there. Seth pillowed his head on Erik’s chest, and Erik resumed the questions he’d asked Seth earlier. “So, in ten years, you’re still traveling, you’ve written and released your book, what else?”

      Seth let out a soft, huffing laugh. “I don’t know. Hopefully, I’ve found someone to come home to at some point in there.”

      “Would you want to stay in New York?”

      Seth shrugged. “I’m indifferent, I guess. I’d want to stay in a city, but otherwise, it isn’t something I’m very stuck on.”

      “Any kids?”

      “Meh.”

      Erik chuckled at the indifferent sound. “Not a high priority then?”

      “No. I like kids. My nieces and nephews are great. But it would mean I’d need to be home a lot more, and I’m not sure I have enough of a desire for them to make that sacrifice.”

      “I think it’s good you know that.”

      “Well, I’m hardly likely to accidentally knock someone up.”

      Erik snickered. “I suppose not.”

      “What about you?”

      “Well, I already accidentally knocked someone up once.”

      It was Seth’s turn to laugh. “Oh.”

      “Yeah. Jo definitely wasn’t planned. Loved and wanted but not planned.”

      “It sounds like you made the best of it.”

      “Did I? I’m starting to wonder. Maybe it would have been better if my ex and I hadn’t tried to stay together for Joanna’s sake.”

      “Water under the bridge now, isn’t it?”

      “True.”

      “Anyway, I meant would you want another kid?”

      “Oh. No, I don’t think so. I loved being Jo’s dad, but I don’t feel like I need to repeat the experience.” He grew quiet for a moment. “I think maybe it’s time I focus on figuring out what makes me happy.”

      “I think that sounds like a good plan.” Seth skimmed his palm down Erik’s torso. “What else? You asked me all these questions. Now it’s your turn.”

      “I’m pretty happy at my job,” he said. “I like what I do and, much as he drives me crazy sometimes, Bertram and I work well together.”

      “Glad to hear you’re happy with your work boyfriend.”

      Erick chuckled. “Yeah. I’m not ready to find someone to replace him yet. Though he is getting closer to retirement age.”

      “What about your dating life?”

      “Oh.” Erik sighed. “I don’t know. You’ve certainly opened me up to a whole new world of possibilities. I guess I’ll just ... date and see what happens. Dating as a bisexual man in his forties will be weird, I’m sure, but ...”

      “You could see yourself in a relationship with a man then?”

      “Yeah.” Erik wasn’t even surprised. These past few days with Seth had felt too natural, too good to dismiss. He wanted this. But he didn’t think it was Seth being a man that had made it so good. The fact that Robin was a woman wasn’t why his marriage had failed either. They’d just never been suited to each other. Whether a future relationship happened with a woman or a man mattered less to him than finding a person he felt as comfortable with as Seth.

      The ache in his chest deepened, and he pressed a kiss to Seth’s damp curls. It was just too bad his time with Seth had to come to an end.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      When the alarm went off in the morning, Erik felt like he was swimming through molasses. Part of it was exhaustion. He and Seth had been up half the night. They’d spent it kissing, talking, and bringing each other to orgasm. They’d eventually passed out in the wee hours, but that wasn’t the only reason Erik felt like a zombie as they showered together, packed, and left the room.

      Erik even felt a sense of reluctance as he’d checked out and left the hotel. He and Seth walked hand-in-hand to the car that would take them to the airport.

      Seth seemed subdued too, and neither of them spoke much on the ride. Erik couldn’t get over the fact that Seth seemed to hold on just as tightly as Erik did.

      They breezed through security, then found a small coffee shop midway between their gates. Erik picked at the scone and barely touched the mocha he’d ordered.

      “Not as good as mine?” Seth asked teasingly, tapping Erik’s cup. But despite his tone, a heavy mood seemed to hang over him too. He had only taken a few bites of his breakfast sandwich.

      “You spoiled me,” Erik said. But he meant more than the drink.

