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      Ethan stared slack-jawed at the cremated remains. Goddammit.

      Lucy slotted alongside, her birdlike fingers threading with his. “We were too late.”

      A hand landed on his other shoulder and Adrian rumbled gruffly in his ear, “I had a bad feeling about today.”

      Ethan turned and rolled his eyes at his friend. “Jesus, Ads. You have a bad feeling about every day. The word pessimistic has nothing on you.”

      “Doesn’t make it any less true.”

      “We should’ve checked sooner—” Ethan didn’t finish the sentence because he was being an arsehole . . . again.

      Lucy dropped his hand.

      Yep, arsehole.

      “We?” Her gaze narrowed. “You left them, Ethan.”

      “I had to take a call. You knew—”

      “How? By osmosis? Stop being a prick—”

      Yeah, about that.

      “How were we to know the babies were too hot? The kitchen is your domain.”

      She was right, of course. Didn’t stop the choking scent of money going up in smoke—money the café couldn’t afford.

      “Ten minutes. I was gone ten minutes, and this . . .” He snagged a small, blackened orange syrup cake, turned it over in his hand, and threw it in the bin along with its 149 brothers and sisters. It hit with a heavy thunk that pretty much said it all. If he included all the prep time, the ruined cakes represented close to a full day’s work and way too much wasted money to think about. Crap.

      The café bell saw Adrian spin on his heels and hightail it out of the kitchen like his arse was on fire, and Ethan didn’t blame him. He turned to Lucy whose bumblebee tattoo on her neck was pulsing in annoyance. Shit.

      “Look, Luce—”

      “No, you look, Ethan Sharpe.” She stabbed a finger at his chest. “We did check, with five minutes still left on the timer. That’s how we knew they were toast.” She eyed the bin and her expression softened. “Literally, as it turned out. And if they were that tricky, you shouldn’t have left them unattended. You employed us to run the café, remember, not bake.”

      She was right. And that particular oven had been giving Ethan grief for weeks. There just wasn’t any money to get it fixed. None of this was their fault. He was just mad at himself for answering the damn call in the first place. Getting hauled over the coals by his bank for being well over his line of credit wasn’t anything he’d needed to be in a hurry to hear.

      “You’re right,” he apologised. “It is on me.”

      “Damn right.” Lucy eyeballed him a moment longer, then threw her arms around his neck.

      He sank into the hug with a groan. “Jesus, Luce. What the fuck am I gonna do? We needed this order.”

      “I know.” She popped a kiss on his cheek and stepped back. “When are they supposed to pick them up?”

      “First thing tomorrow. They’re for Milo’s twenty-first.”

      She blinked slowly. “Okay, we do another batch. You got enough oranges?”

      “Not even close.” He frowned, shaking his head. “Besides, another batch will wipe out our profit.”

      “But it keeps a customer, right?” She arched a brow.

      He blew out a sigh. “True. And I thought I was the optimist.”

      Lucy smiled. “We both are, at least compared to our resident grumpy barista.”

      She wasn’t wrong. Adrian had a decidedly cynical and pessimistic view on life for a thirty-something, hellishly attractive gay man in the hospitality industry. Looking like he’d walked straight out of a South American drug cartel—handsome, dark, and dangerous, with sky-blue eyes, a selection of leather cuffs, and a wardrobe almost exclusively limited to black T-shirts and jeans, Adrian was the epitome of a secret squirrel.

      Not the most retail-friendly of styles, but his talent behind an espresso machine was unparalleled in Queenstown, at least in Ethan’s opinion, and for that, he was prepared to forgive much. And on some days, there was much to forgive. Besides, he had a soft spot for odd ducks like Adrian, and he couldn’t imagine letting him go for any reason—his grumpiness was part of his charm . . . mostly.

      “Right . . .” Lucy whipped Ethan’s apron off, spun him around, and gave him a shove toward the swing door through to the café. “Get a coffee down you before your lower lip hits the floor. I’ll call Raul to send us more oranges.”

      Ethan glanced at the kitchen clock. “They have to boil for two hours and then cool before we even start on the cakes. It’s nearly four already. You’re off the clock in an hour. I’ll just call Milo.”

      Lucy dismissed the idea with a wave of her hand. “These are Milo’s favourites, right?”

      He nodded.

      She tied the apron around her waist. “I’ll order pizza. We’ll have a baking party. It’ll be fun. Now get out of here.”

      He stared, so fucking thankful for this tiny whippet of a young woman who’d walked into his café only three months before and changed his life for the better. Fired from her receptionist job in an automotive repair shop for making out with the owner’s twenty-something daughter in the mechanic’s pit—the impossibly green-eyed, blonde, small-boned, denim-loving, and prettily inked girl had blundered into Ethan’s café to mope over one of Adrian’s excellent lattes.

      Seeing her in tears, Ethan had grabbed a seat opposite to make sure she was okay. Twenty minutes later, he’d hired her. Best. Decision. Ever. Scary smart with numbers, she ran the café like her own personal war room. He’d be freaking lost without her.

      He pulled her into a bone-crushing hug. “I do love you; you know that?”

      She blushed brightly. “I do. It’s a shame our respective girl and boy bits don’t like each other, or we could’ve made magic together.”

      Ethan almost choked on his tongue. “Yeah, nah. Be like kissing my sister.”

      She elbowed him in the ribs. “Hey, you couldn’t handle these lips. Now go ask grumpy pants out there to make you a coffee, and warn him he’s leaving late.”

      “He won’t want—”

      “Of course he will.” She shooed him out the door.

      The café was quiet other than a few tourists enjoying a coffee whilst ogling the spectacular landscape beyond the glass. Lake Wakatipu was at its glittering cobalt best, framed on its far shore by the majesty of the aptly named Remarkables—one of the ranges that encircled the tourist mecca of Queenstown and it’s chocolate-box assortment of all-time favourite tourist hits—world-class ski fields, adventure tourism to die for, movie sets coming out its ears, and some of the most stunning hiking and scenery on the planet. Hence the three million or so annual visitors to a town sporting a live-in population of around 20,000.

      In May, with the flame of autumn on the trees, the place lit up like a fiery halo, and not for the first time Ethan thanked his lucky stars for that one-in-a-million view. It was without doubt, singlehandedly keeping his struggling café from liquidation. That and the ever-increasing squeeze on local infrastructure forced tourist overflow out to fringe suburban cafés like his mother’s, or his, rather. And just like that, the yawning pit in his stomach cracked a little wider, because however beautiful the view, it wasn’t going to be enough to save them.

      “Coffee, boss?” Adrian had his eye on the steam wand as he frothed a new jug of milk.

      “When you’re done with these guys.” He nodded to the two customers in line.

      The woman nodded her thanks.

      The man grumbled, “I’ve been waiting ten minutes already.”

      Shit. Don’t do it, Ads.

      “A good coffee takes time.” Adrian eyed the man. “You want fast? There’s a fuel station down the road.”

      And there it was.

      The man’s cheeks blew red.

      Ethan grabbed Adrian’s arm. “It won’t be long.”

      The customer looked Ethan up and down. “Don’t tell me this is your joint?”

      Ethan sighed. “Yes, I’m the owner.”

      The man snorted. “Jesus Christ, I’m in a fucking kindergarten.”

      Ethan struggled to keep his expression neutral. Looking younger than his twenty-three years was a blessing, or a curse, depending on who he was with. “Hurry up with the man’s coffee, Ads.”

      “But—”

      Ethan sharply tightened his grip.

      “Fine.”

      “Last time I’m coming here,” the man grumbled.

      “Also fine,” Adrian grunted.

      Ethan booted Adrian under the counter. “Take a seat. We’ll bring it over.”

      The woman customer turned and watched the man shuffle off. “You’re right, he is an arsehole.”

      Adrian raised his hand and the woman high-fived it.

      Oh, for fuck’s sake. Ethan perched on the stool beside Adrian’s five-headed behemoth of a coffee machine. He had teenage memories of it singing like a choir with all five heads in action. The last month or so, they barely had a duet, if they were lucky.

      “We can’t afford to lose customers, Ads.”

      “Sorry. He just pissed me off.” He flicked a wary glance Ethan’s way. “You okay . . . about the cake thing?”

      Was he? Ethan gave a weak smile. “Not much I can do about it. I just . . . well, we needed that profit, yeah?” He tunnelled his fingers—still sticky with orange syrup—through his hair, catching a million floury knots already embedded there and ensuring a painful session with the comb later. “Lucy suggested we do another batch . . .”

      “Tell her I’ll have pepperoni.”

      “Already ordered, oh grouchy one.” She appeared at Adrian’s elbow.

      “Excellent.” He tamped down the next portafilter and twisted it into the head with a snap.

      Lucy turned his way. “Raul’s sending a box of oranges in ten minutes, so you better make that coffee quick. I’ll get the rest ready to go.” The door to the kitchen closed behind her with a soft whoosh.

      Adrian leaned in. “You um, need me to take a pay cut? I know things are tight and I don’t want to work anywhere else. You’re um . . . not an arsehole. So . . . that’s a bonus.”

      Ethan snorted softly. “Gee, thanks. But no, and I’m hoping it doesn’t come to that.”

      Adrian nodded. “Well, the offer’s there. It’s not like I have mouths to feed or a partner to explain it to, right?”

      Ethan actually had no idea about either of those. Adrian was pretty much a closed shop when it came to anything personal, but he nodded vaguely anyway and wondered yet again about his handsome barista’s secretive life. Adrian never spoke of his family, and the one-time Ethan had asked, he’d been shut down fast. He didn’t even know Adrian’s romantic preferences. He’d once caught him observing a particularly sassy male customer in a manner that could only be described as blatantly checking the guy out.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Ethan was under the bench grabbing a container of milk to top up Adrian’s froth jug when the café bell sounded again.

      “I’m making yours first.” Adrian accepted the milk.

      “I can wait.”

      “They can wait,” he said in a tone that brooked no argument.

      Ethan sighed. “Fine, whatever. I’ll get their order.” He stepped around Adrian and . . . froze. Holy crap. Him.

      Ethan swallowed hard. The attractive man had been in a few times over the last couple of weeks, always ordering a tray of coffees but never when Ethan was behind the register. That had left him no option but to stickybeak from the kitchen—not nearly good enough.

      There was just something about him that snagged Ethan’s attention and refused to let go. Whether it was the flecks of silver in the wash of dark hair that swept up from a small scar on the top of his forehead, or the sexy-as-shit closely trimmed beard that faded up into his hairline. Or maybe it was those fucking slate-grey eyes that had pinned Ethan to the spot the very first time they’d landed on him the week before, hesitating just a second before the bastard added a devastating smile on top. He wasn’t quite silver-fox material, but he was cruising that direction in significant style.

      So, yeah, Ethan was crushing hard. But he also wasn’t silly. He was twenty-three and looked younger, whereas this guy had maturity and confidence painted all over him like a damn Tom Ford suit—and was in all likelihood straight. Dressed in a pair of snug black chinos that hugged his arse like they were glued in place, a crisp, white cotton shirt left loose overtop—two buttons undone to reveal a tempting peek of dark hair—a brushed titanium watch, and black loafers, the entire outfit screamed cool, chic, and successful.

      Not that Ethan had noticed, of course. Nope, not him. Just like he hadn’t noticed the slight limp he sported on colder days or the way his lips quirked up at the side when he saw something he liked on the menu. And all this spotted from the depths of the kitchen giving him a crick in his neck. Ethan cleared his throat and did his best not to look like a total fool.

      “Hi,” the guy said, looking faintly bemused—nothing to do with the fact that Ethan had been staring at him for about a year too long.

      Ethan tried not to focus on that sinful mouth, but yeah . . . epic fail. Goddammit. Adrian’s mocking eyes drilled into the back of his neck like laser headlights.

      “Oh, right . . . um, hi,” he flustered, his gaze stuck on those full lips as they stretched into a sexy grin. And ugh, now he was getting hard. He clenched his teeth and dragged his eyes back up to lock onto those gorgeous smiling eyes—smoky-grey and sharp as a tack. As if having that body wasn’t enough. How was that even fair?

      The toe of a boot landed on the back of his calf.

      “You okay there, boss?” Adrian chuckled. Bastard.

      Ethan threw Adrian a menacing, don’t-you-fucking-dare scowl which earned him another chuckle. Double bastard.

      “You want me to deliver this to our resident arsehole,” Adrian commented dryly, “so he can get the fuck out of your café?”

      Ethan winced and a shot a glance at the sexy man in front of him whose grin had just broadened. He was gonna kill Adrian, and then he was gonna fire him. “Just behave yourself,” he warned. Then he turned and shrugged at the customer. “Good help is hard to find, right?”

      The man studied him with a curious expression. “So you’re the owner then?”

      Ethan felt his cheeks heat. “Yeah. For my sins. Don’t be fooled by this cultured air of sophistication—” He grinned wryly. “—I’m younger than I look.”

      The man snorted.

      “So, can I get you a coffee?” Ethan’s voice cracked a little and he coughed to cover it. “Sorry, flour caught in my throat,” he explained. Not a damn thing to do with the mouth-watering slice of sex on a stick standing right in front of him, of course.

      “Would seem like the thing to do,” the guy answered, adding a sexy smile. “Getting a coffee, I mean.”

      He leaned in just a fraction and Ethan nearly swallowed his tongue.

      “Unless you had something else in mind?” He hovered for a second, almost in licking distance—well, if Ethan climbed the counter and launched himself across it, he was. He leaned back. Embarrassing crisis averted.

      Ethan stared, and a pair of smiling eyes danced back. Holy shit. Had the guy just flirted with him? In what universe was that even possible? It hadn’t entered Ethan’s head that the guy might be gay, or bi, or whatever. Bad enough he pressed every one of his buttons and a few he didn’t even know he had, but to also walk Ethan’s side of the street? Well, shit. It was gonna suck not living up to that possibility.

      “Jesus,” Adrian murmured under his breath. “Is it hot in here, or what?”

      Ethan levelled a glare at his barista. Definitely firing him.

      Adrian batted his eyes innocently.

      Ethan turned his back and narrowed his gaze across the counter at his customer. “We make good coffees. How many?” he asked bluntly, as if it mattered neither one way nor the other, as if he was just another customer—one that didn’t have Ethan juggling his balls with every deliciously heated gaze.

      The guy smirked, not fooled for a minute. “Four, actually, to go. Two triple-shot lattes, one cappuccino, and a flat white. Oh, and a half-dozen of those delicious excuses for a heart attack in your cabinet.” He pointed out the raspberry jam donuts made fresh daily by Ethan’s business-neighbour-in-crime, Elle, the middle-aged, potty-mouthed darling who ran the Kiwi Collectibles shop next door.

      He rang up the order, then grabbed a box for the donuts, and tucked six inside. “I’ll need a signed indemnity form before you take them,” he deadpanned and held the box out. “The café won’t be held responsible for any adverse effects from said sugar and cream consumables. We at the Golden Spoon recommend moderation in all indulgences.”

      And . . .  Oh. My. God. Had he really just said that?

      The man beamed, and Ethan wanted to lick the smile right off his face.

      “Is that so?” The look he levelled Ethan’s way could have singed his eyebrows clean off. “In all indulgences, huh? Now that would be a crying shame, don’t you think?”

      Jesus. Ethan couldn’t move, the innuendo cutting off all blood supply not directed to his balls and related appendages.

      The man tugged gently at the box of donuts. “You, ah, wanna let go?” His smile drove a halo of warmth around Ethan that promised a whole lot of things Ethan had no right or time to explore. The guy smirked.

      Bastard. He knew exactly what he’d done.

      “Sorry, it’s been a long day.” Ethan blew out a shaky breath and stuck the coffee order on Adrian’s machine. “Gotta check something out back. Coffees shouldn’t be long.” He hightailed it back to the kitchen, catching the hint of a chuckle as he left.

      Safe from those heather-grey eyes, Ethan collapsed against the door jamb and tried to calm his thundering heart. What. The. Ever-loving. Fuck? He checked his forehead for the tell-tale loser sign he was sure he’d find carved there. Nope, just a shit-ton of nervous perspiration.

      “Mister Hot and Heavy is in again, I take it?” Lucy smiled from the other side of the stainless prep bench, her hands white with flour.

      “I have no idea who you’re talking about.” Ethan wiped his hands on his jeans and rearranged the order forms stacked on the desk.

      She snorted in disgust. “You can’t lie for shit Ethan; I don’t know why you bother.”

      “You’re being ridiculous,” Ethan scoffed. “The guy’s gotta be close to forty.” Just how I like them . . . apparently.

      She looked up from measuring the dry goods. “Well, he’s damn hot.”

      “I hadn’t noticed.” He collated the pencils according to colour.

      “Liar.”

      He threw the last of the pencils in the caddy and fell back against the wall. “That obvious, huh?”

      Lucy’s grin split her face. “Like a whore in a convent.”

      He snorted. “There’s an image I didn’t need.”

      Lucy reached for the huge sieve and worked her way through a second mound of flour. “So, what are you doing in here?”

      “Hiding?”

      “Well, get back out there, mister. He’ll be gone in a minute. You wouldn’t want to miss a final perv.”

      Ethan pushed off the wall. “I wasn’t perving. I merely took his order.”

      Lucy’s gaze dipped south of Ethan’s belt. “Yeah, right. Tell it to your friend.”

      Ethan blushed furiously and crossed his legs.

      “And I’ll bet coffee’s not the only order you’d like to take from him,” she added with a wink.

      A host of delightfully filthy images raced through Ethan’s head and he groaned.

      “And there it is.” Lucy smiled knowingly.

      “Oh. My. God. What is it with you lot?” Ethan grumbled, mortified at how badly he’d been caught out. He tugged his shirt a mite lower and flipped her off. “You’re lucky I love you, bitch.”

      “You’re lucky I let you, arsehole.”

      He pushed open the door and ambled back into the café. Nothing to see here, folks. His effort at nonchalance was ruined the second he laid eyes on mister tall, dark, and fucking combustible when he caught his foot in a stool and tripped. Arms windmilling, he stumbled almost to his knees at his feet. Really Ethan? Really? Not one of his better Kodak moments.

      He glanced up in time to see the man bite back a laugh, but he refused to linger on that whole teeth-on-lip action. If there was a prize for most humiliating crush on an almost silver fox, he’d win it hands down.

      A white cuffed hand appeared in front of his face to help him up. Ugh. Add gallant to the list and bury Ethan then and there. He had little choice than to accept the offer, totally unprepared for the reality of actually touching his crush for the first time.

      Warm and dry, the sexy man’s hand wrapped confidently around Ethan’s, and he helped him to his feet, holding a little longer than Ethan thought was strictly necessary, but Ethan wasn’t complaining. He wasn’t thinking anything much at all, to be honest, lost in a buzz of sensation that centred primarily around his dick but with added notes of unexpected calm that completely threw him for a loop.

      “Tanner,” he said evenly.

      Ethan stared like a fool. “Huh?” Oh yeah, he was smooth.

      He arched a brow. “My name, it’s Tanner.”

      Ethan’s cheeks blazed. “Oh, right, Tanner. That’s, ah . . . good. Ethan . . . I’m Ethan.” Shit. There was always the chance the café floor would do him a fucking favour and swallow him whole, but no—the universe clearly hated him. So be it. He tossed his head and met Tanner’s steady gaze with one of his own. He could do this.

      “Nice to meet you . . . Ethan.” He offered his hand . . . again.

      Ethan wiped his hand down his jeans before accepting and was once again swept away by Tanner’s composure. This time the handshake definitely went beyond mere courtesy, Tanner’s fingers trailing over Ethan’s wrist, so unmistakably flirtatious that Ethan jerked back in surprise.

      Tanner instantly dropped his hand and stepped back, a pink tinge to his cheeks. “Sorry. I thought you . . . never mind. I’m sorry.”

      It was the first time Tanner had looked anything but poised, and it had Ethan’s butterfly stocks spiralling upwards. You thought . . . what? That I was receptive to a little hand flirtation . . . gay even? Yes, you ridiculous, gorgeous man. Of course I’m gay. What do you think this damn hard-on is? Starch in my underwear? Get back here.

      But none of that came out of Ethan’s mouth because he was . . . oh right, standing there like a fucking dipstick, his tongue hanging out on the floor.

      “Your order.” Ads pushed the carry crate of four coffees Tanner’s way with an expression that clearly said he found the whole thing fucking hilarious.

      Tanner took the carry crate and slid the box of donuts underneath. “You make excellent coffee—” He peered at the name tag. “—Adrian. Best I’ve had.”

      Ethan swore Adrian sprouted three inches before his eyes. He’d have been amused if it wasn’t for the wad of jealousy that he was at the receiving end of a Tanner-shaped compliment. Ridiculous meet pathetic. And, oh shit, he really needed to say something before Tanner left with entirely the wrong notion about Ethan, like he was straight, for example.

      Tanner flicked his gaze Ethan’s way again. “And it was nice to meet you. I’m sorry if I read things wrong—”

      “You didn’t.” Ethan finally found some words that actually worked on his tongue. “I mean . . .” He glanced at Adrian, who was making a piss-poor attempt to hide that he was eavesdropping, then grabbed Tanner’s free hand and tugged him out of hearing distance. Real classy. Tanner looked surprised but didn’t fight him.

      Safe from prying ears, Ethan took a deep breath. “I’m gay,” he said with a dramatic gush of air, as if the announcement was about to herald world peace.

      The pop of eyebrows and amused smile on Tanner’s face said it all. “Oh.”

      Ethan’s cheeks heated . . . again. “That is . . . if that was what you meant . . . when you thought you’d got it wrong . . .  I mean . . . oh shit . . . I’ve cocked up again, right?” Mortified, he spun to leave, but a firm hand landed on his forearm.

      “It was exactly what I meant,” Tanner said, those fine lines in the corners of his eyes just begging for Ethan’s fingers to dally over them a while. And, oh God, did he just use the word dally? What the fuck was wrong with him?

      Tanner added, “Snap. I’m gay too. How about that? Shall we exchange the secret handshake?”

      Ethan’s brows dipped.

      “Just kidding.” Tanner laughed, and the sound washed over Ethan like a warm breeze. “Nice to meet you, Ethan who is gay.”

      Ethan’s turn to smile. “Likewise. Nice to meet you, Tanner . . . ? Tanner who is also gay. Oh fuck, I sound like a total prat, don’t I? If you run away now, I won’t blame you, and I promise never to stalk you in my café or on any social media sites . . . except maybe Facebook, ’cause everyone has one of those, right? And it’s not really stalking when you do it on Facebook. It’s practically a sign of mental unbalance if you don’t . . . um, don’t you think?”

      Ethan caught a choked laugh from the direction of the coffee machine and realised he’d said all of that in an outside voice. Fuck. A quick sweep of the café confirmed his fear that his verbal vomit had grabbed the attention of all the remaining customers—all six of them.

      He bowed dramatically. “That’s all folks. I’ll be here all week.”

      When he turned back, he fully expected Tanner to have fled for the hills. Instead, he was regarding him as you would a fascinating puzzle that you simply knew you were never gonna find all the pieces to. Welcome to my life, Ethan thought. You ought to see it from this side.

      “Sorry,” he repeated.

      “Nothing to be sorry for,” Tanner said. “Looks like you’ve got your hands full.” His gaze swept the café. “I noticed your name on the door the first time I came in. I just hadn’t put two and two together until you said. I’m guessing that happens a lot. You look—”

      “Young? Wow, first time I’ve heard that.” Ethan sent him a thin smile. “I’m twenty-three.”

      “So, yes, young,” Tanner teased with a smile.

      Ethan was less than amused. “Not helpful. Or funny, actually. There’s twenty-three, and then there’s twenty-three, right? Depends on what you did with those years. I’ve known plenty of older men who needed to do a fair bit of growing up.”

      “Ouch.” Tanner nodded. “But you’re right. I didn’t mean to offend.”

      Ethan shrugged. “You didn’t, not really. I’m just kind of over it, I guess. People tell me when I get older, I’ll appreciate the fact I look younger than I am, but right now, not so much.” He eyeballed Tanner. “People tend to make . . . assumptions.”

      Tanner smiled and Ethan wished, really wished, he wouldn’t. “Duly noted,” he said. “So, your café then? A lot of hard work, I imagine?”

      Ethan tried to keep the worry from his sigh. “It was my mother’s originally, but yeah, I guess it’s mine now.”

      Tanner’s brow creased in concern. “You say that like it’s a bad thing?”

      And suddenly Ethan wanted to tell this man he hardly knew exactly how much of a total screw up his life really was. He didn’t, because . . . well, because he had to bake orange cakes . . . and the guy was a customer . . . and oh, that bit about hardly knowing him. So yeah, there was that.

      “Not a bad thing, exactly,” he answered carefully, feeling suddenly very small alongside this man who wore success like a quality cologne—subtle, but you knew it was there. “Just . . . unexpected, I guess, and . . . a lot to think about.”

      Like being behind on his business loan, a truckload of baking to do, a house that needed looking after, and a brother . . . Ugh, Ethan didn’t even want to think about that particular shitstorm. So yeah, it was time to head back to reality where men like Tanner didn’t hit on guys like Ethan.

      “You best get those coffees to their owners before they get cold,” he said evenly and stepped away.

      Tanner glanced down as if he’d entirely forgotten he even had them. “Right. Well, I’ll see you next time, maybe?”

      Ethan shrugged. “Unless the door is chained, I’ll be here.”

      Tanner frowned again, then nodded and left. And Ethan absolutely did not watch that sexy arse swing all the way across the car park and up the street, not even for a second. Must have been someone else.

      “Get your mind out of the gutter, bro.” Ah, the aforementioned brother, Kurt.

      Ethan swung around to face his pain-in-the-neck younger sibling. At sixteen and with an attitude that had Ethan rolling his eyes heavenward with thoughts of, you’re lucky I didn’t bury your disrespectful arse yesterday, Kurt was deep in the throes of teenage snark and soaring hormones. A merciless combination at the best of times, let alone added to everything the two of them had faced over the last year. Ethan nodded at the clock. “You were supposed to be here half an hour ago.”

      Kurt shrugged, threw his school bag under the nearest table, and parked himself in a chair. “Missed the bus.”

      That fucking snippy tone. How parents managed not to kill all their offspring before any of them reached eighteen, Ethan had no idea. He grabbed the school bag and dumped it on Kurt’s lap. “Tables are for customers. I need you on the counter till four-thirty. Luce and I are out back redoing an order.”

      “Screw another one up, huh?” Kurt sneered, and it was all Ethan could do not to thump him one.

      “Can it.” The last thing Ethan needed was Kurt’s sarcasm. None of this was how he’d imagined it in his head a year back, six months before their mother died. Back then, he thought they’d be in this together. Back then, they were so damned close they may as well have been glued at the hip.

      Kurt’s lip drew up in that familiar sneer Ethan hated. “I thought you were all about wanting me to talk and shit, but whatever. I’m happy to shut up. Guess I should give you this then, oh, parent one.” He feigned a mocking bow and shoved a crumpled envelope Ethan’s way before trudging his way to the till to take an order from the queue of one gathered there.

      Ethan steeled himself as he turned the envelope over. Bearing the school’s monogram, he’d bet a month’s takings it didn’t hold congratulations on how well Kurt was doing in class. Fuck. He glanced at Kurt and caught a hint of nervousness in the kid’s expression before it was visibly schooled into a scowl, daring Ethan to say something about . . . whatever it was.

      Not about to give Kurt the satisfaction of watching his reaction, Ethan headed for the kitchen, Kurt’s damning gaze drilling holes in his back all the way. He swallowed hard and pushed all thought of his mother to the back of his mind. He didn’t need that guilt on top of everything else.
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      Tanner grinned to himself. He’d been back an hour and had got precisely zero things checked off his to-do list, his thoughts stubbornly centred on the cute guy in the coffee shop. In particular, how that slim hand had felt nestled tightly in his own. That the kid owned the place—it blew his mind and made him feel as old as fuck. Which was exactly what he needed to remember before he thought about any other part of the sexy man. Ethan. Nice name, nice kid. Though he suspected that nice kid would have his balls in a vice if he called him that. Didn’t make it any less true.

      He’d noticed the captivating younger man the first time he’d walked into the café a few weeks before, though he’d had no idea he was looking at the owner of the place. Catching sight of the trim figure through the open door to the kitchen, Tanner had stood where he could watch Ethan work as he waited for his coffee order, smiling at his flour-streaked messy, dark-chestnut hair, looking much as it had today. Ethan had sung to himself as he’d flustered over what looked like an epic tray of cinnamon rolls, and Tanner had been charmed in a hot second.

      At one point, Ethan had looked up and caught him staring, and though he hadn’t planned to let the contact linger, Tanner held his gaze a moment or two longer than he should have. Long enough for Ethan to blush furiously and glance away. Fucking adorable.

      He stared at his uninspiring office with its blank walls, utilitarian furniture, and noisy wooden floors, and sighed. Everything hired—functional at best—everything except the view. And man, what a view. He could look out that window over Lake Wakatipu across to The Remarkables every day for the rest of his life. Except that wasn’t gonna happen.

      This was a temporary gig, something worth remembering while he was busy eyeing up the local talent, of which there was plenty. Ethan’s barista, case-in-point. Handsome as shit with that whole broody, annoyed manner he had going on. But next to Ethan, he took a back seat. Hell, Ethan was just plain mouth-watering. If Tanner was in the market for a guy, which of course, he wasn’t. Not even window shopping.

      Besides, Ethan was aeons too young for Tanner. Even so, he hadn’t been able to resist a bit of flirting today, although it knocked him for six learning Ethan was, in fact, the owner. It wasn’t just his age; the whole place had an older vibe to it—faded eclectic and homely. It didn’t fit the vibrant man. New York industrial would have been more like it.

      And none of what he saw spoke of a career baker, chef, or whatever. Ethan danced around the café with a familiarity that spoke to plenty of time spent there, and he clearly knew what he was doing, but Tanner sensed a level of disquiet underpinning it all. After today, some of that made sense.

      The café had been Ethan’s mother’s, and it was clearly in trouble. Although with a gold-star barista like Adrian, Tanner couldn’t understand why the place wasn’t packed out. In Auckland, he would’ve had his own Instagram following with a signature line of coffees and a queue out the door to the street every day.

      He hoped it survived. He’d miss the daily eye candy if nothing else. Not that the coffee run was Tanner’s responsibility, but as a junior partner in the PR company Six of Clubs and boss of the cobbled-together Queenstown branch for another five months while they tested the market, he was trying to build a strong team culture, and nothing said team better than the boss doing the coffee runs. Streamlined and minimalist were the catchwords of this season—get the contracts and the rest would follow.

      His company was looking to extend their profile and snag contracts in the sports arena—rugby and snowsports amongst the first targeted. In Queenstown, this included the chance to pitch for contracts in the next Audi Quattro Winter Games two years out.

      The whole notion had Tanner’s stomach churning bile. He hadn’t attended a winter games in fourteen years—had actively avoided them, in fact. Avoided anything to do with snow. But there was no side-stepping that this year. The Audi Quattro Games were the lucrative icing on the contract cake, though too far a reach for new-to-the-market PR firms like his, at least in Tanner’s view. Held every two years, they were down for the current season. He was tasked with scouting the existing providers and trying to forge some connections and contracts for the next games.

      But the games weren’t all there was to the market. Every winter, Queenstown attracted elite ski teams from all over the northern hemisphere looking to train in New Zealand’s winter and on its excellent slopes. Some brought a busload of ancillary staff, including media.

      Those who couldn’t afford to do that used New Zealand firms to fill the gaps and source who and what they needed, including accommodation. These companies also acted as go-betweens with the local media and organised social and recreational opportunities for the teams involved. Tanner wanted to position Six of Clubs at the higher end, offering a level of service that would allow them to follow teams into the northern hemisphere season as well.

      To that end, if his colleagues didn’t have team stamped in capital letters all over their foreheads, they had zip. No one knew that better than Tanner, who’d spent most of his early twenties as a professional snowboarder on the international circuit.

      “You need anything, boss?” Sylvia, Tanner’s perky and upbeat social media guru, poked her head through the open door. She wore a wide smile and a head of blue hair that he felt sure hadn’t been there the day before.

      He fired her a smile. “Nah. Why don’t you head home? Big day tomorrow. Tell Damon the same. I need all those neurons firing at their best in the morning.”

      Did he ever. They needed to nail a great presentation idea for an early teleconference pitch to the United States ski team the following week, not that they had much chance of landing that particular one. The US had been with their existing company for over five years, and he’d need some pretty big rabbits to poke their heads past the brim of the hat for that to change. But the two founding and senior partners were determined, and Tanner had already snagged some great contracts the first quarter, including one for the New Zealand Ballet. He was on a roll, and he had his eyes set on that senior partnership sometime soon.

      “Did you . . . ?” He pointed to his hair.

      She nodded enthusiastically. “You like?”

      He snorted. “Absolutely. See you bright and early.”

      “Awesome. Thanks.”

      He watched her leave and then returned to his work and his puzzling musings on the man across the road—a man he needed to excise from his thoughts before he did something ridiculous. He was possibly too late for that last bit.
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      Ethan collapsed into the rusty swing chair on his back porch and popped the cap on his beer. His mother’s Welsh Springer Spaniel, Bryn, curled up at his feet, her back turned against the chill of the alpine autumn night. Less enamoured with porch incursions at this time of year, her woeful expression challenged Ethan’s decision to leave a perfectly warm and cosy house.

      “Sorry, girl.” He scratched the spaniel’s ears. “You still miss her, huh?”

      She nuzzled his foot affectionately, and it was all Ethan could do not to crack a trail of ridiculous tears. It had been a shitty, shitty day. All except those few minutes talking to Tanner, Mister Unattainable himself. Talked to, and totally humiliated himself in the process. So, yeah, a shitty day.

      At least they’d saved the order—the second batch of orange syrup cakes were done, but not without cost. Luce had burnt her hand getting the first lot in the oven and that had pretty much done her in for the night. She’d hung around as moral support, but they’d finished way later than planned.

      Kurt had done zip to help, as usual, disappearing into the café to work on homework, or so he’d said. Checking on him later, all Ethan had seen was Kurt’s face lit up by his phone, the school bag still zipped at his feet. He’d chosen to let it go. It was easier than getting into yet another fight.

      Thank God for Adrian. He knew zip about baking but followed every one of Ethan’s instructions without a grumble, and they’d finally locked up at nine-thirty. It could’ve been a lot worse.

      Ethan had driven his barista home, Adrian having caught a lift with a neighbour that morning. Who? God only knew. Why? Ditto. Adrian was like Fort Knox to get information from. Hell, the only reason Ethan even knew where he lived was because he’d dropped him home once before when his car refused to start. And hadn’t that just popped Ethan’s bag of assumptions? Adrian was that much of a closed shop, Ethan wouldn’t have been shocked to find him living in a cabin in the bush, totally off-grid.

      Instead, other than having the no-neighbours-for-miles box ticked, Ethan discovered his barista, in fact, lived in a pretty lake-front cottage with views that had to be worth at least a million. When Ethan asked if he owned the property, Adrian murmured, yes, and it was only the second time Ethan had ever seen him blush.

      After that, he couldn’t seem to get Ethan out of there fast enough, and tonight was no different. He asked to be dropped at the end of his driveway, and Ethan hadn’t even caught a glimpse of the cottage. Enigma didn’t even begin to cover it.

      Taking a swallow of beer, he reached for Kurt’s note he still had stuffed in his pocket and stared at it. Nope. He needed at least half a bottle under his belt before he read that shit again. Instead, he raised his eyes skyward and lost himself in the pleasure of a billion stars in a clear midnight sky. Ten kilometres out of town with the Southern Alps in their back yard and Coronet Peak ski fields within spitting distance, there was barely a man-made light in sight. The Aoraki Mackenzie Basin was the world’s largest dark-sky reserve, and although Queenstown wasn’t included, the geography was close enough to Ethan’s house to get pretty much the full enchilada experience from his very own backyard. It did good things for his battered soul.

      Somewhat calmer, he re-read the note. The school had concerns about Kurt. Of course they fucking did. Who didn’t have concerns about Kurt? Ethan was tearing his freaking hair out. Kurt was sliding off the rails, missing school—a lot of school—his grades plummeting and his weekends a whirl of parties and dodgy friends Ethan had never heard of, until recently. Ethan didn’t need to have those concerns itemised; he needed some damn solutions.

      He’d said nothing to Kurt as of yet, wanting to calm down so he didn’t lose his rag completely. And Kurt had sensibly kept his mouth shut on the drive home, then disappeared into his bedroom, and Ethan had left him to it . . . for now.

      Goddammit. As if he needed something else to stress about. It wasn’t like he didn’t get it. Kurt was hurting, they both were. It was some fucked-up reaction to their mother’s death. He was angry and taking it out on the world, or more specifically, Ethan and school. Blah, blah, blah.

      Understanding it made not the slightest freaking difference to having any idea how to change it. Hell, Ethan was grieving too. And he was angry, so fucking angry. Angry at his mother for dying, for leaving him without his anchor in the world. Leaving him with a brother to care for and a failing café to save. Angry at the doctors for missing the fucking tumour on the first mammogram when something could’ve been done. Angry at his father for just showing up for the funeral and then leaving to return to his new life and his new family in Australia.

      But mostly he was angry at himself. For wasting four years fucking around backpacking his way through Europe to try and find himself when he could have been making a difference here, making his mother proud, and creating better memories than rushed phone calls and missed birthdays.

      He could’ve at least come home to visit. He hadn’t, not once in four years—believing there would be plenty of time, not wanting to interrupt his oh-so-precious Kiwi Overseas Experience, the big OE. God, he couldn’t even remember who that carefree guy was anymore. The whole thing had been an exercise in self-indulgent navel-gazing, aided by a fuckton of alcohol and an endless parade of faceless, nameless men he’d shared a night or two with along the way.

      But above all of that, he was angry and brain-numbingly terrified that he was well on the way to screwing up his mother’s much-loved legacy: the café she’d left in his name, to give him something to settle down with when she was gone. It was a heartbeat away from going tits up and sinking like a stone. And Kurt was a whisker from dropping out of school, and God knew what other shit. The family Paula Sharpe had crafted so carefully with a bucketload of love and affection was crumbling, and Ethan couldn’t seem to do anything to stop it.

      How was he supposed to be a parent and a brother at the same time—damned either way? They needed to mourn their mother as brothers, but Ethan couldn’t just stand by and let Kurt run a freight train through their lives either. Focussing on one resulted in a shit-show in the other. He was drowning, and if he didn’t get them both to where they needed to be, it could destroy everything she’d hoped for them. And on top of all that, Ethan missed her so damn much it hurt to even breathe her name.

      He pushed himself off the swing, grabbed another beer from the kitchen, and tucked a brightly coloured shoebox under his arm.

      “Come on, girl. Let’s see what she has to say.”

      Bryn looked up expectantly.

      “Yeah, I know.” He ruffled her fur. “If only, right?”

      He made his way down the wide wooden steps onto the browned-off lawn of their back yard. The evening held a sniff of moisture for the first time in weeks. It killed him to see his mother’s much-loved veggie garden wilted and uncared for—much like her two sons, he mused sadly. God, he was getting maudlin.

      In the far corner of the garden, he plopped himself on the ground at the feet of a tangle of desiccating passionfruit vines growing rampant in a crumbled corner of the old stone barn. Mostly ignored, no one ever understood why they fruited so damn well. Bryn dropped at his side and slid her head onto his lap. He took a long swallow of beer and ran his eyes over the century-old barn where his mother had set up a second kitchen for all her preserving and recipe testing. It was her happy place, and he could almost hear the dulcet tones of Edith Piaf—her go-to when she was cooking. That and her perfume, L’Air du Temps, were his strongest associations with the inside and exactly the reason he and Kurt had yet to set foot in it since she’d died.

      God, had that only been a year ago? He fought the roll of grief every time he thought of her. He wasn’t scared of the emotion, he was just so, so damn sick of it.

      He turned back to the twisted mess of passionfruit vines and took another slug of beer. The last time they’d lost their leaves, their mother was still alive and Ethan had just arrived home, three days after he’d got the news about the tumour. He’d been partying in southern Spain at the time—another city, another bullshit job, another excruciating waste of time. At least that’s how he saw it now. At the time, he’d told himself he was having the time of his life. Leaving school without a clue what he wanted to do, his mother suggested he travel, grow up, and maybe discover a passion, although he was fairly certain she hadn’t intended it to swallow four years of his life. The worst of it? He had no better idea what he wanted to do at the end of the four years than he’d had at the beginning. And then the phone call, and suddenly he wanted nothing more than to be solid, anchored, and safe. All a bit late, really. Six months after he came home, his mother was dead.

      God, how she’d loved her passionfruit—her most favourite food in the world. If it could possibly have passionfruit in it, Paula Sharpe tried it, often successfully, but there had been more than one culinary disaster. A passionfruit cappuccino topping was never gonna see the light of day on any restaurant table anytime soon. And thank God for that.

      But some recipes had been stand-out crowd-pleasers. Every year their Christmas table groaned under the weight of her famous passionfruit pavlova—it’s remains going to the local women’s shelter. The secret—her much-guarded recipe for the pulp that included vanilla bean, orange, and mango. The exact formula had yet to be unearthed from the mountains of recipes she’d squirrelled away in her litany of folders strewn through the house, but Ethan was determined to find it.

      He rubbed at Bryn’s head and set his bottle on the ground. Then he lifted the shoebox into his lap and opened the lid. Fuck. It never got any better.

      He sucked in a shaky breath and resisted the urge to slam the lid shut and just throw the whole damn thing into the creek at the end of their back yard. Instead, he reached for the tin nestled inside and pressed it close to his chest.

      “Leave me with Mr Edmonds till you’re ready,” she’d instructed with one of those hideous gurgling chuckles that he’d come to hate in those last few weeks—her voice stolen by the mushrooming lymph nodes in her throat. “At least till you decide on a more permanent solution. I’m gonna need all the help I can get to rise again, right?”

      Ethan and Kurt got the joke immediately, of course, all three of them dissolving into hysterics. Enough to say their mother and religion didn’t see eye to eye. It was so much easier to laugh than cry your damn heart out. But they’d kept their word, enlisting Elle’s help to track down an old commercial Edmonds Baking Powder tin online—big enough to hold their mother’s ashes until the time came.

      He lifted the tin and brushed the dust from its ridiculous advertising. “You never needed any help to rise, Mum. You had angel wings your whole life.”

      He caught the faint crunch of leaves and wiped his damp cheeks just in time.

      “I, um, saw the back-porch light on.” Kurt.

      Ethan patted the ground next to him, and eventually Kurt sat, taking pains to keep at least a couple of feet between them. The distance sliced through Ethan like a knife.

      He glanced over to find Kurt sitting stiff as a board. They shared the same slim-to-skinny body type, though Ethan had a couple of centimetres on Kurt. He also swung more to his dad’s side with darker colouring, while it was Kurt who looked most like their mother—blond, blue-eyed, light-hearted, and irrepressibly cheeky. The likeness almost caused Ethan physical pain at times, especially as some of Kurt’s expressions were straight out of their mother’s playbook. God, he missed her.

      But right then, Kurt’s expression was loaded with hurt and frustration and a million things they hadn’t said to each other. Ethan knew exactly how he felt.

      “Do you remember she made us choose two passionfruit to write our names on while they were still green? Then it was a race to see whose ripened first?”

      Kurt’s expression softened. “I remember. But she always made us share the first one anyway.” He saw the tin in Ethan’s hands and frowned. “What are you doing with that?”

      Ethan stared down at the baking powder tin. “I have no fucking idea. Feeling a bit lost, I guess. Thought she might have some ideas.” He shook the tin gently. “So far she’s been less than helpful.”

      Kurt snorted. “What did you expect? A lightning bolt? A creepy message in the dirt? She’s dead, Ethan. It fucking sucks, but she’s dead.”

      His gaze flicked up. “You think I don’t know that?”

      Kurt winced and drew circles in the dirt at his feet. “I want her back too, you know?”

      Ethan saw the crushing grief hidden just under the surface.

      “I um, I can’t remember what she sounded like anymore.”

      Ah shit. Ethan had been thinking the exact same thing just the day before, and his eyes instantly filled. “I’m surprised you can’t hear her in your head when you bunk off school. She’d have all sorts of shit to say about that, and you know it.” If he could’ve clawed the words back, he would’ve, but the sting in Kurt’s eyes assured him it was far too late. Shit. Way to be a douchebag.

      Kurt’s eyes flashed. “What the fuck does that mean?”

      “Nothing; forget about it. I shouldn’t have said that.”

      Kurt punched his arm. “No. Say it. I want to know what you mean, arsehole.”

      If that’s what he wanted. “I just think she’d want you to be the best you could be, you know? You always talked about graphic arts, and you’ve got a bucket of talent, but it isn’t gonna happen if you don’t get your grades up and stop goofing off.”

      Kurt’s gaze slid away, and suddenly Ethan wanted nothing more than to haul him into his arms and tell him everything was gonna be okay, but he just . . . couldn’t. He had to make him see he couldn’t keep on doing this.

      He put his hand on Kurt’s arm but Kurt jerked away and faced him.

      “I know, all right?” he said defensively. “I just . . . I can’t think without her. I miss her like I’ve had my fucking arm cut off. What am I supposed to do with that? You weren’t even around for four years. What the fuck would you know about how bad it feels?”

      Oh, hell fucking no. “You think I don’t feel the same way?” Ethan was shouting now. “You think I don’t wish every second of every day that she would just walk in that café and give me one of those bone-crushing hugs that used to mortify us. Or, that I don’t want to come home and find her in our kitchen on her Monday off, surrounded by cakes and cookies, chocolate frosting on her chin, gifts for some friend’s birthday or anniversary, as if she didn’t bake enough at work.