      “You just like me for the bourbon.”

      “Nah.” Erik captured Seth’s hand in his, growing serious. “It’s more than that.”

      Seth offered him a weak smile. “I’m glad.”

      “I mean it. This was ... these couple of days with you changed my life more than you can imagine.”

      “In good ways, I hope.” Seth’s gaze seemed to hold a conflicted mix of sadness and happiness. It was exactly how Erik felt.

      “Yeah, it was good.” He reached up and touched Seth’s cheek. “So much more than I ever imagined.”

      “More than you imagined when I disrupted your binge drinking at the bar or when I tried to get in a cab with you?” Seth teased. “Or was it when you accused me of following you to the hotel and breaking into your room?”

      Erik groaned. “Thanks for reminding me of my worst behavior.”

      “It’s okay.” Seth squeezed his hand. “You more than made up for it since.”

      “Did I?” Erik swallowed past the lump in his throat. “It feels like you did so much more for me than I did for you.”

      “Your honesty and trust in me in the past few days was humbling,” Seth said. “I’ll never forget that.”

      They both grew silent. What more was there to say? They’d come together unexpectedly and found something great in the midst of a snowstorm. But their time was up.

      Seth glanced at his phone a little while later. “I guess I should go find my gate.” He sounded a little reluctant. “They’ll be boarding soon.”

      “Yeah, me too.”

      Erik stood and gathered their trash, his heart heavy. They wheeled their luggage in front of the coffee shop, and Erik paused and just stared at Seth for a moment. He wanted to remember the way Seth looked with his messy dark hair and soft brown eyes and sweet smile.

      “Well, I’m this way,” Seth said, indicating the direction behind him. “Gate six.”

      “And I’m this way. Gate twenty-five,” Erik said, pointing in the other. “I guess this is goodbye then.”

      “I guess so.”

      Erik lunged forward and kissed Seth hard. He closed his eyes and tried to memorize every last little nuance of the way Seth tasted. Erik wanted to burn the feel of their bodies pressed together into his brain so he would never forget it. Seth let out a little noise as he pulled back. “That’s a hell of a goodbye,” Seth said, sounding breathless.

      “Didn’t want you to forget me,” Erik joked, but it sounded a little too forced.

      “I won’t.” Seth cupped his face in his hand and rubbed his thumb across Erik’s cheek. “I definitely won’t forget you, Erik.”

      I don’t want to let you go, Erik thought. Thank you. I’m going to miss you. A thousand thoughts swirled through Erik’s brain, but he couldn’t seem to speak any of them aloud. “Goodbye,” is all he managed.

      “Bye, Erik.” Seth gave him a fleeting smile before he turned and strode away. Erik stood staring after him until he was swallowed by the crowds, but he never turned around once. When someone bumped into Erik, he finally, reluctantly, turned and walked toward his gate.

      If he’d felt like he was swimming in molasses before, now his feet were leaden. He had a hard time putting one in front of the other. It felt wrong to be walking away from Seth. It felt wrong to leave behind the best thing he’d ever experienced. The best person he’d ever met.

      It suddenly hit him with all the force of the snowball Seth had thrown at him yesterday, and he stopped in his tracks.

      Why was he leaving Seth behind? Why hadn’t he said yes when Seth had invited him to spend the next few days with his family? Why hadn’t he insisted he get Seth’s number so Seth could take him to the dim sum place the next time he was in New York? Why hadn’t he invited Seth to spend a couple of weeks in Tahiti with him? Why was he letting Seth slip away?

      The things he and Seth both wanted weren’t so far apart. He knew Seth liked him, cared for him. They both traveled a lot, but New York to Philly wasn’t impossible. A few days wasn’t much to base a relationship on, but it was a start. It was worth asking Seth if he wanted to try to make it work.