      “You think I want to police my own damn brother—explain to his teachers why he doesn’t give a fuck anymore, why he’s bunking off school, throwing away all that talent his mother was so proud about? You think I want to deal with your shit when I’m just trying to get through each day without disappearing into the black hole that exists in our life where our mother used to live?”

      “Shut the fuck up,” Kurt shouted, eyes blazing. “You don’t know shit. You were off doing your thing, living your gay life with all your fucking boyfriends.”

      The sarcasm stung. Kurt had never thrown Ethan’s sexuality in his face, ever.

      “You didn’t even think about us,” Kurt railed. “She missed you so fucking much, did you know that? She cried after every phone call. She wanted you home so badly, but she’d never say anything. It was me who had to deal with it. I was the one here when she got the news. And then you fly in on your fucking white horse to ‘care’ for her until she dies—when you didn’t give a fuck about her when she was alive. And now you want to do what? Hold my hand? Help me through it? Well, I don’t need your help. I’ve been doing fine for four years without it. So you can just lay off the parenting shit and leave me alone. I don’t need it. I don’t need you.” He pushed to his feet and ran to the back porch, leaving Ethan reeling.

      Shit, shit, shit. He should follow, be the grown-up, wrap his arms around Kurt, and tell him how much he loved him, that they’d get through this together. But the air was gone from his lungs, guilt swimming in its place, and shocked numb at the raw fury in Kurt’s words.

      At the back steps, Kurt hesitated, and just for a second, Ethan hoped. Maybe he’d come back. Maybe they could finally talk. But Kurt steeled his shoulders and slammed his way inside, and frankly, Ethan didn’t blame him. Though Kurt’s words had stung him to his core; there’d been more than a grain of truth there.

      He met Bryn’s soulful gaze and sighed shakily. “Well, that went well. Another outstanding brotherly moment.” He stared at the tin in his hands. “I suck at this adulting, Mum. What the hell were you thinking leaving me in charge of anything?”

      He put the tin back in the wooden box, stood, and brushed the worst of the dirt from his jeans, then took a moment to clear his head with one last look at the heavens above. And if the stars seemed to burn a little dimmer, well, who could blame them?

      Turning to the house, he caught the flick of the curtain in Kurt’s window, and his heart caught in his throat. They couldn’t go on like this. He had to do something.
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      Tanner dragged a hand down his face and blinked slowly. They’d been hashing out the same issue for over two hours, and if he didn’t get some caffeine into everyone’s brains soon, homicide was on the cards, though it would be a toss-up who would succumb to the urge first, him or them.

      New to the PR business, both his employees were a little light on experience but had boundless enthusiasm and truckloads of local knowledge, much rarer commodities. But it meant a stack of work for him and mounting frustration for them. He wanted to strangle his partners for their unrealistic determination to land a games contract with any of the big overseas teams anytime soon. Those relationships took years to build. What Six of Clubs really needed was to seduce one or two of the smaller teams, even a few individuals. Get their foot in the door and their name known while working on nailing bigger Audi Games contracts for four years out, not two.

      For the millionth time, he wondered why in the hell he’d ever agreed to this. Short answer: because he didn’t have a choice. He was Six of Clubs’ ace in the hole in the snow business. He was good at his job, great actually, and he knew the sports involved. They needed him there. But there was a personal reason as well.

      It was time. Time to be a fucking grown-up. Fourteen years since the accident that ended his professional snowboarding career by blowing out his right knee in spectacular fashion in a halfpipe final at the world champs, and for most of that time, if he even drove by a mountain, a knife twisted in his chest like it happened yesterday. There was a reason he lived in Auckland, five hours from a ski field. Fourteen years in linear time and about ten minutes in his screwed-up head. Forced out of his life’s passion at the height of his career had been excruciatingly painful, but it was beyond time to face his shit before it messed with the next decade of his life as well.

      “You okay, boss?” Sylvia wore a worried frown.

      They were all still new to each other, testing those collegial waters. Sylvia and Damon were local, avid skiers, young and hip. Everything Tanner . . . wasn’t. But the fact they hadn’t needed a reminder of who he was when he first interviewed them had earned them a fuckton of brownie points in his books: Junior Snowboard World Champ Men’s Halfpipe two years in a row, Senior Snowboard World Champ Men’s Halfpipe two years later, and gold in the Laax Open Halfpipe, the first-ever win by a southern hemisphere snowboarder. Yeah, he’d been that good.

      “Boss?” Her frown dipped lower.

      He shut his note pad with a slap. “I’m fine. But I sense we need caffeine. Usual order?”

      “I can go.” Sylvia stood.

      “No.” Tanner cracked his knuckles to distract from the fact of his way-too-quick answer. “I um, need to get out of here.” Get out and catch an eyeful of a certain café owner.

      He hadn’t seen Ethan behind the register in three days; the guy was always working out back. He’d caught his eye a couple of times, but Ethan had simply smiled and gone back to his work. Once, Tanner could put down to Ethan being busy, but all three times? Ethan was avoiding him. Huh.

      He should be pleased. It was the perfect opportunity to just let go of his inappropriate little crush. But he wasn’t pleased, not in the slightest. And that fired off all sorts of warning bells in his head—warning bells he ignored as he grabbed his coat and headed out the door.
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      “How’s it hangin’, my man,” Adrian called out, and half the café turned their gaze Tanner’s way. “You’re a bit late today.”

      Tanner grinned. “Yeah, stuck in a meeting going nowhere. Thought some of your excellent coffee might speed things up.”

      Adrian nodded in approval. “Someone give that man a balloon. Though I gotta say, the mere thought of a meeting sends rats running up my arse. Bad enough having to talk with every Tom, Dick, and Harry who comes in here for a coffee and expects I’m interested in anything they have to say. Whatever happened to keeping your opinions to yourself?”

      Which was rich coming from a guy who had an opinion on almost everything, few of them good and none of them kept to himself as far as Tanner had seen.

      He snorted. “I’ll take that as a hint.”

      Adrian handed a coffee each to the two men ahead in the queue. “I’ll let you know if you’re heading that direction.”

      Tanner laughed. “I believe it.”

      “The usual?”

      “Thanks.” He glanced behind Adrian to the closed kitchen door. “Ethan in?”

      Adrian’s smirk was hard to miss.

      “He’s out back, kneading his balls.”

      Tanner nearly swallowed his tongue, a fact not missed by Adrian who sent him another smirk. Bastard.

      “His brioche balls.” Adrian crafted a heart into the foam of a fresh latte. “Whatever did you think I meant? Hey, Ethan—”

      “No, it’s alright . . . ugh.” He fired Adrian a glare.

      Adrian shrugged. “Oops.” He passed a latte to the customer in front of Tanner, then caught Tanner’s eye. “I’ll hold yours for a bit.” He winked.

      “Do I have a choice?”

      “See, you are getting the hang of things around here.”

      Tanner could do nothing but laugh.

      “You hollered, oh cranky one.” Ethan pushed through the swing door, took one look at Tanner, and stopped dead in his tracks. A cute-as-shit blush spread over a pair of dimpled cheeks.

      Ah, fuck. Dimples as well.

      “Oh . . . hi.” Ethan brushed floury hands down the front of a blue apron that had Life is short. Lick the bowl. stencilled on the front.

      He bit back a smile, realising just how much he’d missed seeing Ethan, who looked . . . exhausted. His artfully messy hair that somehow always managed to look like he’d just rolled out of bed was, as usual, peppered with random pockets of flour and what looked like . . . sprinkles. Flour adorned one eyebrow, and a further stripe ran the length of that smooth jaw. Tanner fought a visceral urge to reach out and brush, or better still, lick both off. Yeah, he was in trouble. Big, way-too-young-for-me trouble.

      “Make yourself useful and take Tanner’s money,” Adrian broke the awkward silence.

      Ethan’s gaze swept the café. “Where’s Luce?”

      “A quick run to our esteemed coffee supplier. Another delivery of over-roasted beans from those dickheads.” He glanced Tanner’s way. “Sorry.”

      He shrugged. “No need to apologise. Their brothers must own my stationery supply company. What I’m supposed to do with a two-hundred-pack box of red biros, I haven’t a clue.”

      Adrian snorted.

      Ethan cursed softly. “That’s twice this month. What the hell’s wrong with those guys? If they weren’t the only supplier in town, they’d be out of business. But Clutha can’t supply the quantities we need, and Dunedin is a whole delivery day away.”

      Adrian’s jaw tightened. “They’re just lazy. I could do a better job myself with one eye closed. Customers don’t understand that I can’t make a great coffee without great beans, and I certainly can’t fix a burnt roast.”

      Ethan’s lips pursed. “You should’ve told me. I’d have gone myself.”

      Adrian tamped the grounds in his basket. “You had your head busy in the oven. Besides, I can handle the register and the espresso machine for fifteen minutes.”

      Ethan’s eyes flicked to Tanner. “Except for now, apparently.”

      Adrian shrugged. “What can I say? I’m in a fluster all of a sudden.”

      Ethan shook his head and manned the register. “The usual?”

      He was all business, and Tanner hated every second. “Yes . . . eventually. But I was kind of hoping I could maybe buy you one . . . first . . . if you had the time . . . that is?” What the hell am I doing? Asking Ethan for a coffee was hardly gonna be found in the letting-him-go handbook.

      Ethan froze, his mouth hanging open, and Tanner wanted nothing more than to reach over and gently lift it back into place. He didn’t. But it was a close call.

      “I . . . um . . . thanks . . . ,” Ethan stammered. “But I’m pretty busy . . . actually . . .” His gaze landed everywhere but Tanner.

      “Rubbish,” Adrian snapped. “You need a break, boss. A coffee won’t kill you. You look like shit.”

      Ethan shot daggers at his barista. “Gee, thanks, friend.” Then back to Tanner. “It appears I’m free after all.”

      “You sure?” Tanner then lost the rest of his mind and added, “I’d hate to put you . . . behind . . . and all.” God, that was bad.

      Ethan’s gaze did a slow track back and his lips curved up in a wicked smile. And with that, all traces of the ‘kid’ disappeared, and in his place, a sexy self-possessed man emerged. Tanner’s gaze raked the length of him and his mouth ran dry. Holy shit. Younger? Yes. Inexperienced? He took a moment to choke on his assumptions because there was no way in hell with all that attitude, Ethan didn’t know his way around a man.

      “Being behind’s never been a problem for me before,” Ethan deadpanned.

      Son of a bitch. Tanner was vaguely aware of Adrian’s choked laugh somewhere to his right, but he couldn’t peel his gaze from the blistering heat in the eyes of the gorgeous man in front of him. He’d read Ethan completely wrong. He’d grabbed a rattlesnake by the tail, and if Tanner wasn’t hooked before, he sure as hell was now. And that little dance happening south in his chinos just confirmed it.

      “So, is that a yes to the coffee?” he asked.

      Ethan stared a moment longer. There was conflict there, but interest as well. Finally his shoulders relaxed. “All right. But not in here. There’s a bench out back of the kitchen. I’ll meet you there. I need to get a tray of buns in the oven first.” He eyeballed Adrian. “No comment from you.”

      Adrian paused with his mouth half-open, then grumbled, “Spoilsport.”

      Tanner made his way around the back of the café with two coffees in hand, having texted Sylvia that he’d decided to have his in the café. The bench was off to one side of the small building, alongside space for the owner’s cars, and sitting neatly under a pair of butter-yellow poplars facing the lake. With only the gentle hum of traffic to break the quiet, it was as close to peaceful as Tanner had felt all day. He sat and drank in the lake’s rippling waters as a Tui worked a nectar feeder high above his head. He closed his eyes and let his mind drift until the crunch of gravel startled them open and Ethan slid alongside.

      He took his coffee with a desperate groan. “You’ve no idea how much I need this.” Weariness rolled off him in waves.

      Tanner relaxed back. “Take your time.”

      Ethan did, and for a moment they simply enjoyed the view as they sipped on their brews.

      “Thanks for this.” Ethan finally looked his way. “Adrian was right. I needed the break.”

      Tanner held his soft brown eyes. “I’m sorry if you felt pressured.”

      Ethan’s gaze tracked back to the lake. “I didn’t.”

      He cocked his head. “Really? ’Cause if you’re not interested, that’s fine.”

      Ethan said nothing and Tanner turned his attention back to the lake and the wash of autumn colours on the far shore.

      “It’s not that I’m not interested.” A hint of red flushed at Ethan’s throat. “It’s just . . .”

      “I won’t be offended if you say I’m too old.”

      Ethan’s eyes danced in amusement. “How old are we talking, just out of interest?”

      Tanner tut-tutted. “Didn’t your parents teach you it’s rude to ask someone’s age?”

      Ethan simply raised a brow.

      “Wow. Tough crowd. Okay, I’m thirty-nine. So, that makes sixteen years between us?”

      “You’ve done the maths, then.” Ethan sent him a cheeky grin.

      “Maybe. But it’s still a lot.”

      Ethan nudged his shoulder with a laugh. “Better get that walker booked. But it’s really closer to fifteen actually. My birthday’s coming up in a couple of months.”

      Tanner rolled his eyes. “Oh, well, that makes all the difference.” He shook his head. “Jesus, I shouldn’t even be here. You’re hot and younger and I’m . . . well, I’m—”

      “Hot and not old.” Ethan poked him in the ribs. “So, Tanner who is also gay, why are you here then?”

      Good question. “You first.”

      “Nice try, but you did the asking-to-coffee bit, mister. This almost classifies as a date, you know.”

      He had a point. “Short answer, I don’t know. Beyond the fact that you caught my eye the first time I saw you and that I can’t seem to stop thinking about you. I don’t have a thing for younger guys, in case you’re wondering. Never been remotely interested, in fact.”

      Ethan arched a brow.

      “No, seriously. I’ve watched other guys fall down that rabbit hole, and it always seems way too much work. All those raging hormones and excessive drinking and bottomless energy. I’m not sure I could keep up. Not to mention the pressure to stay attractive to keep a younger boyfriend. I happen to like my carbs.”

      Ethan laughed. “Go on.”

      “Not sure there is anything more. I don’t have an agenda here, Ethan. Not beyond wanting to get to know you a bit better. In fact, I’d pretty much decided to not do this—” He waved his hand between them. “—whatever this is. Seems like a recipe for disaster, especially since I’m only here for another five months—full disclosure

      Ethan’s brows dipped. “Five months?”

      Tanner explained his current role while Ethan listened with what appeared to be genuine interest. It was comfortable, easy, and a whole lot of nice, and Tanner could’ve sat there for hours.

      “Why not rugby or a bigger name New Zealand sport?” Ethan asked.

      “They’re on the list. But in another life, I was a professional snowboarder, and my partners decided it was an opportunity they couldn’t resist.”

      “No pressure, then?”

      Tanner smiled tightly. “Exactly.”

      “I’d like to say I remember your name . . .” Ethan’s cheeks pinked and Tanner was once again charmed. “But I was never a big sports fan. To be honest, I hate the snow, and I never learned to ski. Were you any good?”

      Tanner bit back a smile. “Pretty good, but that was a while ago.”

      “You’re retired, then?”

      “Fourteen years.” He watched Ethan do the mental calculation.

      “But you would’ve only been, what . . . twenty-five? Is that old in snowboard years?”

      Tanner glanced away. “It’s getting up there. It’s a young sport, but I was still competitive. Well, until I had to get out. Smashed up my knee.”

      Ethan frowned. “Shit. That sucks. Is that why you limp sometimes?”

      That surprised Tanner. “Good catch. You’ve been paying attention.”

      Ethan flushed a little but held his gaze. “Must’ve been hard. Especially if you were good.”

      Tanner’s glanced at the lake. “Yeah. It took a bit of adjusting. Let’s just say I didn’t take it well at the start. To be honest, this is the first time I’ve been around a ski town for a whole winter since those days.”

      Ethan’s eyes widened. “Really? Fourteen years? You haven’t been back on the snow in fourteen years? That’s a long time to avoid something you obviously loved, even if you couldn’t compete.”

      Out of the mouths of babes. “Yeah. No excuse really. But fourteen years of pouting and sulking are at an end. I aim to get back out on the snow while I’m down here. Try being a grown-up and see if I can put it behind me.”

      Ethan laughed, and the warm tone of it floated something soothing in Tanner’s chest.

      “Well, good luck with all that grown-up shit.” He eyed Tanner with amusement. “It hasn’t worked all that well for me, let me tell you.” He stretched both legs out in front of him. “But then, you’re a damn sight closer to the geriatric thing, so you might just swing it.”

      Tanner elbowed him. “Brat.” Then he stretched out his own legs, which brought both their thighs into contact, and the heat of the connection sizzled between them. “Which only leads back to the question of why you’re here? You hardly jumped at the invitation. I’m trying not to let that bruise my ego, by the way. But then maybe I missed something, old age hearing being what it is.”

      Ethan chuckled and glanced down at where their legs touched. “No, I didn’t jump at it, you’re right. Am I interested? Hell, who wouldn’t be? Look at you—sexy older man who had me tongue-tied from the first moment I saw you. I’m not usually such a lost cause, in case you were wondering. I can speak actual sentences and everything. But for some reason, all you have to do is appear in my range of vision, and I literally lose my shit—everything from coordination to making coherent conversation, and it’s not pretty, as you’ve seen.

      “So, yeah, you interest me more than is good for me. But do I have the time or energy to date right now? No. With the café in a bit of a hole—” He held up his hands. “—and no, I really don’t want to talk about that right now. I’m doing my best to save it, but that means long hours and not a lot of opportunity for any social engagement, let alone dating. And I’m not in the market for a casual fling, fuck buddy, or friends with benefits. I spent four years overseas. I’ve had more than my fair share of all the above.”

      A stab of something suspiciously like jealousy tweaked Tanner’s gut, but he shoved it aside. “Fair enough. I’m familiar with that particular scenario myself. Too many years on the competitive circuit. And it’s not what I’m looking for either, just so you know. To be honest, I don’t know what I’m looking for. This isn’t me either. I haven’t thought beyond the fact that you’ve got under my skin, ageist comments notwithstanding.”

      “So, just to be clear, you have no idea what you want to do with me?” Ethan’s mouth curved up in a sexy smile.

      The anatomy south of Tanner’s belt jerked to attention and shouted, ‘Pick me.’ “Well, I wouldn’t say no idea. I’d be lying if I said I’d never imagined spending a long time in a shower washing off all that ridiculous flour you seem to get in every nook and cranny.”

      Another blush ran over Ethan’s face. “Every nook and cranny, huh?” He nodded sagely. “Good to know. I’ll, ah, keep that in mind.”

      God, he was adorable.

      Then his expression grew serious. “So, in the spirit of full disclosure, there’s another reason I’m reluctant.” He held Tanner’s gaze. “I have a younger brother to consider.”

      It was Tanner’s turn to raise an eyebrow.

      Ethan rolled his coffee cup in his hands. “Kurt is sixteen, and our mother died six months ago . . . breast cancer. We’re kind of it for each other now, and he’s not doing so well at the moment.”

      Tanner’s heart squeezed. It explained a lot. He reached for Ethan’s hand and Ethan let him.

      “His grades are bumming out and he’s missing classes. It’s not like him. He’s always been pretty conscientious, better at school than me. He had a plan—graphic design—but now? Well, if this continues, they’ll suspend him. I’ve got another appointment with the school counsellor in a couple of weeks. Kurt’s got till then to get his act together and make some changes.” He lifted his gaze to Tanner. “So, this is where you say how sorry you are and that you understand and that maybe it’s best if we leave things at that, right?”

      Tanner frowned. “Is that what you want me to say? Or what you expect me to say?”

      Ethan conjured a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Both maybe? I’m a mess right now, in case you haven’t noticed. In fact, I’m your typical, doesn’t know what he wants in life, screwed-up mid-twenties kid that you’ve so sensibly steered well clear of.”

      Ethan’s nervous, flickering gaze and drumming fingers were miles from the self-assured flirt Tanner had caught a glimpse of earlier. Ethan was an intoxicating mix of opposites that had him enthralled.

      In some respects, Ethan was right. Tanner should leave him to sort out his complicated life while Tanner visited a gay bar and got himself laid as distraction. Problem was, whoever he cruised would need to have dark messy hair streaked with flour, haunting brown eyes, and a wicked smirk. So good luck with that.

      Which brought him back to Ethan. Damn. Was he really going to do this? Yes, yes he was. He took Ethan’s cup so he could hold both his hands, and Ethan froze, eyes wide.

      Tanner then lifted each palm to his lips and pressed a chaste kiss in place before sitting back. “So, I’m gonna go out on a limb here and assume I’m not the only starry-eyed fool here,” he said softly. “Did you feel that what-the-fuck-was-that something?”

      Ethan cleared his throat and licked his lips. “Huh?”

      Tanner chuckled. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

      He rubbed his thumb over the back of Ethan’s hand. “And this is where my advanced years may be of some benefit.” He narrowed his gaze and Ethan rolled his eyes. “Because, young whippersnapper, even with thirty-nine years under my belt, I haven’t felt this zing of interest that often.”

      “That’s ridic—”

      “I’m not talking lust,” Tanner interrupted. “And I’m not talking jolts of electricity or crap like that. But this—” He squeezed Ethan’s hand. “—this that just feels good, and mmm, and yes, and to hell with it, and more please, am I right?”

      Two beats of silence. “Maybe.” Ethan stared warily.

      Tanner snorted. “Well, don’t get too excited—”

      “No, I get it,” Ethan broke in. “I feel it too, I guess. That’s why I’m here when I really don’t have time for this. But that’s because it’s, well, you. I mean, fuck, Tanner, look at you. Who wouldn’t want to be all up in your space? I just don’t get why you’d feel the same way?”

      Was he kidding? “Are you fishing for a compliment or just plain oblivious?” he asked. “Because you, Ethan who is gay, are a sexy, smart, intriguing man, and I can’t imagine anyone not wanting to get to know you better.”

      A soft blush stole over Ethan’s cheeks. “Can’t say as I’ve felt particularly interesting or sexy in a long while.”

      “I get that.” Tanner held his eyes. “Doesn’t make it any less true.”

      Ethan’s gaze flicked to the kitchen door. “I um, should be getting back. I’ve got an order due tomorrow.” He glanced to where their hands were still joined.

      Tanner maintained his grip. “We should do this again.”

      “Hold hands, you mean?”

      Tanner chuckled. “That too. But I meant a coffee. Get to know each other. At the very least you sound like you could use a friend.” He was pushing things but he couldn’t seem to stop. And he meant what he said. Ethan needed someone in his corner, and yes, even if it amounted to nothing more than friendship, Tanner could definitely be that for him. It might give him the worst case of blue balls known to humanity, but he’d cope.

      “All right, yes,” Ethan finally answered. “Coffee would be . . . nice.”

      Tanner laughed. “I’m not sure I’ve ever had such a resounding maybe in response to a date, but I’ll take it.”

      Ethan blinked slowly. “A date? I thought it was just coffee.”

      Tanner sent him a sly grin. “It is.”

      Ethan rolled his eyes. “I can see I’m gonna have to keep an eye on you. Keep you in your place.”

      Another glimpse of that sassy side. Being with Ethan was like watching a tennis match—one end of the court lay self-conscious caution, the other flirtatious self-assurance. He never knew which one he was going to get, and it had the effect of keeping him deliciously off-balance.

      “Well, Ethan who is gay, I’ll wait with bated breath to find out exactly where you decide that place is.” He reached over and brushed that damn swipe of flour from Ethan’s brow and was rewarded with a shiver.

      Bingo. He wasn’t in this ridiculous attraction, alone. He took Ethan’s empty cup and, without a backwards glance, headed inside to collect his coffee order. It was either that or haul Ethan into his arms and kiss him senseless. So yeah, he needed those coffees and a truckload of perspective stat, and not necessarily in that order.
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      Six days and two more coffee ‘dates’ was all it took—Ethan was hooked. Son of a bitch. At his prep bench in a haze of flour, he pummelled a mound of dough into submission whilst checking the clock above the door to the café for the millionth time.

      Two thirty. Tanner should have been there already. Not that Ethan was stalking the guy—positioning himself in the perfect spot so he could catch the very second Tanner walked in was just good manners, right? You didn’t keep a friend waiting. And if he all but puddled on the floor as soon as Tanner’s gaze sought him out, that was just . . . no, it wasn’t. Oh god . . . it was. He was seriously fucked.

      If Tanner was even fifteen minutes late, it was all Ethan could do not to demand Tanner front-up and explain himself. Yeah, he was doing great at the whole keeping-it-in-the-friendship-basket thing. He should’ve gone with his gut and nipped the impending disaster in the bud. He’d given it at least ten seconds of serious consideration at the time, but Tanner’s cologne, proximity, and sizzling sex appeal dealt that sensible sucker a death blow.

      And he needed the distraction like a hole in the head. Not that it didn’t feel good to have someone to talk with about the café and shit, because it did. But he’d tried to keep the personal stuff to a minimum. Tanner had asked about his mum a couple of times, but Ethan wasn’t quite ready to go there. He had, however, talked about the café’s financial strife in some detail.

      Tanner had listened closely but without too much comment, something Ethan was incredibly grateful for. He hardly needed a reminder of how badly he was screwing up his mum’s legacy—losing their main baker and front-of-house manager to rival café’s while she was sick, for one. Without Adrian’s legendary coffee, the place would’ve failed months ago. The bank had been sympathetic and extended their line of credit a further six months to turn things around, but that time was nearly up.

      Tanner, God bless him, had been at pains to focus on what Ethan was doing right—how good he was with people and what a great resource Adrian and Luce were. It gave Ethan hope that maybe he wasn’t such a screw up after all.

      Tanner was just way too easy to talk to, once Ethan got over the immediate and raging physical response he experienced every time the guy walked into his space. The energy required by that alone could light up a small continent. On the plus side, he was positively powering through the dodgy smelling lube he had stashed in his shower and could shortly replace it with one he liked better. Silver linings, right?

      But that was it for the plus side of Tanner because aside from that, he was personally responsible for the economic disaster of three failed brioche-bun bakes, two donut-mix tragedies, a bliss-ball misfortune, and a fucking partridge in a pear tree. All because Ethan had been focussed on an entirely different set of buns, holes, and balls. Tanner was a walking distraction with a capital D and needed to come with a warning: Fantasise at your peril.

      Which reminded him, Tanner was late for his order . . . again.

      “Ethan.”

      Piss on it. William fucking Bennett. Ethan groaned. Nothing about his landlord standing in his kitchen boded well.

      Luce called from the front, “He just pushed through.”

      Of course he fucking did.

      “You want me to see him out?”

      Ethan sighed. “No, it’s fine.” It wasn’t. He barely glanced at the dirtbag leaning on his kitchen door.

      “William. I thought we agreed you would ring first. You’re legally meant to give me twenty-four-hours’ notice, remember?” Ethan could give less than a fuck if he was rude.

      William Bennett was an arsehole of the highest order. His mother had signed a long lease with William’s father, but Bennett senior had died a year before Paula got sick, and his son wasn’t near the man his father was. So, although Ethan’s lease had five years to run, the land under the café and Elle’s collectibles next door had soared in value, and William wanted to sell. He couldn’t force either of them out, but he could make their lives miserable through tardy maintenance and interference. There was no one more delighted about the café’s financial woes than William Bennett, and Ethan couldn’t fucking stand the guy.

      “You should be pleased I’m here. I’m going to do something about all that maintenance you’ve been blatting on about.”

      Fuck. Ethan steeled himself. Nothing William did would ever be aimed at pleasing Ethan. “I somehow doubt that.”

      William shrugged. “We’ll see. As you know, the parking area needs resurfacing—”

      Oh, hell no.

      “—so, as of next Monday, I’ve engaged contractors to do the job. It might take a couple of weeks and the car park will, of course, need to be roped off for safety—” He paused for effect. “—until the work is completed.”

      Holy fuck. Ethan was gonna be sick. “What the hell? You know damn well we need that car park. There’s no parking on the main road, and if customers can’t pull into the café, they won’t stop at all. And why will it take so long? Come on, William. Give us a break.”

      Bennett wiped a smudge of flour from his cheap polyester suit to the floor with a look of distaste. “The company is fitting you in between other contracts. I’m sorry about the inconvenience, but it’s a health and safety issue after all. The current seal is inadequate. Wouldn’t want an accident, would we?”

      Ethan saw red. “It’s been like that for fucking years. The only reason you’re fixing it now is because you know we can’t afford to lose any more customers. Your dad would be ashamed.”

      William bristled. “If anyone would be ashamed, it’s your mother. Ashamed at what you’ve done to her café.”

      Ethan’s knuckles blanched around the rolling pin. He was a whisker away from using it and took no small pleasure in the nervous look William cast its way. “Get the fuck out of my café,” he spat. “And I want notification of any future visit, you arsehole.”

      William backed toward the door. “I’m going. But they’re digging that lot up on Monday come hell or high water, and if you so much as look at them sideways, I’ll be calling the police.” His mouth curled in a smug smile as he left.

      Ethan was still frozen in place when Adrian poked his head in. “You want I should egg the dick’s Merc, boss? Or I could put out a contract—you know, in case the egging doesn’t work.”

      Ethan snorted. “I’ll get back to you. Fire me up a coffee, will you? I’m gonna see if Elle knows.”

      Adrian nodded. “I’ll make you both one. I’ll even stoop to making one of those godawful brews she loves so much.”

      Ethan grinned to himself. Elle was a fan of kombucha with a shot of coffee. It could rip the enamel right off your teeth, and Adrian could barely bring himself to make the stuff.

      He made his way outside and along the veranda to Elle’s Collectibles and rapped on her window. A fluff of pink and grey popped up from behind the counter, and she waved a hand his way. He took a seat in one of the two armchairs out front of the shop and quietly fumed.

      “I take it you had a royal visit from the pissant?” Elle pushed through the front door to join him. “Mean, penny-pinching, fucking little weasel of a man.” At close to sixty, she was a spry, firecracker of a woman with glittering hazel eyes that missed nothing and a quick temper to match. Fiercely protective of her friends and family, she sported an Irish mouth that sprang straight from the gutter.

      Ethan threw back his head and laughed. “God, I love you.”

      But when he turned and noticed her tight lips and worried expression, he sobered. Elle’s shop had a good name, but this new development would still hit her hard. There wasn’t a huge mark-up on collectibles, and she relied on quick turnover. They worked well as a business pairing—when people stopped to browse the collectibles shop, she sent them over for a coffee and vice versa. She’d known Ethan’s mother and had been a rock for them when she was sick, doing her best to keep an eye on their café when none of them could be there.

      Her hair rarely stayed the same colour for more than a few weeks, and although he couldn’t recall seeing her in anything other than a variation of beige and brown linen the entire time he’d known her, she had a shoe collection to rival Kim Kardashian and a fetish for chunky colourful jewellery, most of which looked likely to weigh the equivalent of a black hole. Her husband had died twenty years earlier from a brain aneurysm; she had a son who worked the oil rigs in the North Sea, a daughter who built sustainable housing in Indonesia, and a Maine Coon cat that would give a lioness a run for its money in food bills.

      And Ethan loved her to bits. Today she wore a cream linen pantsuit which almost swamped her tiny frame, half a tree around her neck, and a pair of ankle boots with four-inch heels. She plonked herself down in the chair next to him and breathed out a heavy sigh just as Adrian pushed through the café door with their coffees. They took a minute to savour the taste before launching in.

      “Fucking William Bennett,” Elle spat their landlord’s name. “Such a little prick of a man. I don’t know if I have the energy for any more of this shit, Ethan. Retirement never looked so good.”

      Ethan spun to face her. “Don’t you dare. We’ll get some kind of injunction on him. He can’t just do this.”

      She patted his hand. “Unfortunately, he can. I’ve just finished a call to my lawyer. He says there’s not much we can do unless the time it takes becomes unreasonable, and we all know the latitude those words carry. He’s within his rights to maintain the property, especially regarding a so-called safety hazard, and he’s given due warning, apparently.”

      Ethan slammed his fist on the chair’s wooden arm. “Arsehole.”

      “Amen.” Elle stared out over the lake as a soft mist gathered on its surface and the last of the stubborn autumn leaves kicked up at her feet.

      “I’m not sure we’ll survive this.” The admission sat like sour acid in Ethan’s stomach. “You?”

      Elle wound her fingers through the string of wooden beads that hung from her neck. “I can muddle through, for a while. I’ve got a loyal clientele and more than a few interior designers on my books who order from all over, but I won’t lie, it’s gonna put a dent in my accounts.”

      Ethan grabbed her hand and squeezed. “I’m sorry.”

      “Pffft. None of this is your doing.”

      “But it’s me he’s trying to get rid of. I’m the one with the problem lease. Your one’s up in a year. If it weren’t for me, he’d likely let yours run out in peace.”

      She gave a dismissive sniff and patted his hand. “Don’t be ridiculous. You know very well I’ve been thinking of taking the business online. It’s cheaper, and it would let me visit Harry more often.”

      Ah, the mysterious Harry. Sometime-lover and boyfriend of Elle’s whom Ethan had yet to lay eyes on. Harry lived in Sydney and ran a bed and breakfast. The two had met five years before when Harry was touring in New Zealand and remained close ever since.

      “When are you two gonna actually live together?” he asked.

      Elle snorted loudly. “And give up my freedom? Have you lost your mind?”

      Ethan saw right through the bluster and nudged her none too softly. “You just keep telling yourself that. So, about dickhead?”

      Elle blew out a sigh. “Leave the bastard to me. I’ll make some council enquiries. See if I can shake anything loose on why he’s in such a damn hurry. You just focus on your café.”

      Ethan could’ve hugged her, already feeling sorry for the council employee about to find themselves at the centre of her dogged attention. “You’re the best.” He pressed a kiss to her cheek, and she blushed prettily.

      “Shush. I’m just doing my part. You’re a good boy, Ethan. Your mum would be proud.”

      He fell quiet for a minute. “I’m not so sure about that. I’m screwing everything up. The café, Kurt—”

      She grabbed his face in both her hands. “I’ll hear none of that. It was a shitty thing that happened, and it was never gonna be a cakewalk. As for the café? That story has yet to have an ending. You can only try.”

      “But it was so important to—”

      “Don’t believe for a second your mother wouldn’t understand,” Elle interrupted, dropping her hands. “That woman had some hard money times, and things were tight even before she got sick. She was a businesswoman, Ethan. She wasn’t starry-eyed about the place, never was.”

      Ethan wanted to believe her, but his mother had loved the café. Losing it—fuck—it would be like losing her all over again.

      “You heard from your Dad?”

      He snorted. “A few phone calls. He’s still depositing a bit of money for Kurt, same as always, that’s what’s important.”

      “Did you tell him about Kurt?”

      Ethan blew out a sigh and kicked his legs out in front. “A bit. He thinks he just needs time, which is probably true. He wasn’t all that concerned.”

      Elle shook her head. “He’s all for an easy life, that one.”

      In a nutshell. Ethan’s parents had split-up when he was ten, and yearly visits and the odd phone call did not a father/son relationship make. Before the funeral, Ethan hadn’t seen or spoken to his father since he left school. Kurt heard from him occasionally, but Terry Sharpe hadn’t had a lick of interest in his parenting role since he’d left.

      “At least he’s not causing trouble,” he said. “I’ll take apathy over meddling any day.” If he’d even hinted at taking Kurt back to Perth, Ethan would’ve laid his father out cold on the floor. Not adding to their stress and grief was the most grown-up, fatherly thing Terry Sharpe had done in years.

      “Kurt’s a good kid, Ethan. He’s just grieving, you both are. I know a thing or two about that, remember?”

      Ethan did. Elle had two kids still to raise when she’d lost her first husband to cancer. “I feel like I’m losing him, Elle. God, what would Mum say?” His voice cracked.

      She patted his arm. “You’ll find your way back to each other. Have a little faith, and don’t be scared to do what’s necessary to keep him safe. He’s not thinking straight at the moment, and he won’t thank you later on for keeping your distance, though he might want to kill you in the moment.”

      Ethan snorted. “That’s . . . not reassuring . . . actually.”

      Elle pushed herself off the chair. “It’s not meant to be. Welcome to raising a teenager. Now, you’ve got a café to run, and I’ve got an appointment with the council.”

      He stood and pulled the rail-thin woman into his arms for a long hug. She blustered and wriggled, but finally surrendered, and when he let her go, she made a show of straightening her hair. “Cheeky monkey.”

      He kissed her cheek. “Thanks for the pep talk.”

      She cleared her throat, eyes suspiciously shiny. “Yes, well, fine. Now, go on with you. You must be busy.”

      Ethan’s brows bumped together in thought. He was busy, but there was something he needed more than to finish a tray of scones. He could only hope he’d be welcome.

      Elle shooed him with both hands, and he headed back into the café, catching a few grumbling comments about ridiculous displays of affection as he left.
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      Tanner startled at the knock on his office door, then broke into a huge smile to find Ethan standing there with a tray of coffees and worrying his bottom lip. They locked eyes and a warmth flooded his chest.

      Sylvia got to her feet and gathered her notes. “I’ll um, leave you two alone. We can finish this later.”

      Tanner pushed up from his desk. “Oh, um, yeah. Can we do that, please?”

      Ethan removed a cup and handed the remaining two in the tray to Sylvia as she passed. “Courtesy of Adrian,” he said.

      “Well, thanks . . . to both of you.” She left with a knowing smirk and Tanner knew he’d have questions to answer later.

      “I hope I’m not interrupting.” Ethan’s fingers lingered on Tanner’s as he handed over the coffee, and Tanner tried not to read too much into it. Epic fail.

      “Absolutely not. Have a seat.” He motioned to the two armchairs in the corner. “This is a treat. I didn’t know you did delivery.”

      “We don’t.” Ethan took a seat, stretched those slim legs out, and crossed his ankles.

      Oh. “Oh. Then to what do I owe the honour?”

      Ethan eyed him cautiously. “I’ve had kind of a crap day. I wanted to see a friendly face.”

      “Well, I’m at your service. Wanna share?”

      Ethan raked his gaze over Tanner who was nearly incinerated on the spot. “Not really. Just looking for distraction, I guess.”

      Okaaaay. And Tanner’s list of possible distractions grew exponentially in his head. “Can you be a bit more . . . specific?” he said thickly.

      Ethan’s pupil’s flared and Tanner wondered if they tripped down some rabbit hole in that last few minutes he hadn’t noticed.

      “If I got any more specific, Tanner Carpenter, your staff is gonna have to report your arse for behaviour unbecoming in a workplace.”

      Fucking hell. Tanner squirmed in his chair which earned him another smirk. “You’re a damn tease, Ethan Sharpe. You don’t mean any of that. Give my poor balls a break here.”

      “I’d like to give them a whole lot more attention than that—”

      Tanner choked on his mouthful of coffee, sprayed half of it down the front of his shirt, and shot to his feet. “Fuck.”

      Ethan failed to keep a straight face. “Um, you okay?”

      “Fine.” Tanner waved him off and tried to mop up the mess.

      Ethan stood and reached for the box of Kleenex on the coffee table. “Shit, look, I’m sorry.”

      Tanner threw him a stern glare. “You enjoy making me squirm.”

      Ethan batted Tanner’s hands away and their eyes met. “You’re right, I do enjoy it. But I didn’t mean to wreck your shirt. Now, let me.”

      Ethan dabbed at Tanner’s shirt, putting his cheek mere inches from Tanner’s lips, and it was simply too fucking tempting. Tanner tipped his head and pressed a soft kiss to it. “Thanks. I’ll be fine now.”

      Ethan twisted his head, bringing their lips close. “I’m glad one of us will. ’Cause I have to tell you, Tanner, I’m not sure my dick is gonna survive the lonely walk back. Think origami and you’ll get the picture.”

      Tanner snorted and took a step back. “Well, we can’t have that. Come on, then. I could do with the walk. I’ll see your dick safely back to the café, unmolested, and you can tell me about your day on the way. I know first aid . . . if there’s an emergency.”

      Ethan went up on his toes and put his lips next to Tanner’s ear. “My hero. I’m sure I’ll be in good hands.”

      He grabbed Tanner’s coat off the chair and held it open. Tanner put his arms through, and then Ethan moved to his front and buttoned it meticulously, leaving Tanner feeling ridiculously cared for.

      “There.” Ethan patted his chest. “Can’t have you getting cold. Come on, old man, there’s no time to waste, we have a dick to save, after all.”
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      “He’s, um, twenty-four . . . almost.” Tanner pushed his phone close to his face against the wind so Stefan could better catch his words.

      He was alone at the base of the first chairlift, barring a few ski-field workers sighting out the runs and finalising last-minute plans before the first snows hit. He gazed up the hill and across to the halfpipe and stilled his stuttering heart for the millionth time. He’d used the excuse of needing a reconnaissance trip, beaten back his colleagues’ offers to go with him, and driven up to the Cardrona Ski Field on his own. Then he’d taken a deep sucking breath and walked out on the bare, dusty slopes for the first time in fourteen years. That he didn’t drown in the flood of mixed emotions that churned in his chest was a miracle.

      “Where the hell are you?” Stefan demanded. “I can barely hear you.”

      “I’m up at Cardrona.”

      Deafening silence greeted his answer, and Tanner almost smiled. Stefan knew all the implications of that one simple statement.

      “Well, fuck me,” Stefan said. “How does it feel?”

      “Not as bad as I expected, actually.” In fact, the lack of anger and panic had more than surprised him. The first few years after blowing his knee, he’d been nothing but angry, railing at the unfairness of it all. Why him? Blah, blah, blah. He relived that last damn run until he was sick of himself. He’d been killing it, so cocky over all the younger dudes, so sure he’d take out a near-perfect score—the crowd going apeshit, screaming his name.

      And then he caught the ledge on the second to last trick, skewed his landing, and it was all over—his knee gone, his career over. No reconstruction and a tough road back to competition for him. Hell, he was lucky he was walking at all. So, yeah, not being angry was pretty damn incredible and he’d take that any day.

      “I’m, ah, thinking of getting back up on it this year.” Tanner caught the sharp intake of breath at the other end of the phone and waited.

      Stef took his time to answer. “I’m so fucking proud of you.”

      Tanner released the breath he’d been holding. “Thanks.”

      “You’ll kill it. Let me know when you do.”

      “I will.”

      “Stef continued in his ear. “Well, after that bombshell, which don’t get me wrong, I’m thrilled to hear you’re facing your demons and all, but let’s face it, we both know I’m fucking stuck on the whole cradle-snatching bit. Waaaaay more interesting. Fifteen years.” Stefan hummed. “Just saying.”

      “He’s very . . . mature for his age.” Tanner laughed at his own cliché, immensely thankful that Stef had let the whole snowboard subject drop.

      “Of course he is, but if he’s hot and willing and you like the guy, what’s stopping you? Sounds like a win-win. Besides, you might teach him something.” Stefan chuckled.

      “Or he might teach me something.”

      “Also true. You want I should mail you some vitamins?”

      “Fuck off. He’s . . . nice. And he’s hurting. His mother died six months ago, and his younger brother’s having a hard time dealing. I just don’t want to add to his problems.”

      “And you’re leaving in five months.”

      “And I’m leaving in five months.”

      Stefan went quiet for a second. “Well, Aunty Stefanie suggests that if he is as mature as you say, then how about you let him choose what he wants. Maybe a brief fling with a sexy older man to brighten his life for a bit is exactly what he needs? And maybe it’s what you need.”

      Did he? “Maybe.”

      “Just don’t go getting attached,” Stef warned. “I know that tone. You more than just think he’s . . . nice.”

      He didn’t know the half of it. “I’ll keep it light.”

      “You do that. And remember I want deets . . . and photos . . . lots and lots of photos.”

      “Pervert.”

      “Don’t you forget it.”

      He pocketed his phone and let his gaze track the line of the downhill runs mapped out for the new season, calculating and measuring without even thinking. He’d excelled at the halfpipe, but he’d also thrilled at the snowboard cross, even though he was never competitive. Anything less than full-speed, cock-grabbing, ball-badgering, edge-of-seat boarding had always bored and horrified him in equal measure. Now, a little soft boarding and simple skiing were as good as it was ever going to get, and even that would require a knee brace. But for the first time, he thought that maybe, just maybe, it might be . . . fun.

      Back in the office, he glanced at the clock above the conference desk and almost growled. Five thirty. He’d missed his chance to see Ethan. Damn.

      He was still struck with how much he enjoyed Ethan’s company, and Ethan taking time out of his day to bring coffee to him had touched Tanner in ways he didn’t want to think about too closely.

      There wasn’t a hint of that grating, ego-driven, world-owes-me-a-living attitude that so many twenty-somethings wore like a badge. Hell, Tanner had been one of them. Maybe that’s what loss and grief did to you, or maybe that was just Ethan. He was thoughtful, funny, challenging, and sexy as fuck. They could talk for hours about nothing and Tanner would love every minute of it. Headed down a path that would bring him a fuckton of heartache, he was powerless to stop it. He just fucking liked the guy too much.
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      Ethan still steered away from the topic of his mother, and Tanner hadn’t pushed. But they did talk about the café, a lot. About the bank breathing down his neck and his dick of a landlord with his plans for the car park. If Tanner ran into that arsehole on a dark night, he wasn’t sure he’d be able to hold himself back. It was a lot of stress for any pair of shoulders, and Tanner felt for the guy.

      “Boss?” Sylvia grinned at him over her cup of hot chocolate.

      Shit. Another Ethan brain intrusion. It was becoming a bad habit. “What did I miss?”

      She gave a sly smile and waggled her eyebrows. “You mean apart from a pair of dreamy brown eyes?”

      His surprised gaze shot to hers.

      She returned a shrewd one. “Come on? Insisting on doing the coffee run each day? Having it personally delivered. I mean, we appreciate the effort and all, but you guys are hardly fooling anyone.”

      He threw his pen down and leaned back in his chair. “Not so subtle then?”

      Damon snorted and Sylvia shot him a warning glare.

      “He’s a nice guy, Tanner. You could do a lot worse.”

      He cleared his throat. “You sound like you know him.” Queenstown was a small town, after all.