      If Seth rejected him, it would hurt. But not more than spending the rest of his life wondering “what if”. If he got on the plane to Philly now, he was sure he’d regret it. He’d be giving up on the best chance for happiness he’d ever stumbled across.

      Erik glanced at his watch. Seth’s plane had already begun boarding. “Damn it,” he muttered as he turned and broke into a jog.

      “Are there any seats available on this flight?” he asked a little breathlessly a few minutes later as he arrived at Seth’s gate. There were only a few people still waiting in line to board.

      “May I please see your ticket, sir?” the woman at the counter said.

      “My ticket is for a flight to Philly,” he said breathlessly. “But I need to change it. Are there any for this flight?”

      “I still need to see your ticket.” She sounded a little impatient.

      He thrust it at her. He knew she needed to make sure he wasn’t a threat, someone who had snuck by security somehow or something, but the need to get to Seth had made him a little single-minded.

      “We are about to close the gates for this flight to Pittsburgh,” she said as she took the sheet of paper from him.

      “I know. But, please, do what you can,” Erik said as she scanned his ticket. “I’m trying to surprise someone. I ... I realized a little too late that I care about him. I want to tell him I want to keep seeing him. This is my only chance. I don’t care what the new ticket costs. I just need to get on that plane with him before it leaves.”

      Her expression softened. “Well, I suppose it is the Christmas season. Let’s see if I can perform a miracle.”

      She stared at her computer screen for a moment. He wanted to urge her to go faster, but he knew that would probably slow the process down more. “The only seats I have available are in first-class or Premium/Elite.”

      “I don’t care. First-class is fine.”

      “All right, sir. May I see your ID?”

      His heart was racing in his chest as he handed over his driver’s license. He slapped his credit card down on the counter too, and she gave him a slightly amused smile. “I promise, I’ll get you on that plane.”

      “Thank you.” He was pretty sure his heart wasn’t going to stop trying to leap out of his chest until he saw Seth again.

      “Do you have any checked luggage?”

      “No. Just my carryon and my laptop bag.”

      “You’re all set then.” She handed him a printed ticket.

      “Thank you!” he said as he strode toward the entrance. Everyone else had gone through already.

      “Good luck,” she called after him as he jogged down the gangway. The crew waiting at the door of the plane gave him vaguely annoyed looks, and he murmured an apology as he passed them. He found his seat, stowed his bag, but didn’t immediately sit, instead looking back toward economy class as he scanned for Seth. He couldn’t see him anywhere, but a few people were still in the aisle so maybe they were blocking his view.

      “Can you please take your seat, sir?”

      Erik glanced over to realize the flight attendant was staring at him. “Sorry,” he muttered. He dropped into the seat, trying not to let his annoyance show. The sooner they were in the air, the sooner he could find Seth.

      Erik buckled his seatbelt and stashed his laptop out of the way. He drummed his fingers on his knee as he waited for the flight crew to run through the obligatory safety instructions as if that would hurry them along. Taxiing to the runway seemed to take twice as long as usual. Take-off was uneventful, but it took forever for the seatbelt light to click off. The moment it was, he unbuckled his seatbelt and was on his feet, coat and laptop bag in hand, but he found himself face to face with a flight attendant.

      “Is there something I can help you with?” she asked.

      He smiled at her as reassuringly as he could manage. He knew he was acting odd, but he was desperate to get back to find Seth. “A—a friend of mine is on this plane. I’d like to speak to him. And if the person sitting next to him is willing, I’d like to switch spots with them if that’s allowed.”

      “That would be fine. I’ll need to ask you to return to your assigned seat for landing however.”

      “Of course.” She stepped out of his way. “Thank you.”

      He walked as quickly as he could, scanning the faces of the passengers. It wasn’t until he was almost three-quarters of the way back that he spotted a familiar tuft of dark, messy hair in a window seat.

      “Seth?” he croaked as he stepped forward.

      Seth glanced up and did a double take. “Erik?” Seth’s eyes were wide. “What? How ... what are you doing here?”