      “He was a year or so behind me in high school. Didn’t hang out, but yeah, we knew each other. His mum died about six months back, right?”

      Tanner nodded.

      “Ethan was overseas, I think. Came home to take care of her.”

      Tanners heart squeezed, but he didn’t want to know more unless Ethan was the one to tell him. “Let’s call it a day.” He got to his feet. “Can we get these brochures out by the middle of next week, Damon?”

      “On it.”

      “Great. And I’ll leave the invites with you, Sylvia. The big boys are descending from their Auckland thrones, so make sure we have a suitable number of high-flyers on that list.”

      She grinned. “No problem. You want I should sort a caterer?”

      Tanner glanced out the window and down the road. “Nah. I’ve got an idea for that.”

      Sylvia cottoned on quickly. “That’s a good thing you’d be doing. But it won’t be too much, you think?”

      He shrugged. “It’ll be his call. And what have we just been banging on about all day as our new point of difference in the market? Local, sustainable, Otago and Southland pride. We’re not going to woo them with shit they can get anywhere in the world. We’re not gonna import everything down to the briefs they like to wear just to make them feel like they’ve never left home—plenty of firms doing that already. We’ll push local—win them over with our home country difference. Come to New Zealand and live our life while you’re here. Our food, our wine, our music, our . . . briefs.” He winked.

      Sylvia arched her brows. “We all like it. But what about the big guys? It’s a risk, after all.”

      Smart woman. It was a risk. But that’s what they paid him for. “I don’t think the team managers are gonna shift loyalties for anything less than something different. We need to give them a reason to even look our way. And more of the same isn’t gonna cut it. But that’s my worry. You two get yourselves home. Good work today. The teams will be arriving over the next month, and we need our woo-and-seduce hats in place. I’ll see you bright and early.”

      He popped the locks on his car and was about to get in when a soft glow up the road caught his eye. The poplar to the rear of the Golden Spoon stood tall and ghostly white, lit up by the kitchen lights. Someone else was working late.

      Tanner’s heart did a ridiculous skip in his chest, and with there being no point pretending he was gonna do anything else, he threw his bag on the back seat, relocked the car, and sauntered down the road.
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      The kitchen door at the back of the café was open, leaving only the screen in place. Ethan was working on some kind of dough he had churning in a gigantic stainless mixer, ear pods in place, dancing and singing to Six60, completely oblivious to Tanner leaning on the door jamb watching. He’d knocked twice, but Ethan hadn’t even looked up, and to be honest, Tanner was loving the unfiltered glimpse into the man’s personality. He eased the screen door open and slipped inside.

      Spinning to grab a dough scraper mid-twerk, Ethan finally caught sight of Tanner and his eyes flew open. “Holy fuck . . .” He dropped his scraper into the churning dough, swore loudly, and immediately reached to shut the machine off at the wall.

      Tanner pushed off the door and raced over.

      “Shit, shit, shit.” Ethan peered into the bowl as the mixer came to a grinding halt, the sound of metal on metal screeching throughout the kitchen. When silence descended, he delved in a hand to retrieve the offending object and then spun to face Tanner.

      “Goddammit, you scared the ever-loving shit out of me. What the hell are you doing?”

      “Sorry.” He held up both hands. “It was a dick move, but I couldn’t resist. I like the whole Miley Cyrus dance thing you had going on, by the way.”

      Ethan scowled. “You do realise you nearly cost me a grand worth of machinery?”

      Tanner’s mouth dropped open. “Shit. Sorry.”

      Ethan rolled his eyes and waved a hand. “Don’t worry. It’s still in one piece. I should’ve been paying better attention.” He unclipped the dough hook. “I missed you today.”

      Tanner’s belly did a little flip. “Yeah, sorry. We worked all afternoon. I saw your light on and I just thought . . .  I can go if you’re busy.”

      “Nah, it’s fine.” Ethan’s flustered gaze flicked up for just a second before he unhooked the bowl, scraped its contents onto the table, and began kneading. “Pull up a stool. You can talk as I work. I’ve got an order due tomorrow: fifty cinnamon rolls. I’ll get them shaped up, then let them prove overnight.”

      Tanner did as instructed, careful to keep some distance from the flour being randomly lobbed from one end of the workbench to the other. Ethan’s strong hands worked the dough in a rhythmic push and pull, shoulders and biceps flexing centre stage in that ridiculous painted-on white tank he was wearing, his focus intense, the tip of his tongue peeking out the corner of his mouth . . .  He wriggled on his seat to ease the pressure in his trousers. Who knew that shit was sexy?

      Then his gaze stumbled on the apron tied around Ethan’s waist and he barked out a laugh—two pieces of toast, horizontal and kissing, with the words I’m gonna crumb, I’m gonna crumb in bold lettering above.

      Ethan glanced up, then down at his apron, and blushed a bright pink. “Oh.”

      Fucking adorable.

      “A present from Luce.” He gave a crooked grin and got back to work.

      Tanner needed to buy that woman a coffee. “Your mother teach you all this?” His hand swept the various baked goods lined up on the benches and racks. “’Cause I have to tell you, I am seriously impressed, and I’m no slouch in the kitchen.”

      Ethan looked up. “Really? I didn’t picture you as a cook.”

      “Oh ye of little faith,” he chided. “I’ll have you know I can whip up a pretty good lasagne, a killer macaroni and cheese, and I make sushi like a pro. Not to mention my sticky date pudding has been known to make grown men come in their pants.”

      Ethan’s delighted laugh filled the kitchen and Tanner wanted to hear more of that, a lot more.

      “Well, that’s something I definitely need to try. Does that mean you’re gonna cook for me, Tanner who is also gay?”

      Tanner’s dick twitched at the very thought. Ethan in his kitchen? Tanner in Ethan’s? Oh yeah, he could do a lot with that imagery. “I could be persuaded. Although, I think the coming-in-your-pants part would be a criminal waste and could absolutely be improved upon.”

      Ethan froze and the air damn near crackled between them.

      “That’s um . . . definitely worth thinking about.” Ethan threw a handful of flour on the bench and went back to kneading his dough . . . furiously. “And yes, I learned all this from my mother. She was self-taught and I grew up helping in this kitchen. Later she employed a baker, but at the start it was just her. I wouldn’t say it’s my passion the same way it was hers, but I enjoy being in the kitchen, and it got me work while I travelled—better than clearing tables. This place was her life, and ours, for a long time—I don’t want it to disappear.”

      “Have you thought any more about what you’re going to do?”

      Ethan’s shoulders sank. “I haven’t had time. Not that I can avoid it much longer.”

      “And what about Bennett? Any luck with the council?”

      The sinews in Ethan’s neck grew taut and banded. “Not so far, but Elle’s still pushing. It’s fucking unfair, but it’s my own damn fault for letting it get this far—”

      “Hey, none of this is your fault.”

      “That’s nice of you to say.” He threw the dough down and pressed it into a flat rectangle, then spread the brown sugar and cinnamon mix over the top and rolled it into a log.

      Tanner was salivating by the time he was done. “Damn, that looks good.”

      Ethan ran his finger around the rim of the sugar bowl and then crooked it Tanner’s way with a wicked smile. “You better come here then.”

      Shit. Another sexy lob to the far end of the who-the-hell-is-this-guy court. The whiplash was a bitch, but Tanner was up for the challenge. He locked eyes and leaned across the flour-strewn bench to swallow Ethan’s sweet finger into his mouth, running his tongue over and around to catch every last taste.

      Ethan’s gaze fixed on his mouth, his pupils dark, and Tanner’s straining cock was a hair’s breadth away from decapitating itself on the zip of his trousers.

      “Fuck, Tanner.” Ethan withdrew his finger and stared at it. “That was . . .  I don’t even know what that was.” He shook his head and turned to wash his hands before sectioning off the dough to set aside.

      Tanner redirected, “So, back to the café. In what universe could any of what’s happened be your fault?”

      “I should have kept a better eye on things before . . .”

      Tanner grabbed his floury hand. “Before your mother died, you mean? That’s hardly fair on yourself. You hadn’t seen her for a while, right?”

      Ethan’s gaze shot up. “Someone’s been talking.”

      Tanner shrugged. “One of my employees mentioned it, that’s all. I shut her down, if you must know. I want you to tell me when you’re ready. If you feel guilty you weren’t here, I understand; I’m just saying that ultimately, I don’t think it’s warranted. It must have been really tough.”

      Ethan glanced to where Tanner’s hand still lay atop his, then up. “It still is. We were always a close family. My dad took off when I was ten, ended up in Perth with a whole new family. Then it was visits once a year, presents at Christmas, the odd phone call, that kind of thing. Bullshit to raise two sons on, right?”

      It was. He nodded and lightly squeezed Ethan’s hand.

      “He sent decent money back, which helped, but it wasn’t till mum started the café that things turned around. She was a great cook and opened just as tourist numbers went through the roof.”

      “Lucky lady.”

      Ethan smiled warmly. “Yeah. She never blinked an eye when I came out. Just gave me a hug and asked if I’d like something special for dinner to mark the occasion. You?”

      Tanner sighed. “Mum was great. Dad? Not so much. He worked in Army recruiting, and I think it was a bit of a shock.”

      “He didn’t guess?”

      “Nah. Snowboarding is all baggy clothes and being cool, and back then it wasn’t very inclusive either, so I was careful, and I guess he missed all the signs. Plus, we didn’t really talk much. Still don’t. He came around with Mum’s help, I suspect, and he’s pretty good about everything now, but we still don’t talk about it. Mum asks me about dating and shit, but Dad just looks uncomfortable.”

      It was Ethan’s turn to squeeze Tanner’s hand. “Sorry.”

      He shrugged. “It is what it is. But your mum sounded great.”

      Ethan narrowed his gaze. “She was.” And then he told Tanner all about leaving school and his mother encouraging him to travel and his fear of coming home with no more of an idea of what he wanted to do than when he’d left.

      Tanner listened, hearing the excitement of a young Ethan keen to see the world and all of its adventures but unable to find a place for himself in it.

      “It was only supposed to be a year or two,” he finished. “But I got . . . lost, I guess. And then before I knew it, four years had gone by, and I’d left it too late.” His face pinched and he blew out a weary sigh. “I was tired, Tanner. I still am. So fucking tired of drifting through life and crappy jobs. Of not having a home. Of screwing equally aimless men whose faces I’d see for a few weeks before they too moved on. I wanted, want more. I just came to the realisation too fucking late to get my arse home and have some decent time with her before she died.”

      Regret tunnelled deep lines across his brow, and he slid his hand from under Tanner’s. “I need to get these finished. Sorry for the emotional dump.”

      “Hey. Friends do that for each other, right?”

      Ethan cocked a brow. “Yeah, friends do, though I’m not sure they suck each other’s fingers.” He gave a wry smile.

      “You may well have a point. However, on an entirely different note, I have a job to offer you.”

      “A job?” Ethan’s brow creased.

      Tanner clasped his hands behind his head and stretched his aching shoulders. “My firm is having a do next Friday. A soft launch of the branch down here. Let people know who we are and what we do. Mix and mingle and network with potential suppliers and clients. And we need a caterer. Fifty people, more or less, including my senior partners. Interested?”

      Ethan’s stared as though Tanner had lost his mind. “You’re asking me to cater an event that your bosses are attending?”

      Tanner’s gaze swept the kitchen. “Is there an echo in here? I’m assuming you could do with the business?”

      “What? No. I mean yes, of course we need the business,” Ethan stumbled. “It’s just that . . . you do realise we’re just a small café, right? Our food is good, but it’s not flash. I’m assuming you don’t want fifty cinnamon buns, for example?”

      Tanner laughed. “Well, I guess I was hoping for something a little more . . . refined.”

      “I figured.” Ethan stacked the trays of buns in the proving racks. “The trouble is, I’m not sure I can do refined or get it done in time. There’s just three of us, and I’m the only real cook.” He slammed a couple of empty trays on the bench. “Lord knows we need the money, but I just don’t know if we can do it.” He looked . . . befuddled, almost.

      But Tanner wanted to give him this chance. “I get that it’s short notice. And maybe you’ll decide you can’t do it, but you’ve got first refusal. I’ve eaten your food, Ethan. It’s bloody good. And I’m sure you can come up with a range of things that will suit the night. It’s just small plate stuff. And here’s the thing—” He paused, wanting to make sure it came out the right way. “I don’t want the usual stuffy canapés that get handed around at these things—overblown teaspoons of air with a drop of foie gras on the side or a swish of rhubarb foam or whatever shit currently passes for trendy these days. We’ve been working on branding around the idea of local—homegrown local, not sophisticated local. We want to give these international teams a reason to remember us, and this soft launch is meant to be a trial of that idea.”

      Ethan chuckled. “Well, cinnamon rolls definitely won’t pass muster. But maybe . . .” His gaze drifted to the open door and he closed his eyes for a minute, which left Tanner time to run his own over the perplexing man who was slowly filling his thoughts. Flour-strewn dark hair flopped defiantly to one side, fresh-faced features deep in thought, a trim tight body—the perfect fit for Tanner’s arms—and a spectacular arse. And yes, his eyes might have lingered there . . . till Ethan’s popped open again.

      “Homegrown local, huh?” He frowned at the proving racks as if he’d forgotten where he was up to, then crossed back to his bench.

      “Yes, I thought—”

      “Give me a sec.” Ethan divided and shaped the remaining dough and loaded the buns onto their trays, giving a grunt of approval when he was done. A grunt that went straight to Tanner’s balls.

      He racked the trays, then turned those brown eyes back on Tanner. “How about a tarted-up version of the things that sell really well in the café? What the tourists love.”

      Tanner raised a brow. “Okay, I’m listening.”

      “A take on real southern and Kiwi classics. We fancy them up a bit—make them bite-sized. And maybe some not so classic items, but straight out of our best Otago kitchens. Things you might find on a farm table or local markets.” Ethan’s eyes sparked with enthusiasm. “Food that tastes amazing but is also a slice of real southern New Zealand.”

      Tanner caught Ethan’s buzz of excitement. “I like it. Any specifics?”

      Ethan’s forehead puckered in thought. “Well, we could do mini South Island cheese rolls but using local cheeses—the real deal, not some dodgy North Island take on them. And maybe bite-sized Pavlovas with local preserves. Possibly something with that amazing venison Stuart Copeland farms the other side of the lake—in a mini meat pie or grilled rare on our home-baked brioche. And then there’s Elle’s caperberry and caramel fudge, which sells by the bucket load at the farmer’s market—”

      “Her what?” Tanners eyes bulged.

      “Hey, don’t knock it. It’s a take on the whole salted caramel idea, and I can’t keep enough of it in the café. Sells like freaking hotcakes. And if I could get some of my mum’s suppliers to do an upscale version of their stuff suitable for finger food, then it would reduce my workload, and yeah, we could maybe get it done in the time frame.”

      “But you’d have to pay them, right?”

      “Sure. And I’d probably be over my budget for the week, but I’m thinking this kind of catering deal has to pay well enough to cover that, right?” Ethan threw him a side-eye.

      Tanner bit back a smile. “We’ll pay market rates, of course, and yes, it will be significantly more lucrative than say—” He nodded at the proving rack. “—fifty cinnamon rolls, I imagine.”

      Ethan grinned brightly. “Then, you’ve got yourself a deal, Mr Carpenter.”

      “Excellent, Mr Sharpe.”

      Ethan proffered his hand and Tanner accepted, the heat of his touch sending a swell of ridiculous want through his body. And there went the neighbourhood. He shifted to put a little more bench between them.

      “You’ll send me the details?” Ethan brushed his hands across the apron over his thighs, and Tanner’s gaze followed their every move.

      Ethan cleared his throat and Tanner’s eyes lifted to encounter a sexy smirk. Busted. He shrugged. “Hey, you’re a hot guy?”

      Ethan’s brows dipped. “So you say.”

      Tanner studied him. “Don’t fish. And don’t tell me you haven’t heard it before.”

      “Not by you.” Ethan began clearing up, but there was a shyness to his crooked smile that took Tanner’s breath. “But it’s a definite improvement on being the kid.”

      Tanner rounded the bench, took the cloth from Ethan’s hands, cradled his startled expression, and tipped headfirst into those wary brown eyes.

      “I want to make something crystal clear.” He rubbed his thumb across Ethan’s cheek. “You are a stunningly beautiful man. And the only reason I keep commenting on your age is to keep myself in check.”

      Ethan blinked slowly, then reduced the distance between their lips to less than a soft breath. “And why would you want to do that?”

      Tanner stared at Ethan’s face clasped in his hands, and for the first time found no satisfactory answer. “Because if I don’t,” he offered hoarsely, “I might be tempted to strip you where you stand and have my wicked way with you over that damn stainless-steel bench. First time I’ve ever been jealous of a fucking lump of dough.”

      Ethan pressed his cheek into Tanner’s palm. “Are you saying you like the way I handle my buns, Mr Carpenter?”

      Tanner snorted. “Let’s just say it shows distinct potential.”

      The tip of Ethan’s tongue ran the line of his lips. “Well, I like to think I’ve got some moves.”

      A tongue found its way into Tanner’s palm, licked a stripe the length of it, and the groan that fell from his mouth had filthy written all over it. Jesus, who was this guy?

      One minute he wanted to wrap Ethan in layers of cotton wool and stand guard against all those things in the world that would do him harm. And the next, he wanted to throw him down on the flour-laden floor and enact every dirty fantasy he’d ever imagined, including a few that were just occurring to him right at that moment. Some involving apron ties and cinnamon sugar . . .  Gah.

      He cleared his throat. “Of course with my advanced age and experience, I could offer a class on the finer art of handling balls, if you were interested, of course?” Ugh. Really?

      Ethan chuckled. “You have an opening in the class for someone like me?”

      Tanner blew aside a wisp of hair and caressed Ethan’s lightly stubbled cheeks. “I have a couple.”

      Dark eyes gleamed back at him. “I only need one at a time. I like to focus my attention, get to know all the ins and outs . . . of any given situation.”

      Holy crap. Tanner sucked in a shaky breath. He was gonna need a splint on his dick at this rate.

      Ethan smiled. “Just fucking kiss me already, Tanner.”

      There was only ever going to be one answer to that, and Tanner leaned in. He shuddered with the need to just dive in and plunder Ethan’s mouth, but he wanted more than a dirty taste. He wanted to remember the curious wonder of a first kiss with this quirky, frustrating, intriguing man—he wanted to take his time.

      He tilted Ethan’s chin up and licked his way around the edge of those tempting lips that had haunted him for weeks. Full and soft, they chased his touch, demanding more pressure, but he held back, barely brushing across and drawing a filthy groaned protest in response. But on the next pass, his tongue teased for entry, and Ethan opened in an instant, drawing Tanner in with a deep sigh.

      Their tongues slid over and alongside, and Tanner revelled in that first intoxicating taste—cinnamon, coffee, sugar, and something uniquely . . . Ethan. He pulled him hard against his chest, savouring every nibble as he familiarised himself with the sexy mouth he’d spent weeks fantasising about, enjoying the firm thrust of Ethan’s inquisitive tongue in return—equally desperate with his mission into Tanner’s mouth, though apparently less patient.

      Ethan slammed Tanner against the steel cabinet behind and kicked his feet apart to even their height. Well, okay then. Tanner had zero problem with that. He grinned against Ethan’s mouth and grabbed his hips to tug them closer and . . . fuck yeah. Achievement unlocked.

      A brash rumbling growl with its origins in his throat rose up and shocked the hell out of him. He didn’t do needy. He didn’t do possessive. But with Ethan smooshed up against him, wildly owning his mouth and grinding away on his dick and thigh, Tanner couldn’t care less about a little noise.

      His fingers found the hem of that ridiculous excuse for a tank top and scooted underneath, the heat of Ethan’s creamy, smooth skin sending his dick into overdrive, his balls pulling up tight against his body. Damn, but this man turned his shit on. And when those lean hips rocked against his own once again, he nearly came on the spot. He pulled off Ethan’s plush mouth, drawing a murmur of protest.

      “Problem?” Ethan panted, going up on tiptoes to lick a trail along Tanner’s jaw, which only served to draw yet another embarrassing rumble.

      “Apart from the fact I’m about to come in my trousers after six seconds of kissing, no.” Tanner tilted his neck to allow Ethan better access and got a stinging nip for his efforts. He chuckled and buried his nose in Ethan’s hair.

      Ethan drew back, wearing a smug grin. “Ditto. I’m so fucking close, I can hear the scream in my throat. So, how about you get the hell back in my mouth and we try for the two-for-one deal? First to spill their load gets dibs on the other’s cock in their throat next time around.” He waggled his eyebrows and angled his head for another kiss.

      Ugh. Ethan was temptation on a fucking stick, but, and oh god, Tanner couldn’t believe he was about to do this. He pressed a soft kiss to those eager lips and stepped back.

      Ethan froze, and disbelieving eyes darted over Tanner’s face, confused, then annoyed. “Is this where you tell me I’m too young, after all?” The words were said lightly, but there was real potential for hurt in that uneasy gaze, precisely why Tanner had hesitated.

      “No. This is where I tell you that I’m hellishly attracted to you, and I want more, a lot more. But I also don’t want to rush whatever this is. It wasn’t that long ago you didn’t even want to have coffee with me. Let’s just . . . take it slow.”

      Ethan stared for a minute, then pursed his lips in an endearing pout. “Has anyone told you your timing sucks?”

      Tanner’s mouth curved in a wicked grin. “Actually, most are more than satisfied.”

      Ethan’s hand shot up. “No. Stop with the sexy face and the dirty talk. You had your chance, and I take your point, but first—” He stepped in, locked onto Tanner’s lips, and went to town.

      Tanner resisted for about a half-second and then . . . didn’t. Bossy Ethan was a fucking wet dream, and he wasn’t certain he’d ever been kissed so thoroughly. Palming Tanner’s aching cock through his trousers, Ethan gave it a few firm delicious tugs for good measure. And then, as fast as he’d latched on, Ethan pulled off, a grin plastered across those sinful lips.

      “Just a reminder, Tanner who is also gay—” Ethan straightened Tanner’s shirt and tucked it back in with a teasing pat to his aching dick. “—that whatever this is, it’s ours, and you don’t get to call all the shots, older or not.”

      Tanner threw his head back and laughed. “Noted. So how about you come back here and do that again. As your teacher, I feel a pop quiz coming on.”

      But Ethan leaned backwards instead. “Nuh-uh. Leave ’em wanting more, right? But there is one thing, mister.” Ethan glanced down between them, then back up, eyes fierce. “What the fuck are you doing commando?” His nostrils flared and he fisted Tanner’s shirt. “You wanna be careful. Someone might take you up on all that.”

      The challenging heat in his gaze had Tanner breathless, his dick so hard it could well shatter if Ethan so much as brushed a finger close by. He leaned in almost within lip range before a piercing rendition of “Charge of The Light Brigade” put an abrupt and startling end to the moment.

      “Fuck.” Ethan shoved him aside and reached for his phone. “My brother.” He walked away to answer while Tanner tried to reel his body back under control. Thirty-nine years and he wasn’t sure he’d ever felt quite the chemistry he did with Ethan. He was hot, surprisingly aggressive in the moment, and yet tenderly vulnerable—all in varying and unexpected combinations. It was a potent fucking mix and Tanner’s kryptonite, apparently.

      He watched as Ethan began to pace the small room.

      “Why the hell did you let him take it? What the fuck were you thinking?”

      A younger voice shouted at the other end of the phone and Ethan bristled. “Don’t you buddy me. I’m not your fucking buddy.”

      Tanner would take a bet that wasn’t Kurt Ethan was talking to. He laid a supportive hand on Ethan’s shoulder and Ethan leaned into it, shooting him a grateful look.

      “I’m not interested in what your parents will think, or the school,” Ethan said to whoever was on the other end. “Do you even get how lucky you are? You . . . no, you know what? Just tell him I’m on my way. And, if you don’t fess up to your folks yourselves, I’ll do it for you, so decide how you want it to go down, buddy.”

      Ethan slammed the phone into his pocket and reached for his coat, rattling off a hurried explanation. “I have to go. Kurt got himself trolleyed on booze and fucking synthetic weed at some party. He was out cold and his mates had to call an ambulance. I need to pick him up.”

      He went for his bag, but Tanner grabbed his arm. “I’ll drive.”

      Ethan’s head shot up. “What? No. I’m fine.”

      “You are not fine.” He kept hold. “You’re worried and angry and scared for your brother.” He indicated Ethan’s hand which was shaking like a damn leaf.

      Ethan grimaced. “Okay, maybe not fine, but I’ll be okay. I just need to get him home. Lock the door when you leave.” He shook himself free and pushed past.

      “Ethan, stop.”

      “What?” Ethan spun around in frustration. “What do you want, Tanner?”

      He held out his hand. “Give me your keys, please.”

      Ethan eyed his hand as he might a stray dog.

      “Let me do this. You have an accident, and Kurt loses a brother as well as a mother. You can tell me all about it on the way.”

      Ethan’s shoulder’s slumped. “You play dirty.” He stuffed the keys into Tanner’s hand and headed out the door.

      Tanner closed his fist around them and followed.
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      Tanner had been right. Ethan had no business driving. He was barely holding it together, his legs jumping to some fucked-up tune only they could hear while his hands couldn’t stop shaking.

      What the hell had Kurt been thinking? He couldn’t get his head around it. They’d watched the news reports together. Over forty deaths in New Zealand in less than a year from some deadly form of synthetic marijuana. Kurt wasn’t that kid; he’d never been that kid. Until now.

      His breath caught in his throat, and he closed his eyes and dropped his head. A gentle hand landed on his back.

      “You okay?”

      He dragged a hand down his face. “I don’t fucking know. How could he do this to me? We’ve just lost our mother and then he, what? Decides he’ll roll the dice and see if he can join her? Who does that, Tanner?”

      Tanner’s solid hand moved in small circles on his back, and Ethan wanted to crawl over the console and bury himself in Tanner’s steady embrace and forget everything.

      The ER was a Friday night disaster zone. The sour odour of unwashed bodies and stale alcohol hung like a bitter fog over the waiting room, and bodies in various states of disrepair littered the floor.

      A doctor met and eyed them sternly. “Your brother was fortunate,” she stated flatly. “He couldn’t have taken in much of the synthetic. He’d vomited in the ambulance and was already starting to rouse when he got here. We gave him some IV fluids and checked his bloods, and he’s fine. You do realise people are dying from this shit?”

      Ethan nodded. “Yes, I . . . we know.”

      She raised a brow.

      “He’s struggling right now. Our mother died six months ago.”

      “So he said. You have custody?”

      “Did. He’s sixteen now.”

      “Something he also said. Well, he may not legally be in your care anymore, but he needs help. Grief is a tricky thing. I read him the riot act, but you two really need to talk.”

      “I will. It’s just . . . not easy.”

      Her gaze softened. “I understand. Well, good luck. He can go home whenever. He’ll want to sleep it off, but there shouldn’t be any further issues. You can drop us back the scrubs he borrowed.”

      She waved them toward a treatment room that stank of antiseptic, piss, and stress. One step inside and Ethan’s heart stuttered and his knees buckled. Tanner caught him by the elbow and pulled up a chair to catch him. Jesus Christ.

      Kurt was lying very still on the bed, a sheet pulled up to his chin, and it was so horrifyingly déjà vu that even sitting down, Ethan had to put out a hand to steady himself—unable to separate the image of his mother’s last days at home. A hand sneaked into his and squeezed. Tanner. Ethan held on tight, drawing whatever strength he could.

      He reached over with his free hand and brushed an errant lock of hair from Kurt’s face. Kurt’s eyes flickered open, both pupils blown to all hell. Guilt and remorse flooded his expression for a few seconds before an all-too-familiar defiance took their place. And when he went to open his mouth, Ethan simply held up his hand.

      “No, not now. I . . . can’t.” Ethan rubbed a hand over his face, trying to keep his shit together. “Fuck, Kurt. Jesus . . .  Do you have any idea . . . ? How could you . . . ?”

      A hand grasped his shoulder. “Maybe wait, huh?” Tanner. Thank Christ. Tanner.

      “Why is he here?”

      Tanner squeezed Ethan’s shoulder. “How about I go rustle up a wheelchair?”

      Ethan nodded his thanks before levelling a glare at Kurt. “I don’t owe you any explanations,” he fired back. “Jesus Christ, if Mum could see you now . . .”

      Kurt launched himself to a wobbly sit. “What, Ethan? What would Mum say? You were out of the country for four fucking years. You have no idea.”

      Fuck. It stung, and the defiant look in Kurt’s eye confirmed that he knew it. Goddamn. Ethan was close to spitting out exactly what he thought their mum would say, but the sight of Kurt trembling stole the words from his tongue, and his anger collapsed. Instead, he stepped in and drew Kurt into a fierce hug.

      “You fucking terrified me,” he said roughly.

      Kurt fought for a few seconds, then buckled and let himself be held. When they finally pulled apart, Tanner was back with a wheelchair.

      “You want me to drop you back at your car?”

      “No need, I’ll drive you both back.”

      “You don’t need to, I’m gonna—”

      “Sit in the backseat with your brother and make sure he has a bowl to throw up in if he needs to, right?”

      Ethan sighed. “Yeah, that. Good point. If you want to crash in the spare room, I can drop you back early in the morning.”

      Tanner grabbed the bag of Kurt’s vomit stained clothes and then held open the door. “That would be perfect.”

      He held Tanner’s gaze. “I really can’t thank you enough for tonight.”

      Tanner rubbed a hand down Ethan’s arm. “Any time.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Kurt grumbled. “I feel like I’m on the fucking Waltons.”

      Ethan turned on him. “Shut your mouth, little brother, before I do something I’ll regret.” Kurt’s eyes popped, but at least he zipped it.
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      “Help yourself to a beer if you want.” Ethan strolled past Tanner and disappeared into what looked like the laundry. “He’s out to it already—snoring like a fucking trooper. I’m gonna throw these in the wash. I’m not waking up to their stench tomorrow. Oh, and that’s Bryn.” He indicated the dog nudging at Tanner’s legs. “She’s a Welsh Springer Spaniel.”

      Tanner stroked the dog’s head and then found his way to the fridge and popped the lids on two beers. Expecting a suburban-style home, you could’ve knocked him over with a feather when Ethan directed him a good distance into the country and then up a long driveway to park in front of a gorgeous part-stone, colonial-style house surrounded by trees and with the unmistakable jagged spine of the Southern Alps set at its back, moonlit from behind like a Duncan Darroch painting. It damn near stole his breath.

      It was too dark to see much more other than the vague shape of a couple of outbuildings as they manhandled Kurt up the path. That and the neglected gardens that framed the path to the front door—a good match for the empty flower boxes beneath the two bay windows. Paula Sharpe’s domain, no doubt.

      “You mind if I take a look around?” he called out to Ethan who was still busy in the laundry.

      “Help yourself.”

      And so he did, starting with the bedroom opposite Kurt’s, which he’d already pegged as Ethan’s as they’d passed. Now, he paused in the doorway and took a good look, smiling at the walls still covered in posters of Fall Out Boy, One Direction, and Batman. The image of a young Ethan jerking off to his celebrity crushes came unbidden. Did Tanner feel old? Hell yeah. He ran his hand over the door as if to seal in the memory and then wandered back to the living area where he tried to get a feel for the family Sharpe.

      The house had been built in stages. The oldest part, the kitchen and living areas, looked late 1800s. With exposed stone walls and a lean-to roof in the kitchen, it reeked of history and pioneer struggle. It had been renovated nicely without losing any of its charm, walls dropped to open up the space, and a wealth of modern fixtures and appliances added. Copper pans hung from a cast iron rack above a central island, and through an open door, Tanner caught a glimpse of a huge walk-in pantry.

      The open lounge and dining space was a good size, and that plus the kitchen likely amounted to the sum of the house’s original footprint. Now, it was one large, open area with exposed roof trusses and what looked like the original stone fireplace. The newer walls were all whitewashed, keeping the space bright, the décor clean and rustic, lots of pale wood and pastel colours with minimal clutter. Scandinavian modern country, if Tanner had to give it a name. Nothing expensive, but tasteful. A home.

      Bryn shadowed his every move as Tanner ran a hand over the smooth stone walls and studied the family photos that fully covered two of them: a younger Ethan chased Kurt with a water gun, huge grins on their faces, and Bryn snapping at their heels; family Christmases; the two boys with their mother and miscellaneous relatives and friends over the years; candid shots of Ethan’s mother in the café and what looked to be staff parties.

      And then there were the school sports events. Ethan as a senior in athletics, looking fucking edible in tight black running shorts. And Kurt in the school ski team, though nothing from the current year—no surprise there, but it gave Tanner pause. Was there a possibility for him to make some connection with the troubled teen? He tucked the information away thinking it unlikely Ethan would be happy about that.

      Finally he stood in front of a couple of photos of a younger Paula with a man likely her ex—a wedding snap of the two, and a photo of the whole family smiling on what looked to be the Wellington waterfront with a very young Ethan and Kurt still a baby. Tanner wondered when the marriage had started to fall apart?

      Ethan appeared at his shoulder with his beer and studied the photograph with him. “Turned out he was a self-absorbed jerk, although Mum never used those actual words. She was pretty good at keeping the whole, we-just-grew-apart thing going, but it was kind of obvious the way he simply disappeared from all our lives in a puff of couldn’t-give-a-fuck smoke. We were better off without him.”

      Tanner wasn’t entirely sure that was as simple as it sounded.
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      Enough of his sad family history. Ethan felt plenty overexposed as it was. He tugged Tanner’s sleeve. “Come talk to me while I rustle us up some food. Omelette okay?”

      “Let me.”

      Ethan shook his head. “No. Consider it a poor thank you for all your help.”

      Tanner caught his elbow and spun Ethan around, bringing them close enough for Ethan to catch his breath. “I don’t need more thanks,” he said. “I just wanted to help.” He cleared his throat and dropped his hand. “Sorry.”

      Before he could think better of it, Ethan stretched up and pressed a kiss to his cheek. “Don’t be. Now come and talk to me.”

      Tanner took a seat at the breakfast bar while Ethan grabbed eggs, mushrooms, onions, and a few other things he needed from the fridge and set a pan on the stove to heat. It was easier to talk without having to face those stormy, grey eyes that missed nothing.

      He took a deep breath and got busy with the eggs. “When I first got home, things between Kurt and I were pretty good, considering what was happening with Mum. We kind of worked as a team. The doctor’s said she had about eight months. It took six. It was fucking brutal . . .” He paused for a few seconds. It never got any easier. “I don’t know whether to be thankful her suffering was cut short or pissed off she was taken sooner than we were ready for.” His voice cracked, and Tanner suddenly appeared at his side.

      Tanner turned and leaned back against the bench, facing Ethan.

      “You know that just makes it harder, right?” Ethan grumbled.

      “Maybe, but I want to see your face.” Tanner brushed a lock of hair from Ethan’s eyes and he nearly crumbled at the sheer tenderness.

      Ugh. Tanner was killing him. “Well, eventually it got so bad she couldn’t take care of herself. And so we divvied up the time. I took the day shift. Kurt took the evening when he was done with school and homework. A hospice nurse slotted in at night.”

      Tanner’s brows drew together. “Fucking hell, Ethan.”

      “Yeah, well . . . what can you do?” He chopped the mushrooms and threw them into the pan with some onion. “But it wasn’t all doom and gloom. We had some laughs. Mum was never one to dwell on bad shit. You’d have been surprised how much fun we had even in those last days. And through the funeral and the crap-awful weeks that followed, Kurt and I stuck close. Now it’s like he hates me. I hardly recognise us anymore—” Hardly recognise myself.

      “He’s hurting,” Tanner said softly as Ethan tipped the egg mix into another hot pan and started to shake it around.

      Ethan huffed. “Like I’m not. But you don’t see me out partying and getting shitfaced and taking risks with my life.”

      Tanner cast him a quick glance. “No, you’re just burying yourself in work and guilt, trying to live up to your mother’s legacy.”

      What the hell? Ethan spun from the pan and pinned Tanner with a glare. “You think you know me from a few conversations and a couple of kisses?” He winced. It was a cheap dig, but Tanner had flown too close to the mark.

      Tanner sighed and threw Ethan a cryptic half-smile. “Look, it’s none of my business, I know—”

      “Damn right.” He stared daggers at Tanner.

      “And I’m not trying to have a go at you.”

      “Could’ve fooled me.”

      Tanner blew a long patient sigh. “Okay, at the risk of being nailed up by my balls, would it be too much for you to just listen for a minute?”

      Yes. No. Ugh. He gave a soft nod and returned to his pan. “Go on.”

      “Thank you. From what you’ve told me, your mother didn’t tie you to the café, if you didn’t want it, right?”

      Ethan folded the omelette over the sautéed veggies, slid it onto a plate, and went about making a second. Anything to keep from looking into that penetrating stare. “No. But she grew that business from scratch. I owe her to at least try and salvage it.”

      Tanner nodded. “I absolutely see how you’d want to honour her memory. All I’m saying is that maybe you’re dealing with your grief that way, submerging yourself in the café to the point of exhaustion. And maybe Kurt is doing it this way, taking it out on you and the world, including himself. You might not be as different as you think.”

      Ethan slid the second omelette onto a plate and thrust it at Tanner. “Forks are behind you.” Then he grabbed Tanner’s arm. The connection felt warm, good, solid.

      “Okay, so you might have a point,” he muttered. “And I’m sorry for snapping. Let’s eat.” He led them to the breakfast bar. “But that doesn’t help me fix things. I’m so fucking angry with him right now. If I lose him too, I won’t survive it. But he won’t talk to me, or anyone, for that matter. He’s drifting away and I can’t seem to do anything to damn well stop it.”

      Tanner reached across, threaded their fingers together, and Ethan held on for all he was worth. “You’re brothers,” he said. “You’ll find a way. But maybe you need to think about talking to someone as well.”

      Tanner tucked into his omelette, and for a few minutes they ate in silence. When they were done, Ethan refreshed their beers while Tanner stacked the dishwasher, and then they both hit the couch. Ethan sat sideways, putting his feet in Tanner’s lap. Tanner rested his hands on top, the heat of his touch burning right through Ethan’s socks to his greedy skin.

      He sighed. “Did you talk to someone? After the injury, I mean. You said it was rough.”

      Tanner’s face pinched. “A bit like you, I didn’t want to, not for a long while. In fact, I went to a pretty dark place for a while, pulled back from everyone, refused to do anything that might help, nearly screwed my knee completely by going AWOL from all the rehab I was supposed to do . . .”

      Ethan tucked his legs to the side and scooted closer, still facing Tanner with his arm over the back of the couch.

      “You know that makes it harder, right?” Tanner parroted Ethan’s earlier words back to him.

      Ethan’s lips quirked up. “I want to see your face.”

      “There’s a tax.” Tanner gave a lopsided grin.

      “What tax?”

      “This one.” He leaned in and stole a kiss from Ethan’s lips.

      It was brief and soft and nearly undid Ethan completely. But he wasn’t about to be distracted. “I want to know what it was like competing at that level, winning all that stuff, and then having to step back,” he pressed. “If you’re comfortable telling me, that is.”

      A muscle in Tanner’s jaw twitched. “Shit. I haven’t talked about that stuff in so long, I hardly know where to start. In fact, apart from my therapist, the only other person I’ve told what it was really like is my best friend, Stefan. Are you sure you want to hear all that crap?”

      Nothing surer. “Absolutely. I want to know where this guy—” He poked Tanner in the chest. “—came from. ’Cause, he’s kind of great, you know?”

      Tanner chuckled and stretched his arm behind Ethan’s back. “Come here then. If I’m gonna do this, I want you right here where I can hold you.”

      “I have no problem with that.” He twisted around till Tanner had him cradled in his arm and then listened as Tanner told his gutting story of being at the top of his game with the world at his feet, and then having everything he’d lived for, and the only life he’d known since he’d been eight pulled out from under him including a three-year relationship with a fellow competitor.

      “Ooohhh, a love interest. Do tell?”

      “Nothing to tell, really.”

      “Three years is hardly nothing.”

      “Okay, well his name was Scott Renfrew. He’s an Aussie, and I met him in a club in the St. Anton ski resort in Austria. He was pretty hot, so naturally he caught my eye. He came in with a girl and left with me. We were together for the next three years, not that anyone knew.”

      “He wasn’t out?”

      “Far from it. Snowsports still aren’t the most gay-friendly, and back then was even worse. Anyway, we travelled the competition circuit together and landed in each other’s beds most nights. In that environment, no one looked too closely at us. He was a freestyle skier and I was a snowboarder, so it wasn’t like we were joined at the hip.

      “Off-season we sometimes rented a place down here under the pretext of friendship and training together. We kind of worked as a couple, I guess. We agreed to be exclusive when we were together and open when we weren’t. I didn’t think twice about it, which probably says something.

      “So what happened?”

      “My injury is what happened. It put an end to my career, but Scott wasn’t anywhere near ready to retire or come out, so that was that. We parted ways, and it probably hurt less than it should have.”

      “Ouch.”

      “Not really. I think we served a purpose for each other at the time, and then we just didn’t. He went on to do well.”

      Regardless of how he brushed it off, Ethan suspected being dumped because of his injury still had to hurt, especially on top of everything else Tanner had lost that day. And it occurred to him that if anyone could understand what he was feeling, it was Tanner. The loss didn’t have to be the same, but the effect on both of them seemed surprisingly similar.

      “You said you went to a dark place.” He took the empty beer bottle from Tanner and replaced it with his hand. “Did you ever . . . ?”

      Tanner’s brow arched. “Think about ending it?”

      Ethan nodded.

      Tanner hesitated for a split second and his grip on Ethan’s hand tightened. “Once, really early on. It didn’t get further than thinking about how I might do it, but yeah, it was there.”

      Holy crap. Ethan palmed Tanner’s cheek and turned his head so their eyes met. “That would’ve been a fucking waste of a beautiful man,” he said. “And I’m so damn glad you didn’t. I would’ve missed you in my life, Tanner Carpenter.”

      Tanner’s eyes filled and fell shut, and Ethan kissed each lid, then down to Tanner’s mouth, which he took more forcefully until they both were breathless.

      Tanner pulled away to stare at him. “Jesus, Ethan, the things you say.”

      “Enough talking.” Ethan covered Tanner’s mouth with his own and tugged him down flat on the couch where they lazily made out for a few more minutes until the stress of the evening finally took its toll.

      With his eyes closing, Ethan pulled Tanner into his arms, his head on Ethan’s chest and they fell asleep that way. Sometime in the night Tanner must have carried him into his own bed and left him to sleep, but Ethan had no memory of it.
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      The next morning Ethan pinned a note for Kurt to the fridge before dropping Tanner back at his car—Stay put or else.

      That didn’t mean Kurt had paid the slightest attention, and so Ethan was pleasantly surprised when he got home that afternoon and peered through the front window to find Kurt vegged out on the couch watching The Hangover. How very apt. Ethan didn’t work Saturdays if he could avoid it, preferring to advance bake what was needed, and the café didn’t open Sundays, so he now had a day and a half to solve all things Kurt. He took another glimpse through the window—oh goody.

      The morning at the café had been hectic. The low point—a load of roadwork cones already in place by the time he’d arrived, an ominous reminder of the impending disruption to his business. Together with Elle, they’d fashioned an apology sign for out front, with a suggestion for parking on a nearby side street. There wasn’t much else they could do.

      The high point—the cinnamon rolls were finished and delivered.

      And then there was Tanner. Waking up to Tanner in his home had stirred up all kinds of wishful nonsense in Ethan’s brain and heart that he had no business thinking about. Whatever he might have thought of Ethan before, Tanner had to be seeing the error of his ways and be keen to avoid any more entanglement. And Ethan couldn’t blame him. Hell, Ethan didn’t want any more of Ethan’s problems.

      But if Tanner was regretting anything, he hadn’t mentioned it yet. Still, Ethan wasn’t hopeful. His emotions still lurched between the hot-as-hell, sizzling make-out session they’d shared in the kitchen and the appalling cringeworthy end to the evening due to Kurt’s idiocy. In the first, he’d finally felt like a grown-up equal, while in the second, he was back to being an embarrassing ‘also ran’ with his life crumbling around his ears.

      Fuck it. He stepped into the house and slammed the front door just because he could and because he knew it would send shock waves through Kurt’s fragile head—so sue him. Honey, I’m home. The teenager shot upright with a mournful groan, giving Ethan no small sense of satisfaction. Ethan grunted a stiff hello as he made his way to the kitchen, fixed himself a sandwich, grabbed a beer, and then headed to a seat on the back porch. Bryn appeared from a pile of leaves under the apple tree and curled up in a ball at his feet before farting long and slow.

      He squinted at the spaniel. “And who asked your opinion?” Then he took a slug of beer and slouched to stare at the long shadows thrown by the rose trellising.

      Minutes later the screen door creaked open, and Kurt slid into the seat alongside. He downed the glass of water he’d brought with him and sat with his foot tapping nervously. Ethan couldn’t find the energy to even look his way.

      “If you’re gonna yell at me—” Kurt finally turned to face him. “—I’d kind of like to get that part over with.”

      Ethan stole a glance sideways. “Would that make you feel better? ’Cause I have to tell you, I’m not really feeling in the mood to make your life easier at the moment.” Then Tanner’s words sprang to mind about Kurt dumping his grief by acting out just like Ethan was dumping his in the café, and he sighed. Adulting sucked.

      He took a breath and faced Kurt. “What the hell’s happened to us?”

      Kurt looked a bit taken aback for a second before his expression shuttered to wary. “What do you mean?”

      Ethan counted to ten, barely holding onto the threads of his patience. “You know exactly what I mean. I could’ve lost you last night . . .  Jesus, Kurt.” His voice hitched and a flicker of guilt passed over Kurt’s face. “Look, I know you’re hurting and I know you’re angry with me, but I won’t survive losing you on top of Mum. I just—”

      “I wasn’t trying to top myself.”