      “I was hoping that offer to come with you to Pittsburgh still stands,” he said softly. “I’d like to be there if you’ll still have me.”

      “Of course, but —”

      “One second.” Erik looked at the woman sitting in the middle seat. “Ma’am, would you be willing to trade seats with me? I’m in first class.”

      She raised her eyebrows at him. “Seriously?”

      “Seriously.”

      “Hell, yes, then.” She gathered her belongings as quickly as she could. “Merry Christmas to me,” she said as the man on the aisle let her out. Erik slipped into her spot and settled next to Seth, who looked slightly stunned.

      “What the hell is happening?” Seth asked when Erik was situated.

      He reached out and took Seth’s hand. “The short version is I was walking toward my gate when I realized that letting you go would be the stupidest decision I could make. I know it’s fast, but the only thing I could think about was the fact that the two and a half days with you were the happiest I’ve been in decades. That has to mean something.”

      “It does mean something.” Seth squeezed his hand. “And I had a wonderful time with you too, but ...” He sighed and dropped his voice a whisper. “I’m afraid this is just the flush of really great sex clouding your head. You’ve never been with a man before, and you’ve been absolutely starved for affection. I worry that when reality hits, you’ll realize we hardly know each other. The glow of it all will fade when you’re back to your normal, day-to-day life, and you’ll realize you were just caught up in the moment. It doesn’t diminish what we had, but ...”

      Erik sighed. “Believe me, all of those thoughts have crossed my mind too. But I care about you, Seth. I know we don’t know each other well, but I want to get to know you better. I’m not asking for a commitment, just a chance to stay in contact and see if there is something more here than a couple of really hot nights in a hotel room.”

      Seth smiled but his gaze was conflicted. “I just don’t want you to promise me something, then realize the reality doesn’t live up to it.”

      “We’ll never know if we don’t try. I thought you were always up for a new adventure.”

      “I am. I just don’t know that I could stand to get my hopes up, then have my heart broken when it doesn’t work out. We don’t even live in the same city.”

      “I know we don’t. But Philly to New York City really isn’t that far.”

      “I travel all the time, Erik. You know how hard that’s been on my relationships in the past.”

      “I travel a lot too. And a lot of it is to New York. I’m not saying this is going to be easy. I’m just saying I want to try. You’ve opened up a whole new world to me.”

      Seth winced. “That’s what scares me. What if there’s more you want to explore? You only just discovered this side of yourself.”

      “I know,” Erik said. At this point, all he could do was lay it all out on the line and hope for the best. “But I know that all I’ve wanted for years is to find someone who understands me. Who cares about me and is willing to fight for a relationship with me. I don’t need you to be there every single minute of every day. I just need to know you’ll try to make it work.” His eyes felt a little damp. “I know we have a long road ahead of us. Just tell me if you’re willing to take the risk with me.”

      “Yes,” Seth whispered. He pulled Erik in for a kiss that put every previous one they’d shared to shame. It was filled with heat and sweetness and a promise of something new and wonderful for the future.

      When they finally pulled apart, a smattering of applause from their fellow passengers startled Erik, and his cheeks went warm as he realized they’d all heard his speech. Seth laughed softly, and Erik pressed their foreheads together. It didn’t matter to him how many people overheard. Erik had risked it all and won.

      “I guess that Christmas romance panned out for you after all,” Seth whispered.

      “Guess so.” Erik smiled. “For you too.”

      “It sure did.”

      They spent the remainder of the flight holding hands and talking quietly before Erik had to return to his seat.

      There were no direct flights from Buffalo to Pittsburgh, unfortunately, but the layover in Detroit was just long enough for them to grab a bite to eat. This time, Erik helped himself to Seth’s sweet potato fries.

      “Is this something I’ll have to get used to on a regular basis?” Seth asked with a laugh.

      “I hope so.”

      Seth squeezed his knee. “Me too.”