      The blunt words stung and nearly sucked the air from Ethan’s lungs. “Maybe not, but the way you’ve been acting, it sure seems like you don’t care too much about yourself, and I’m so fucking worried, I—”

      “Don’t be.”

      Ethan reeled at the venom in Kurt’s tone.

      “I’m sixteen for fuck’s sake. I can leave home if I want to. I can live my own life without you peering over everything I do.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      “Why not, it’s true.”

      It was. If Kurt decided to bug out, Ethan couldn’t legally stop him. He just prayed the lack of finances would stall him. They’d been left equal shares in the house and a small amount of cash, but Kurt couldn’t access anything without Ethan’s agreement. He had power of attorney over everything until Kurt was twenty, and dear God, how he blessed his mother’s caution, because the very thought of Kurt just taking off one day outright terrified Ethan.

      “Just stop, will you?” he lashed out. “Why are you doing this? Why—” He closed his eyes and took a breath before he made things worse. “Look . . . maybe it would help to talk to someone.”

      Kurt’s whole body froze. “No.”

      “Please, just—”

      “No.” Kurt’s eyes blazed. “You don’t get to waltz in and just decide I can’t handle shit.”

      Waltz in? A raw, angry knot squeezed tight in Ethan’s throat and adulting went out the damn window. “I do, actually,” he barked. “I do because I’m your fucking brother and I care about you.”

      Kurt threw a flinty gaze his way and Ethan caught a glimpse of a whole sea of resentment banked behind it. “I don’t need help. I’m fine.” He sounded out every clipped word.

      If he hadn’t been so angry and frightened, Ethan might have recognised the warning signs, but as it was, he sailed right on by. “You’re not fine,” he shouted. “Jesus, Kurt. I picked you up from the damn hospital because you passed out on booze and drugs. You’re anything but fine. I don’t even know you anymore. When Mum was alive, you never did more than smoke a bit of weed, and you weren’t much of a party goer.”

      Kurt threw his arms wide. “So what? I made a mistake. It’s not like you never fucked up. Oh, but that’s right, we wouldn’t really know because you weren’t fucking here.” His eyes fired with indignation.

      Ethan squeezed his eyes shut for a few seconds to stop from shaking Kurt. “Why do you keep throwing that in my face? I came back. We looked after Mum together. I don’t understand what your problem is.”

      A storm of emotions crossed Kurt’s face, and Ethan struggled to read them. Then Kurt spun to face the garden, focussed on some distant point. It felt disturbingly like watching a storm surge approach with nowhere to run, and a flicker of doubt rolled through Ethan’s chest. Did he really want to hear this?

      “I missed you so fucking much.” Kurt’s words trembled as they fell between them. “Mum did too. Every year I thought, this year you’ll come home for Christmas, or Mum’s birthday, or . . . fucking something. But you never did. I was eleven when you left. Eleven. Mum said you’d be gone a year or two. But four? What the fuck, Ethan?”

      He said nothing. Whatever came, he needed to hear it.

      “We did everything together, remember? And then you just fucking left. She always talked about you, always. Ethan this, and Ethan fucking that. Where is he now? What’s he doing? You were living her dream, the one she didn’t get to live because she got married to our dickhead of a father and had us. She loved us and she loved it here, I know that. But a part of her hated living an ordinary life. She wanted what you were doing, and I was holding her back. Without me, she’d have gone on her own adventure.”

      Jesus Christ. Bile surged up the back of Ethan’s throat as he tried to digest Kurt’s words, because there was truth in them. Their mother had railed against an ordinary life. They were similar in that way. Kurt might look like Paula Sharpe, but Ethan had his mother’s disposition. But as for the rest . . .

      “I never knew you felt that. She never compared us—”

      “She didn’t have to say the actual words,” Kurt argued. “I just . . . felt it. I know she loved us both, I’m not saying she had a favourite, not like that. But it was like you had this secret club I didn’t know the handshake to, and I couldn’t fill your shoes. I couldn’t be that for her.”

      Holy crap. “Kurt, I had no idea . . .”

      But he wasn’t done. “I missed you, Ethan. I missed having my brother to talk shit with.”

      “I’m sorry . . .” And he so fucking was. “I don’t know what to—”

      “I’m gay.” The cry broke from Kurt’s mouth and shocked Ethan speechless.

      Fat tears rolled down Kurt’s cheeks. His shoulders slumped, and such a look of misery flashed in his eyes, it damn near shattered Ethan’s heart.

      “I’m gay, Ethan,” he choked out again. “And I never told her. I never fucking told her.” He launched himself off the chair and fled inside, leaving Ethan reeling in his wake.
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      Ethan was avoiding him. Other than a brief to-and-fro text conversation around the catering event, nada, for six days. Even a phone call had elicited nothing other than an assurance the food was under control, and no, Ethan was too busy to meet for coffee.

      Tanner didn’t think he’d done anything wrong. Things hadn’t been awkward or distant when Ethan had driven him back to his car that morning, but something was definitely up, and he was done being given the runaround.

      Every time he went for his coffee order, Ethan was busy out back, or on a delivery, or getting supplies. All explained with apologies and eyerolls from Adrian, who looked about as sick of giving the excuses as Tanner was of hearing them. And as for Lucy? If she had a totem animal, he wouldn’t be surprised to find it was a fucking crocodile. She was aggressively maternal and protective, all said with an apologetic smile that only served to emphasise that mouth full of teeth. She liked Tanner, or so she told him, but Ethan didn’t want to talk. End. Of. Story.

      Well, fuck that. He stopped Adrian with an upheld hand. “No more excuses.”

      “Then stop asking,” Adrian fired back. “Do you think I like this?”

      “Then don’t do it, and just go get him. I’ve seen his car out back.”

      Adrian scowled. “We’re busy.”

      Tanner made an exaggerated show of looking around at the half-dozen or so customers seated at tables. “Really? Could’ve fooled me.”

      “He’s not here,” Adrian grumbled, staring at his machine. “He, um . . . walked into town.”

      Tanner levelled his gaze at him. “No. He. Didn’t. He’s catering tonight. Do you think I’m a fool? He’s up to his armpits in damn alligators getting everything ready. What he won’t be is waltzing into town on some jaunt, so stop lying for him.”

      That got Adrian’s attention.

      Adrian leaned forward over his machine and dropped his voice. “He doesn’t want to see you.”

      Tanner snorted. “No kidding.”

      Adrian’s gaze had stubborn written all over it.

      “It’s okay, Ads.” Ethan appeared alongside his barista, looking . . . frankly, exhausted. It tore at Tanner’s heart, and he just wanted to wrap him up and take him home to sleep for a week while he stood guard. Between Kurt and the catering and the café, the guy had to be running on empty.

      “Come out back.” Ethan disappeared into the kitchen.

      Tanner leaned into Adrian. “I won’t make things worse, promise.”

      The warning look Adrian returned could’ve buried him on the spot, but Tanner couldn’t be angry with the guy. Ethan needed friends that had his back.

      “So, what can I do for you?” Ethan’s hair was its usual flour-streaked disaster, but new lines cutting deep around his weary eyes spoke to the level of his fatigue. He was busy with what looked like the miniature cheese rolls and barely looked up as he pushed one Tanner’s way. “Tell me what you think.”

      Tanner downed the bite in one mouthful, unable to hold back a groan of visceral pleasure. “Wow, that’s delicious.” He reached out for another, which earned him a slap on the hand with Ethan’s spatula.

      “You’ll have to wait for tonight like everyone else.” But he looked pleased, nonetheless. “Phoebe Stringer gave me her recipe. She steps it up with a blend of cheeses instead of your bog-standard variety, plus a secret ingredient that I can’t tell you, or I’d have to kill you. I’m kind of chuffed how they turned out.”

      Tanner placed a hand over one of Ethan’s and looked him in the eye. “They’re outstanding. And I’m sorry I barged in, but I’ve been worried.”

      Ethan shook his head. “Don’t be sorry. I know I’ve been a dick.” He slipped his hand free to keep working. “But I wasn’t lying, I have been busy getting ready for your . . . thing.”

      Tanner scanned the kitchen and was genuinely impressed—every bench loaded with delicious food from mini pavlovas to South Island Thar meatballs, pulled wild boar tartlets, sliced rare venison on homemade seed crackers, and on and on. “So I can see. It smells fucking delicious.”

      “I hope so. I still can’t find my mum’s passionfruit pulp recipe, so I had to go with an Otago apricot topping on the pavlova, but it works.”

      “Well, it looks amazing.”

      Ethan managed a half-smile that just skirted his eyes. “Considering it’s likely to be my one and only foray into this kind of catering lark, yeah, I’m pretty pleased.”

      He frowned. “I take it this is to do with the car-park fiasco.”

      Ethan stacked the rolls into containers ready to transport. “Sixty per cent drop in our turnover this week. And considering the fuckers only did a day’s work before buggering off to who the hell knows where, God knows when they’ll finish? I may as well pack my mixers and ovens now.”

      Holy shit. “Sixty per cent . . . fuck. Ethan, I’m so sorry.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s hardly your fault.”

      “Is that why you’ve been avoiding me?”

      Ethan looked up from his packing, his expression guarded. “Partly. It’s my problem, not yours. You’ve got enough on your plate in your new job without worrying about my mess. It was good of you to help with Kurt, but I need to sort my own shit out.”

      Tanner let the comment go for the time being. “So, how is Kurt?”

      Ethan shrugged and kept packing. “Angry, but that’s kind of his default these days. I tried to get him to see a counsellor, but . . .”

      “Let me guess. He was less than thrilled with the idea.”

      Ethan nodded. “And I don’t blame him, not really. I’m just . . . worried.”

      Tanner took in Ethan’s weary demeanour and the tight lines of his mouth. “Have you thought about what I said? About talking with someone yourself? It seems to me you’ve both got a lot going on in those heads of yours.” Had he overstepped the mark? Probably.

      Ethan worked his tight jaw without lowering his gaze while Tanner just held his steady. Sadness clouded his expression. “I am thinking about it. I listened to everything you said the other night, about us and about your own recovery, and yeah, I do get it. I just haven’t had time to do anything about it.”

      Tanner wanted to shake him, but Ethan had to get there on his own. “I can see that, but I think it really could help.”

      He gave a firm nod. “I’ll do something soon, I promise.”

      “Good. Now why are you running scared about us?”

      “Shit. Thought I’d evaded that nicely.”

      “Think again. Did I push too hard the other night? Because we don’t have to—”

      “No. Stop. It’s nothing like that. You . . . you’re . . . you were great. Too great. That’s the problem. What happened with Kurt made me think again that I’m not ready for anything more between us. We’re in different places. You’re so . . . together. And I have way too much to focus on before my love life. My life deserves a sitcom all of its own. That’s why I’ve been avoiding you. I should’ve just said something, but yeah . . .” His cheeks pinked. “Sorry.”

      Damn. He took the container from Ethan and put it aside, keeping hold of Ethan’s hands. “I thought we agreed to just see where things went. Friday night was . . . great, but we don’t need to revisit that again, not if you don’t want to. If I pressured you, I didn’t mean to—”

      “You didn’t pressure me.” Ethan sighed heavily. “But my business is in trouble, my brother’s a mess, and he’s also gay, apparently, something he forgot to mention, plus he hates me. My landlord is doing his best to get us shut down, and you? You want to meet for coffee and talking, and look at you—” He waved his free hand up in Tanner’s direction. “Dressed in your neat-as-a-pin suit with your grown-up, hip vibe going on. You’re so chic and put together, I’m surprised you don’t come with a warning label—Don’t stand too close for fear of plummeting self-confidence by comparison. You make me want stuff I can’t have, and it scares me.”

      Tanner blinked slowly and shook his head. “What the fuck are you going on about? I like you, Ethan, that’s it. Messy life or not, I like you. I thought we were getting to know each other. And yes, you’ve got a lot going on, but that doesn’t mean we can’t continue to talk. And what the hell? Your brother’s gay?”

      Ethan rolled his eyes so far back Tanner thought for sure they’d pop up in the cheese rolls. “Yeah. Some big brother I am. No. Fucking. Idea. Just another thing I wasn’t around for, apparently.”

      Tanner shook his head in disbelief. “Why the hell didn’t he tell you? You guys talked on the phone, right?”

      Ethan shrugged. “According to Kurt, I’d stolen the limelight on that one too. He’s got some fucked-up idea that Mum was closer to me than to him. And yeah, I admit, she was a bit of a hippie and really into the whole LGBTQ-ally thing, embarrassingly so, at times. We were similar in lots of ways, so I can see where he’s coming from. In Kurt’s eyes, I’d already been there, done that. He didn’t even tell her before she died, Tanner.”

      Holy smokes. “Damn. Explains a bit of the anger, I guess. But none of that is your fault.”

      Ethan shot him a look. “I’m not so sure.”

      Tanner opened his arms and Ethan only hesitated a second before walking into them. He pulled Ethan close to his chest and nuzzled into his hair, floury spikes and all. He chuckled. “I’m gonna have to buy you one of those paper hats.”

      Ethan turned his head and bit down hard on Tanner’s neck.

      “Ow, what was that for?”

      “Badges of honour, dude. The more flour up there, the better I cook. You don’t mess with a baker’s mojo.”

      “Oh, right. Sorry. How silly of me.”

      Ethan wriggled free and popped a kiss on Tanner’s nose. “I’ll let it go this time. Now beat it. I’ve got a damn cocktail party to cater, and the manager of the business is a fucking nightmare.” He grinned and pushed Tanner back into the café. “And stay out.” The kitchen door swung shut and Tanner left the café with a wink to Adrian and a grin from ear-to-ear.
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      Ethan killed it at the cocktail event, and Tanner was so fucking proud of him he was fit to explode. To save money, Ethan had taken on a server role as well as that of catering manager, and Lucy and Kurt had been roped in to make up numbers. He couldn’t even begin to imagine how stressed Ethan had been. Along with everything else, he was catering his first executive function.

      His life might be a “hot mess” as he called it, but something about Ethan had burrowed deep under Tanner’s skin. He’d spent most of the evening distracted from his schmoozing because he could think of nothing else other than a certain dark-haired, brown-eyed beauty floating around between the meeting room and the small business kitchen upstairs.

      Lucy looked pert and gorgeous as usual. And Kurt had looked much older in his waiter’s garb, not to mention too damn attractive for his own good. He hoped Ethan found time to have the chat with Kurt soon, because looking like that in their world, that kid was gonna attract a lot of attention. They didn’t need Kurt’s budding sexuality to become yet another issue.

      But as for Ethan, holy shit. Tanner nearly swallowed his tongue with his first glimpse of him wearing a pair of sinfully fitted black trousers, a tight white shirt with its sleeves rolled up, open at the collar, and a black half apron hanging low on those slender hips, hips that had a tempting swish to them as he began to work the room. There wasn’t a scrap of flour in sight, and he looked more fucking mouth-watering than any canapé Tanner was ever likely to taste that night.

      At one point, he’d politely accepted a sliced venison cracker from Ethan’s tray, making sure to brush his hand in the process and earning himself a lust-fuelled once-over in return. But what he really wanted to do was have Ethan feed the damn cracker to him, naked, on a bear rug. And where the hell did that come from?

      He’d even had to slap down his partner’s wolfish designs. Charlie Packer was straight as an arrow, but Mathew Carnegie was in his mid-thirties, and a more stunning-looking man would be hard to find, not to mention a more voracious man-whore. If there was a gorgeous gay arse in Auckland that man hadn’t tapped, it needed to be labelled and slapped in a museum for rare artefacts. And when he’d mentioned how delicious the caterer looked, Tanner was tempted to part Mathew from his balls. He didn’t, but it was a close call.

      Everyone had commented on the spectacular food and how nice it was to see local produce and recipes showcased. But the senior partners had seemed less than enthused. Typical Aucklanders: anything less than of-the-moment, sophisticated, and avant-garde tended to be frowned upon, regardless of how fucking awesome it tasted. More fool them.

      But in Tanner’s mind, Ethan had delivered exactly what he’d been asked to, and as soon as the last guest left, Tanner had made a beeline for Ethan to tell him just that. He found him in the stairwell, his arms full of clean bowls.

      “You did amazing tonight. Everyone raved about your food. Your stack of business cards is completely gone.”

      A pink blush of pleasure swam over Ethan’s cheeks. “Wow. Thanks,” he said brightly.

      “And you look . . .” His gaze unashamedly raked over Ethan’s body. “You look stunning . . . beautiful. Just so you know.”

      Ethan’s blush ran to the roots of his hairline as he gently freed his arm. “Thanks . . . again. I um, need to go get the last of our stuff. Kurt’s packing up in the kitchen. He’s talking to your boss.”

      A snag of suspicion poked Tanner in the chest. “Which one?”

      Ethan’s brows knitted. “Um, Mathew, I think?”

      Fuck. Tanner legged it up to the kitchen and prayed he was wrong.

      He wasn’t.
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      “What the hell were you thinking letting Tanner’s boss come on to you like that? He’s got twenty years on you,” Ethan griped. “He had no idea how young you are. Anywhere or anyone else and you could’ve been in real trouble.” He loomed over Kurt, who’d folded himself against the far end of the couch, doing his best to make like a cushion and disappear. But there was a nervous flicker in the teen’s eye, and Ethan wasn’t fooled for a minute.

      “It was fine,” Kurt fired back, arms crossed defensively. “It’s not like you didn’t flirt like that when you were my age. I saw you down at the river with that Barnes dude.”

      Oh. “That dude was only two years older than I was, and I knew him. He wasn’t a thirty-five-year-old man thinking I was older and more experienced than I actually was. Pull that shit with a stranger and you could end up with a lot more than you bargained for. It’s not all glitter, air kisses, and clothes shopping in the gay world. Guys can be fucking bastards there, the same as everywhere else. And some aren’t too pleased if you say no down the track. You have to be more careful. Jesus, Kurt, you’ve only just come out.”

      Kurt wriggled on his seat at the breakfast bar. “Was he, um, okay about it?”

      “He was mortified. Tanner said the poor man collapsed into a chair in his office looking like a stunned mullet. He thought you were twenty at least. I hope you didn’t tell him that.”

      “I didn’t say anything.”

      “Good. I’m surprised you didn’t go up in a puff of terrified gay-virgin smoke when he came at you with a full head of flirting steam going on. Are you okay?”

      “Fine. He was nice. It was . . . nice.”

      “It was risky, and don’t do it again. Which reminds me. Have you told any of your friends yet, that you’re gay, I mean?”

      “Only Tomas. He’s cool with it.”

      Thank Christ for that. “Good. I’m glad. But how about you take it easy with the whole flirting stuff till you get comfortable just being out for a start. Not that you need to tell anyone else right away, if you don’t want. You get to decide who, when, where, and how. This is your business, no one else’s.” He crumpled onto the other end of the couch, not sure his body could hold him upright any longer.

      Kurt went quiet and Ethan found himself remembering what it was like. Those heady first few times when you grasped your own sex appeal, your ability to attract another boy . . . or man. Not to mention that wonderful light-bulb moment when you realised that in the gay world, you were no longer different or odd. You were normal, you were . . . home.

      “I’m sorry I wasn’t here for you,” he said softly.

      Kurt’s wary eyes rose to meet his.

      “I would’ve really liked talking with you about being gay.” He nudged Kurt’s thigh with his foot. “It would have been cool to share some of what I went through. I didn’t have that either, you know, another gay guy to talk to.”

      Kurt shook his head. “’S okay. I was fine.”

      “No, I don’t think it was okay, and I’m sorry. How come you never told Mum?”

      He shrugged and glanced away. “I don’t really know. I guess I was kind of waiting for you to come home—”

      Shit.

      “—and then Mum got sick, and it just didn’t ever seem the right time. I knew she’d be fine about it, so it just didn’t seem important when there was so much else going on.”

      Ethan toed Kurt affectionately. “It’s pretty fucking important, actually. Don’t ever think it’s not. It’s part of who you are, a huge part. Maybe one day it won’t be such a big thing, but right now it still kind of is. You can talk to me, you know. I do still remember what it was like. But just maybe stick with your own age group for a bit, please? I’d like to not have a heart attack before I’m twenty-five.”

      Kurt snorted in laughter, and it was music to Ethan’s ears. He pulled him in for a hug and thought maybe, just maybe things would be okay. “And we are going to have the talk, just so you know.”

      Kurt’s eyes went wide like Ethan just suggested he run naked down the main street of Queenstown. “No. Oh my god, Ethan, no. That’s just . . . creepy. I’ll be fine. There’s more than enough stuff on the internet. You really don’t need . . .”

      “Yes, Kurt. Yes, I do.” Ethan relished the mortified look on Kurt’s face. “Mum would want me to.”

      “Don’t you dare play that card. It’s not as if she talked with you.”

      “Actually, she did.”

      Kurt looked incredulous. “Really? But, um, how did . . . ew . . .  No, you know what? I really don’t want to know.”

      Ethan laughed. “Well she covered the basics, and then she ordered plenty of books to fill in the gaps, so to speak. But I still would’ve liked to talk to someone who really understood, ’cause it’s different, right? Two guys have different issues from the usual boy slash girl shit. And I don’t just mean the sex. It’s the whole relationship stuff. A heads-up might have saved me a broken heart or two, although I was a fair bit younger than you at the time.”

      “You came out at twelve, right? When did you know?”

      Ethan shrugged. “I pretty much always knew, at least from the minute my friends started talking about girls. I never got it, like there was a piece of code I’d missed out on. You?”

      Kurt went quiet for a minute. “When Josh Rogan’s big brother started coming to the skate park when we were fourteen, it was like a fucking lightning bolt. Until then I hadn’t really thought much about girls or sex at all. Just figured I was a late bloomer.

      “Then one day, in the middle of doing a backside pop shove-it, he walked into the park, and everything else disappeared. I couldn’t take my eyes off him, you know? I swear I popped a boner on the spot. He was so fucking cool, but he never saw me, not really. And he was straight, so there was that. Still, he was fucking gorgeous. And from not even thinking about sex, suddenly I knew, without a shadow of a doubt, I was gay. I was almost happy about it.” His gaze slid to Ethan. “It gave us something in common.”

      Ethan bit back a smile. “I know exactly what you mean. For me it was David Falcon. I was in his swim squad down at the indoor pool when I was eleven. The guy’s arse was unbelievable.”

      Kurt cocked his head as if truly seeing Ethan for the first time in a long while. “I guess we all remember the first guy who did it for us, huh?”

      They shared a smile, and it was the best fucking thing that had happened to Ethan for weeks. That right there was hope. Halle-fucking-lujah. “Yeah, but don’t go thinking I’ve forgotten what we were talking about. You, me, and a conversation . . . soon. This week, before you end up some bear’s pup without even knowing how you did it. So buck up, buffy, we’re having that talk, and you’re just gonna have to deal.”

      Kurt’s face turned a horrified puce. “A pup? Hell no. I don’t even really know what that is, just that it sounds fucking weird.”

      Ethan cocked a brow. “Don’t knock it; each to their own. But yeah, hence the talk.”