      When Erik suggested he upgrade Seth’s seat to first class so they could sit together on the flight to Pittsburgh, Seth told him it was unnecessary. But he didn’t protest after Erik told him he didn’t want to spend any more time apart than they had to.

      “You’re kind of a sap, aren’t you?” Seth asked. But rather than chide him for it, he seemed delighted.

      Erik leaned in close and nuzzled Seth’s cheek with his nose. “You seem to bring it out in me.”

      After they landed, they rented a car. It took about an hour to get from the airport to Seth’s family home in Mount Lebanon on the south side of Pittsburgh. Erik felt nerves flutter in his stomach as Seth pulled up in front of a charming brick home. They must have gotten plenty of snow here too because everything was covered in white. With the bright lights on the house and the cheerful pine wreath with the festive red bow on the front door, it was cozy and welcoming. It had begun to snow again too but just gentle flakes that slowly drifted down.

      “It doesn’t get much more picturesque than this, does it?” Erik said as he unbuckled his seatbelt.

      “Not much,” Seth agreed as he reached for the door handle. “Come on. Let’s go introduce you to my family. They’re going to love you.”

      “Are you sure they won’t mind the age difference?” Erik asked, stopping Seth before he could leave the car. The thought had just occurred to him. Of course, it was too late now even if they did, but he might as well be prepared.

      Seth shrugged. “I can’t imagine why they would. My dad is eight years older than my mom.”

      That was at least somewhat reassuring. Erik wasn’t sure it was enough to keep the nerves at bay, but it was encouraging.

      Erik grabbed the bag containing the wine and chocolates he’d picked up at the duty-free shop after he reminded Seth he needed to replace the bottle of coffee liqueur they’d broken into.

      “Getting your mom something is the least I can do if I’m showing up unannounced,” he argued when Seth tried to assure him it wasn’t necessary.

      “You’re not unexpected though. I texted her to let her know I was bringing a friend.”

      “Just a friend?” He arched an eyebrow at Seth.

      “She’ll take one look at us and know it’s more than friendship. Trust me.”

      Now, Erik held Seth’s hand tightly. “Are you ready for this?” Seth asked.

      “I’m ready.” Ready as I’ll ever be.

      But when the door swung open, Erik took one look at the beaming face of a woman who looked just like Seth and felt a little of his worry melt away. When she let out a delighted cry and threw her arms around Seth, and then him, Erik thought that maybe this wouldn’t be quite as difficult as he’d feared.

      Besides, he thought as he glanced over at Seth, whose eyes were sparkling with laughter as he introduced her to Erik, I think I might just do anything for him.
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          December 25, One Year Later

        

      

    

    
      “It’s so good to see you, Erik!” Miranda beamed at him. “It’s been too long.”

      “We were here last month for Thanksgiving, Mom,” Seth said with a laugh as he shrugged out of his jacket and handed it to his dad.

      “Too long!” She pulled Erik in for a hug, and he kissed her cheek.

      “It really is,” he said warmly.

      It had been a whirlwind of a year, but despite the odds, he and Seth were still going strong. They spent a lot more time in airports than either of them liked, but it was worth it. And the nights they did spend together made the time apart more than worth it.

      In addition to all their business travel and flying back and forth to see each other, they’d taken a few spectacular trips together in the past year, including an unforgettable one to Tahiti. Erik could honestly say that with Seth dressed in a small pair of trunks, he hadn’t cared who’d served them drinks on the beach. The man looked too damn good in a wet bathing suit for him to notice anyone else around them.

      Seth’s family had brought Erik into the fold and treated him like he’d always been there. He got along well with both of Seth’s parents and his siblings. He had fun playing with Seth’s nieces and nephews. And even Seth’s grandmother seemed to like him. In short, he was an honorary member of the Cobb family, and even Seth had seemed a little surprised by how quickly they’d all taken to him.

      Bertram had been a little shocked but mostly amused by Erik coming home from his trip to the Williamsville Inn to announce he was not only dating someone, but that the person was a man. He’d insisted on sending Seth a fruit basket.

      And while Erik had discovered that he was attracted to men in general, very few caught his eye, and he knew with absolute certainty Seth was the only person he wanted to be a part of his life.

      Joanna had been a little shocked when he’d told her, but she’d taken it a lot better than he’d expected.

      “So you’re bi?” she asked when he finally, haltingly, told her he’d met someone and that someone was a man.

      “Yes?”

      She gave him an amused glance. “I am too, you know?”

      “What?”

      “I’m bisexual.”

      He blinked at her. “You are? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I didn’t know until I met Seth.”

      “Oh.” She took a sip of her drink. “Well, I didn’t know how you’d react if I told you I was into women too. And then I met Keith and things got serious with him, so I felt like it didn’t really matter, you know?”

      He looked down. “I’m sorry I ever made you doubt that. Grandpa Josef was ... not an understanding man. I buried that part of myself for a lot of years unfortunately, but I’m glad you figured it out sooner.”

      “I’m sorry.” She touched his hand. “Look, I know you tried to hide how miserable you were from me, but it was obvious you weren’t happy with Mom. Does this have something to do with it?”

      Erik sighed and sat back. “I don’t think so. Your mom and I just weren’t good together. We got married too young, and the relationship didn’t have much of a foundation before you came along. We don’t blame you at all—please know that—but being parents sooner than we’d expected put a strain on our relationship that we could never recover from. We grew apart and never found a way to come back together.”

      “No, I think I understand.”

      “That’s the only reason why I didn’t want you to rush into anything with Keith.”

      “Honestly, we’re not sure if we ever want kids. We’re going to focus on the relationship first, and then decide if we do.”

      “I think that’s good,” he said. He really wasn’t enthusiastic about becoming a grandfather in his early forties anyway. He suppressed a shudder at the thought. Especially when he was dating a man a decade younger.

      “This Seth makes you happy though?” Joanna asked, pushing her strawberry blonde hair off her shoulder.

      “Yeah, he really does.” Erik hesitated. “He’s ... he’s a bit younger than me though.” Might as well get that out of the way right now.

      “How much younger?”

      “He’s thirty-three.”

      “Oh.” She laughed. “Geez, I thought you were going to say he was like my age or something. Thirty-three is no big deal.”

      Erik let out a relieved laughed. “No, he’s not that much younger.”

      “Then as long as he makes you happy, I’m good with it.”

      “Thank you, Jo.” He came around the table and pulled her up into a hug.

      “I’d like to meet him sometime,” she said, her words muffled by his shoulder.

      “I’d like that too,” Erik said, feeling relief wash over him. “I’d like that a lot.”

      This year, Erik, Seth, Keith, and Joanna had celebrated Christmas a few days early so Keith and Joanna could spend the holiday with his parents and Erik and Seth could spend it with the Cobbs.

      “Erik?” He snapped out of his daze to look at his boyfriend and realized Seth’s parents had disappeared into the house with their bags, and he and Seth were alone. “You okay?”

      “Yeah, just thinking about this past year.”

      Seth smiled as he shrugged out of his winter coat. “It’s been a good year, hasn’t it?”

      “So much better than I’d ever imagined,” he said softly.

      Erik kicked off his shoes—a sensible pair of boots like Seth’s that kept his feet warm and dry—and wiggled his toes in the red and green striped socks he wore. Seth watched him with a soft smile that made Erik want to take him by the hand and drag him off to Seth’s childhood bedroom over the garage where they slept whenever they came to visit.

      Instead, he allowed Seth to pull him toward the living room. When they were halfway down the hall, he snagged Seth’s hand and pulled him up short. Seth gave him a quizzical glance as Erik pulled him close. “What are you doing?”

      He tilted his head toward the ceiling where something green dangled from the light fixture. “Mistletoe.” It turned out people did still hang it.

      Seth grinned at him. “Any excuse to kiss me, huh?”

      “Mmhmm.” Erik dipped his head and planted a kiss on Seth’s lips. He’d intended it to be quick and chaste, but it grew hot and dirty quickly. It wasn’t until Seth grasped his hip and pulled him in close enough that Erik could feel him getting hard that Erik came to his senses and pulled away.

      Seth drew back with a little sigh. “That never gets old, does it?”

      “Nope.” One kiss, one touch from Seth still made Erik’s heart race and his body respond every time.

      “I guess we should go hang out with my family.”

      “Just one thing before we do.” Erik reached into his pocket and drew out a black velvet box. He handed it to Seth, who titled his head and looked at it curiously.

      “Erik?”

      “Just open it.”

      Erik kept one hand on Seth’s hip as he slowly opened the box. Inside, lay a shiny silver key.

      “That’s a key to my place. I’m officially asking you if you’d like to move to Philly to live with me. We’ve talked about it before, so I thought we should take the plunge. You hardly ever have to go into the office anyway.” Erik licked suddenly dry lips. “But if you want to stay in New York, I’ll make the move. I don’t know how thrilled Bertram would be, but—”

      Seth placed his finger against Erik’s lips. “Well, I wouldn’t want to upset Bertram. He did help us get together after all.”

      Erik chuckled. “Was that a yes?”

      “That was a yes. I’d love to move to Philly. But honestly, I’d move wherever you are. You’re my home base.”

      Relieved, Erik rested his forehead against Seth’s. He had no trouble with Seth roaming all over the planet. As long as he came home to Erik in between.

      Seth wove their hands together. “You know, when you handed over that box, I thought ...”

      “I was proposing?”

      “Yeah.” Seth let out a little laugh. “It was silly, but—”

      “Not so silly,” Erik said, thinking about the other black velvet box tucked into his suitcase. “Christmas isn’t over yet.”

      “Erik?” Seth looked a little perplexed, and Erik laughed, then leaned in to kiss him.

      “Come on, we should go see your family,” he said after he drew back. “We have some celebrating to do.”

      “When did you become such a fan of Christmas?” Seth asked with a laugh.

      “About the time I got snowed in at a hotel with you last year, I think.”

      Seth gave him a slow smile, then leaned in for another kiss. “God, I love you.”

      “I love you too,” Erik said, squeezing Seth a little tighter against him. He smiled at the sound of a familiar holiday song playing in the background.

      “Are you two coming or not?” Miranda called from the living room. “We have presents to open.”

      “Coming, Mom,” Seth replied, tugging on Erik’s hand.

      Erik hummed under his breath as he followed Seth down the hall.

      It was the most wonderful time of the year.

      
        
        The End

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Williamsville Inn holiday gay romance  continues…

          

        

      

    

    
      For more gay romance from the Williamsville Inn, check out Hank Edwards’ Snowflakes and Song Lyrics.

      
        
          
            [image: Snowflakes and Song Lyrics cover]
          
        

      

      Will Johnson is traveling for work the weeks before Christmas and staying in a small hotel in upstate New York. It’s all pretty routine, until he discovers his window overlooks the courtyard patio of one of his favorite up and coming gay singers, Rex Garland. Even further outside of Will’s routine is overhearing Rex’s creative process as the singer struggles to write an original Christmas song.

      When Will receives a flash of lyrical inspiration, he decides to share the lyrics with his idol in a secret note left on Rex’s patio table. This sets off a chain of events that include coincidental meetings, more inspired lyrics, and a tiny snowman that just might capture Rex’s heart and make this Christmas one neither of them will ever forget.
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        * * *

      

      The Williamsville Inn had seen better days. Most likely sometime back in the 1960s. The early 1960s.

      Will entered his room after a long first day on the job, and the heat nearly made him pass out in the entryway. It had to be ninety degrees! He desperately pulled off clothing as he searched for a thermostat, but by the time he was down to socks and his boxer briefs, he’d had no luck.

      “So I’ve died and gone to Hell, and this is what I have to look forward to for eternity?” Will muttered.

      The heating/air conditioning unit under the window—a long metal contraption with a number of vents set at an upward angle—made a thumping noise followed by a quiet hiss. Will sidestepped to the end of the bed and peered down at the thing. A stamp with the brand name Rest Easy was affixed to one corner, and warm air gusting out of the vents blew the sheer curtains away from the windowsill.

      Will approached the unit and discovered a small metal flap on a hinge at one end. Underneath was a small knob with a faded line painted on it. The knob was turned all the way over to COOL, and Will sighed. No more cool setting to try, apparently.

      “So much for resting easy, I guess.”

      He pulled the flimsy white curtains aside and inspected the window. Happiness filled him when he discovered the age of the hotel at last worked in his favor, and one side of the window was a slider he could open for some fresh air. The locking mechanism was old, however, and took some struggle before it finally released and allowed him to shove the window open with a squeal of the metal frames scraping together.

      Will closed his eyes and drew in a deep breath of the fresh, cool air. He released it slowly and opened his eyes to look down into the courtyard. His room was on the top floor of the three-story building, and the first-floor rooms across from his all had small patios outside a sliding door. Metal café tables and chairs were provided for each room, and all of it was covered in snow. A quartet of lights in the style of old streetlamps, complete with large round frosted glass shades, provided gentle illumination to the area.

      Just as he was wondering if the first-floor rooms cost more because of the tiny patios, one of the sliding doors almost directly across from his window opened, and a man stepped out.

      He was tall, with dark hair and a matching full beard. A flannel shirt covered a white tee that hugged his broad chest and flat stomach. The cuffs of tight black jeans had been tucked into black Doc Martens. Something about the man seemed familiar, and Will guessed he’d seen him around the hotel. Someone like that would have definitely caught Will’s eye.

      But then the man turned to call to someone still inside the room, and the sound of his voice tripped recognition in Will’s brain.

      Rex Garland.

      Will sucked in a breath and stared down into the courtyard, watching Rex pace around the cafe table, leaving a path in the snow. His hands were stuffed into the front pockets of his jeans, and he seemed to be muttering to himself.

      A burning in his chest reminded Will to let out his breath and pull another one in.

      Rex Garland was staying at his hotel. Would he be here for the entire run of his appearances at the Side-Eye? Will’s heart pounded, and a fresh sheen of sweat covered his body. Even the bottoms of his feet were damp!

      A man joined Rex out on the patio, and the two of them spoke in low tones. Will watched, lips slightly parted as he absently rubbed a hand through the fine hair covering his chest. He couldn’t make out any words of their conversation until Rex threw his hands in the air and said, “I know I need to get it done, okay? Back the fuck off.”

      The other man held his hands up in a sign of surrender and went back inside the room.

      Rex’s paces around the small café table picked up speed, and Will could hear him talking to himself. He hated to see his favorite singer in such a state.

      Suddenly, Rex stopped and stared across the courtyard. Will pressed his forehead to the glass in an effort to see straight down, but he wasn’t able to. When he looked back, he discovered Rex looking right up at his window. Realizing he must look pretty fucking creepy standing in front of his window in his underwear, Will dropped to the floor and lay there for a moment listening to the heating unit rattle and hiss.

      Shit. Now what?

      Will rolled onto his belly and did an Army crawl away from the window until he’d reached the far side of the bed. He got up and hurried into the bathroom where he sat on the lid of the toilet with his head in his hands.

      Rex Garland was staying at his hotel.

      Rex Garland was having a hard time with something and had shouted at one of his team.

      Rex Garland had more than likely seen Will standing in his boxer briefs at the window and watching him.

      His best friend, Carter, was going to love this story.
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        * * *
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