      “Oh. My. God. Okay already, but you are never, ever to tell a soul about it.”

      Ethan rubbed his hands together gleefully. “And my work here is done.”

      Things were finally looking up.
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      “Knock, knock.”

      Tanner’s head jerked up from studying the papers on his desk, and a huge smile lit up his face. “Hey, you.”

      God, what that smile did to Ethan’s insides—jelly didn’t even begin to cover it. “Hey. I, um, was wondering if you felt like a break?” He held up the paper bag he’d brought with him. “Fresh cinnamon rolls and coffee.”

      Tanner glanced to Ethan’s other hand and his brows knitted. “Don’t see any coffee.”

      Ethan’s cheeks heated ever so slightly. “It’s in the car. I thought, only if you wanted to, that I could take you to one of my favourite spots for some lunch.”

      Tanner leaned back in his chair and sized him up. “Would this be a make-out spot?”

      Ethan waggled his brows. “That would be telling. Are you in?”

      Tanner flew out from behind his desk and grabbed his coat. “I’m all yours.”

      Ethan’s gaze raked over him. “If only. Now come on before the coffee gets cold.”

      Five minutes later Ethan pulled into the aptly named One Mile Car Park, a five-minute walk out of Queenstown, with drop-dead gorgeous views across Lake Wakatipu to The Remarkables and Cecil Peak. Scenic, it was without a doubt. Private? Not so much.

      Tanner surveyed the dozen or so cars already parked alongside and fired a grumpy look Ethan’s way. “I’m gonna guess we’ll be doing more of the lunching and less of the making out.”

      “Put that lip away. You’ll get a kiss if you behave, but there is nowhere near enough time for what I need to do to you in the making-out department before getting both of us back to work. So suck it up, sunshine, and eat your cinnamon roll.”

      Tanner grabbed the paper bag and took a large bite of cinnamon roll, getting sugar all over his face—something Ethan thought was a deliberate ploy to get his attention. Then he chewed the wad of dough in his mouth very, very slowly, with much unnecessary licking of lips and bobbing of his Adam’s apple. To finish off, Tanner stretched his neck back and ran his open hand from his jaw to his collarbone in long strokes as if massaging the food down. That Ethan didn’t come in his pants from the sheer fucking sexy innuendo of it all was a modern miracle. And all before he’d managed even a single bite of his own.

      “Fucking hell. Get over here.” He slid his seat right back and turned sideways, legs spread.

      Tanner’s grey eyes sparked with mischief as he threw the bag of buns in the back seat and crawled over the console to hover an inch or so from Ethan’s face, sugar smattered over his chin and both cheeks. “I thought we didn’t have time?” He plastered on an innocent grin.

      “I nominate you timekeeper.” He fisted Tanners bright-white business shirt and hauled him in for a taste, running his tongue over that sweet mess on his chin before heading north to lick clean his cheeks. “Has anyone told you you’re a messy eater?” He cradled Tanner’s face and nipped at his lips.

      The comment earned him a wolfish grin as Tanner pushed him back against the door, doing his best to get as close to Ethan as the restraints of the console allowed. “Hey, I’m all for a good mess.” He was practically riding the shifter at this point. “Makes clean-up . . . interesting, wouldn’t you agree?”

      Holy hell. Ethan’s dick started ringing the doorbell to his brain with focussed intent. And when their lips finally met, he couldn’t contain the filthy groan that issued forth as Tanner’s tongue plunged into his mouth and set about cleaning house.

      Hands found his thickened cock through his jeans and squeezed firmly, sending Ethan arching in his seat. He grasped for Tanner’s belt, but he was too close and the damn steering wheel blocked his path. He growled and settled for tugging Tanner’s shirt free and running his hungry hands over all that hot, smooth skin. It was all going along swimmingly in Ethan’s mind until Tanner suddenly pushed off and landed back in his seat, a flushed panting mess.

      “Fuck.” Tanner wiped his hands down his face and stared at Ethan, whose gaze was stuck on the dishevelled state of his shirt and the tempting display of skin he’d only had his hands on seconds before.

      Tanner’s gaze swept the car park and Ethan cottoned on quick.

      Shit. Sure enough, the older couple in the next car were studying them with open disapproval. Ethan straightened in his seat and sent them a jaunty wave. The woman’s gaze narrowed, and she said something to her husband. They pulled out of their park seconds later.

      Ethan turned back to Tanner, who was busy tucking himself in, and they broke out in fits of laughter.

      “I hold you fully responsible for that.” Ethan wiped at his eyes.

      “Yeah, yeah. Like you weren’t eyeing me like a fucking ice cream.” Tanner swept some sugar from his shirt. “Not to mention it was you who called me over.”

      “Yes, well. That was only because you needed your face cleaned like a damn toddler.” He leaned over to brush a few crumbs from Tanner’s groin, then looked up and winked. “There, that’s better.”

      Tanner grabbed Ethan around the wrist and brought his hand back to his hard cock. “Tell that to him, you little tease.”

      Ethan bit back a laugh. “I’m sure he’ll cope. Now, how about those buns?”

      Tanner reached into the back seat and froze, his face suddenly pinched in pain.

      “Shit, what happened?” He twisted in his seat and helped Tanner slide gingerly back into his.

      “Just my knee. It’ll settle in a minute.”

      “Fuck, I’m sorry.”

      “Wasn’t your fault.”

      “Put your seat back.”

      “What?”

      “Just put it back.”

      Tanner did, and Ethan skirted out and around the car to open the passenger door. Then he started to gently massage Tanner’s leg, just above the knee.

      “What are you— Oh yeah.” Tanner’s head fell back against the headrest. “Right there.”

      “Tell me if it hurts. I travelled for a while with a physiotherapist and he taught me how to do a lot of stuff like this.”

      Tanner groaned under the gentle manipulation. “I don’t think I want to know any more about your friend, but you can keep on doing what you’re doing.”

      “He wasn’t . . . we never . . . fucked, if that’s what you mean.” He continued for a bit longer, then ran his hands lightly over Tanner’s leg through his trousers, trying not to focus on what was just under and slightly to the north of his current location. “Better?”

      “Amazing. Thank you.” Tanner shuffled up in his seat and grabbed the bag of buns while Ethan went back to the driver’s side.

      “You are a man of many talents, Ethan Sharpe.”

      “You don’t know the half of it. Now get that lunch down you so I can get you back to your office without any further molestation.”

      “Can I just say how incredibly disappointing that sounds.” Tanner could throw a seriously impressive pout.

      “Stop that. I’m immune to your witchy charms. Now suck it up, Romeo, or you’ll get us arrested. I have a reputation to uphold.”

      Tanner took a bite of his roll and chewed on it thoughtfully. “So, are you saying you never made out here? Late at night? First awkward teenage fumblings, maybe?”

      Ethan scrunched up the paper bag and threw it at him.
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      Six days later and Ethan wondered where all that fucking light-hearted optimism had disappeared to. Oh, that’s right. It was outside drowning in the rain next to all those damn traffic cones blocking the car park. Any tourist worth their salt was headed for somewhere they had a better chance of staying dry.

      Not a stitch of work had been done on repairing the seal since the previous week, and the café had barely made enough money to cover the fucking coffee bean bill. Certainly not enough to pay the staff. And with an empty café at just after noon on a Thursday when it should have been full, all three of them were slumped around a table, staring at the rain pelting down outside.

      “I see I came to the right place.” Elle slammed the café door shut and took the last seat at the table. “Christ, it’s like a morgue in here. But if you’re deciding whether or not to take a contract out on the fucker, I’m all in. In fact, I’ll fucking do it myself. Why waste good money?” She looked around the table. “Did you call the pisshead today?”

      Ethan nodded. “Five times. You?”

      “About the same. Gave my lawyer another ring as well—see if we can get the bastard for . . . something, deliberate interference or . . . God knows what. But I think Bennett is just waiting us out.” She patted Ethan’s hand. “So, how bad is it?”

      Luce and Adrian shuffled their coffee cups around and avoided Ethan’s eyes.

      He sighed. “Bad. As in, I-can’t-see-any-way-out-of-it bad. Even if we got the car park open again tomorrow, there’s no money to pay our suppliers next week. Hell, I can’t pay them this week. The catering job helped, but even that money’s gone now. I’m having to throw half the food in the cabinet out at the end of the day, and if it weren’t for our regular local business custom, I’d have already closed up shop. Even that’s mostly just a coffee trade. We can’t pay the lease on coffees alone. We need seated customers ordering actual food. Otherwise we may as well be a coffee cart. Be a damn sight cheaper.”

      He ran his fingers through his hair. “God, listen to me moaning. It’s not like you have it any better.”

      “True.” She squeezed his arm. “But I can run this shit from home, you know that. So yes, I’m hurting, but I don’t have the overheads you do. Feel free to bitch and moan all you like.”

      Adrian shuffled in his seat. “You know I have a bit of money put aside, if it would help?”

      Ethan threw up his hands. “No. But… thanks, Ads. I appreciate the offer. I’ve still got some of mum’s put away but I just can’t see it saving us in the long term. If I thought it would, I’d use it. But Bennett has his eyes set on selling this land regardless, and even if the lease did run for five more years, that would be it. I was just hoping things to see it through a little longer so we could consider moving the whole café, if things improved. But there’s no way I’m in any position to do that right now.”

      The café bell sounded for the second time, but Ethan couldn’t even be bothered to look. “See to whoever it is, will you, Ads?”

      “Is this a private party or can anyone join?”

      Damn. The last thing Ethan wanted was Tanner finding him with yet another disaster on his hands. He tried to find a fuck to give and failed. So be it. He turned to see Tanner looking delectable, as usual—a neatly trimmed scruff that had Ethan begging to rub up against it and a soft concerned smile aimed squarely at Ethan. Fuck. My. Life. Ethan groaned and didn’t care who heard it. He’d given up any idea of being able to keep him at arm’s length.

      Elle gave a low whistle. “So who’s this handful of buff yumminess?” She stroked a hand down Tanner’s arm, and his eyes popped. “You’ve been holding out on me, Ethan.”

      He wagged a finger at her. “Behave. He doesn’t play for your team.”

      “Ooooh, I love a challenge.” She slid Tanner a sly smile, which elicited a wink in return.

      Ethan snorted. “Feel free to grab a chair, and there’s probably a hair shirt to pull on somewhere, just so you can really get in the mood. But fair warning, no Pollyanna shit or silver-lining crap allowed. And especially no bright sides or she’ll be right. Those words cross your lips and we may have to lynch you . . . slowly.”

      Tanner chuckled. “I consider myself duly warned.”

      Ethan thought Tanner held his gaze a little longer than was strictly necessary, but maybe that was just wishful thinking. After all, he’d dropped the guy’s butt onto solid ground with a thud and walked away. Tanner had to be pissed, if nothing else, and yet here he was looking far more deliciously handsome than anyone had a right to be.

      He tried to sneak a longer look through lowered lashes, but the angle was wrong, so he gave up and just openly ogled while Tanner got himself seated. Dressed in forest-green chinos and yet another crisp, white shirt with a green-and-white check scarf, Tanner was perfectly edible down to the very last button on the cuff of his soft black leather bomber jacket that had peel me off slowly stamped all over it—at least in Ethan’s mind.

      Goddammit. How was he supposed to keep Tanner in the eternal good-friend-but-nothing-else basket when he kept on turning up looking like an overly dressed Andrew Christian model. Not that he stayed that way for long in Ethan’s overactive imagination, which in two seconds flat had him face down naked over Ethan’s stainless prep table and staring back over his shoulder as Ethan ploughed his arse. Ugh.

      “I take it the unusually empty café has something to do with all the sour looks?” Tanner’s gaze swept the group, pausing at Elle who was staring up at him in unashamed lust.

      Ethan sympathised with her. One look at Tanner had his own dick twitching like someone had mentioned the words lube, orgasm, and right fucking now, all in the same sentence.

      He grimaced and discreetly adjusted himself. “Put it this way. If you thought a sixty per cent drop-off in custom was bad last week, try seventy-five.”

      Tanner gaped. “Son of a bitch.”

      “Yeah. Plus, there’s new competition just up at the turn-off, next to the hairdressers. Competition with ample parking.”

      “Fuck.”

      Ethan nodded glumly. “Pretty much.” He stared at his coffee, aware of Tanner’s concerned gaze.

      “Jesus, Ethan, I’m so sorry. I’d really hoped the catering gig would give you a cash injection, but I’m guessing it wasn’t enough.”

      “It was very sweet of you.” Elle dragged her chair a little closer to Tanner’s.

      “It was,” Ethan said, glancing up. “And if it weren’t for that—” He nodded toward the car park. “—it would’ve done just that. But now it just plugged a leaky ship. I actually got a call from one of your party guests yesterday wanting me to cater two other events, but I couldn’t take them on when I don’t even know if I’ll have a café to work from.”

      Tanner frowned. “It’s that bad?”

      “Worse.”

      “Think the Titanic with its hulking butt up in the air,” Adrian added gloomily.

      Tanner frowned. “That’s pretty damn pessimistic.”

      Adrian threw open his hands. “Hey. That’s me being optimistic, kiddo.”

      Lucy slugged Adrian on the arm. “Shut up.”

      Adrian stabbed a finger Ethan’s way. “He said no Pollyanna shit.”

      Ethan nodded. “I did. And it’s fine, Ads.”

      Tanner laughed. “Right. No Pollyanna shit. Got it. So, how about another round of coffees? Can I do that?”

      Adrian slapped him on the back. “That you can do. I’ll bring them over.”

      “I’ll help.” Lucy stood to join him, then paused and turned to Tanner, wide-eyed. “Oh. My. God. I’ve finally placed your name. It’s been bugging me all this time. You were that crazy-good snowboarder, right? It was a while ago . . .” Her face blazed red. “Shit, I didn’t mean—”

      “That I’m old?” Tanner laughed. “I am, but you’re right. I boarded for a few years and had some success.”

      “Some success? Ethan, do you know who this guy is?”

      He studied Tanner with a playful smile. “Yeah, I’ve heard all about his pro snowboard career. Pretty damn amazing. But you know me and sport, Luce.”

      “Oh for fuck’s sake.” She rolled her eyes in frustration. “He’s only the first southern hemisphere boarder to ever win the Laax Open Halfpipe. Did he tell you that? Holy fuck.” She folded over in a dramatic bow.

      Tanner blushed brightly to his hairline.

      “Is that so?” Ethan narrowed his gaze pointedly. “No, he didn’t. You said you were good, mister, nothing about how good.”

      Tanner groaned. “It was a long time ago, Ethan. I’m not that guy anymore. I’m just another middle management cog.”

      He stabbed Tanner’s chest with his finger. “You’ll always be that guy. It’s part of your history. Jesus, be proud of it. At the age I am now, you’d already accomplished something huge. As if I needed more reason . . .”

      Tanner covered Ethan’s hand, the warmth igniting a cascade of emotions.

      “You’re pretty accomplished yourself,” Tanner told him. “More than you give yourself credit for. Look what you’ve dealt with in the last year. It would’ve sunk a lot of other men, regardless of age.”

      They locked eyes and the room disappeared, and Ethan wanted nothing more than to crawl into Tanner’s lap and kiss him silly for believing in him.

      Tanner’s mouth curved up in a smile as if he’d read his mind. Then he released Ethan’s hand and thanked Lucy for remembering him.

      She gave a huge grin. “You’re a fucking legend, man. But I’ll, um, go get those coffees now.” She left with a knowing glance between them.

      Ethan booted Elle gently under the table. She was still staring at Tanner as if he were a popsicle and she had just the tongue for the job.

      She jumped. “What?”

      He simply raised his brows.

      She looked around. “Oh, right. I guess I should be moseying along as well. Nice to meet you, Tanner.” They shook hands again and she grabbed her purse. “I’ll collect my coffee on the way out.”

      Ethan watched her leave with a shake of his head. “Sorry about that.”

      Tanner chuckled. “She seems nice. A handful, but nice.”

      “You’re right. Anyway, how’s your day going? Has to be better than mine. Thanks for the heads-up about Kurt, by the way.”

      Tanner tipped his head. “You’re welcome. He’s a good kid. He’s gonna be hell on your nerves though, for the next couple of years. A cute, baby gay looking like that? Fuck. If I hadn’t known his age, I would’ve been fooled too. I don’t envy you.”

      Ethan slumped in his chair. “Gee, thanks. I’ll add it to the keep-Ethan-awake-at-night list I’ve got going.”

      “Am I on that list?”

      Ethan was sure he blushed fifty shades of crimson. Of course he bloody did. “You’re at the top in huge fucking capital letters, as if you didn’t already know,” he grumbled. “So, stop fishing. Were your bosses—”

      "Senior partners.”

      “Whatever. Were they impressed with the shindig and your branding?”

      “Good redirect.”

      “I thought so,” Ethan acknowledged with a smile.

      Tanner waggled his hand. “Fifty, fifty. Charlie’s keeping an open mind, says it has potential. Mathew’s less convinced, but he’s giving me free rein for the moment. In the end, he’s really only swayed by the bottom line, so I’ll keep working it. Personally, I believe it’s the only way to go. The teams start arriving soon and we need to be ready. Plus there’s the games’ contracts to work up proposals for. We aren’t gonna make any money this year, but if we don’t secure a few contracts before the end of the season, that’ll be it. There’ll be no next year.”

      “For what it’s worth, I think you’re doing the right thing,” Ethan told him. “Not that what I think should carry any weight.”

      Tanner once again covered Ethan’s hand with his own and squeezed. “It carries a lot, actually. And don’t give up on the café yet.”

      “I’m trying not to, but I can hear the fat lady behind me, and she’s coming up fast.”

      “How long do you have?”

      Ethan shrugged. “Not long enough.”

      Tanner leaned back in his chair and played idly with the salt and pepper shakers on the table. “Do you have any slush money?”

      “A little, but I’m loathe to use it. It’s my share of Mum’s insurance. If the café picked up, I was going to use it for improvements, but I’m not throwing good money after bad just to see it go down the fucking tube with everything else.”

      Tanner’s mouth formed a thin line. “I wish I had an easy solution for you.”

      “Yeah, it sucks. But I shouldn’t have let the place get so run down while she was sick. I should’ve seen this coming.”

      “Stop.”

      Ethan’s gaze jerked up.

      “Stop beating yourself up. You lost your mother, Ethan. You were in no position to oversee anything. And if you had been working here, you’d be sitting there now, harping on about how guilty you felt because you didn’t spend enough time with your mother.”

      Hammer meet nail. “True. But enough of that. So, the snow’s not far off, Mr Carpenter. How are you feeling about hitting the slopes again for the first in a while?”

      Tanner’s mouth pressed in a thin line. “Nervous. I know it’s silly, but I’ve made it into this big thing by staying away so long.”

      Ethan slid his hand over Tanner’s. “It’s not silly. Your whole life changed in a split second. Not to mention the surgeries and the long road to recovery and all the stuff that went through your head. It is what it is, Tanner. There was no time frame for when you were gonna be ready to face it again. For what it’s worth, I think it’s a really brave thing you’re doing. You’re not just getting back up there for the enjoyment. You’ve taken on the whole arena of snow sports again as part of your job, and that’s huge.”

      Tanner stared at him for a minute, then reached over and trailed the back of his fingers down Ethan’s cheek. The touch lit him up inside like a damn Christmas tree. He cupped his hand over Tanner’s to keep it in place and pressed his cheek into Tanner’s palm.

      “It’s okay to be scared,” he said. “Just because you’re this grown-up, got-it-together kind of guy on the outside doesn’t mean you can’t shake like a leaf sometimes on the inside. This isn’t a small thing you’re doing. You want me to come with you the first time?”

      Tanner’s mouth twitched, but Ethan could see him thinking. “You don’t even ski.”

      Ethan shrugged. “Maybe not. But I’m a hell of a good cheerleader. And for the right person, I’ve even been known to spice things up with a little incentive. A small reward for bravery, if you like.”

      Tanner snorted. “Sounds perfect. But this wouldn’t have anything to do with cinnamon sugar by chance?”

      Ethan fanned his face and clasped a hand to his chest. “Mr Carpenter! I can’t possibly answer that. What kind of girl do you think I am?”

      Tanner leaned in. “If you must know, I’m hoping for a wanton hussy—”

      “We’re nearly out of milk.” Adrian and Lucy appeared with the coffees and Tanner sprang back.

      Ethan caught Adrian’s concerned look at the delivery of this news, and his last fuck to give suddenly vamoosed. “I guess we should be thankful there’s enough coffee beans,” he said.

      Adrian’s gaze flickered. “Yeah, well, I wasn’t gonna mention it . . . on account of . . . everything, but the delivery didn’t arrive this morning . . . again.”

      The room fell ominously silent and all eyes landed on Ethan, waiting for detonation. He gaped for a minute in total disbelief, but then a bubbling, slightly hysterical cackle rose and broke from his mouth. “Fuck me.” Tears streamed down his face, accompanied by unattractive snorts of choked giggles. He couldn’t catch his breath and they all eyed him like he’d finally lost his shit completely, and maybe he had.

      Adrian shook his head. “Jesus, should we call someone? I told you guys I woke up with a bad feeling.”

      Ethan balled his serviette, threw it at his barista, and the whole table erupted into manic peals of laughter.
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      Ethan checked his phone for the millionth time but still no response from Tanner. He tried not to let it get to him, but damn, he wanted nothing more than to see Tanner’s face right then. Tanner had been snowed under with meetings that week and Ethan had been busy with two tourist group lunches in the café, so other than one quick coffee a couple of days before, they hadn’t seen each other. It wasn’t like he was ignoring Ethan’s calls. Ethan just wanted to feel a pair of solid arms around him right then, more than he wanted to breathe. And since when had Tanner become that go-to guy in his life? Ethan didn’t have an answer, but that didn’t make it any less real.

      “I vote we get trashed,” Luce summed up everyone’s mood.

      All four were staring at the Closed Down sign Ethan had just taped to the café window like it carried the plague. And none of them needed to look far to find the snivelling little rat that had brought it their way.

      William Bennet had been blowing up Ethan’s phone for over an hour, no doubt keen as fucking mustard to claim his lease back and settle on a date to boot Ethan’s arse down the road so he could sell his multi-million-dollar nest egg. With no answer from Tanner, Ethan had reached his limit. He switched it to mute and shoved it in his pocket.

      So far, Ethan had resisted the urge to answer and curse his fucking landlord six ways from Sunday. And, dear God, did he really just use one of mother’s favourite and cringeworthy sayings? He really did need a drink. In fact, for the first time since he’d returned to New Zealand, he ached to be in some nameless, faceless cheap hotel planning his next pointless stop off on a wasted life. Feeling sorry for himself? Fucking oath, he was.

      As of an hour ago, the café and the bank had gone their separate ways. The bank was unwilling to extend Ethan’s line of credit any further, and Ethan wasn’t prepared to throw his mother’s good money after bad. It was a line in the sand he wasn’t prepared to cross. He had enough to pay out his debt and close up on his own accord without invoking any bankruptcy or foreclosure. So it was done. The fat lady was finally front and centre, screaming at the top of her lungs, and there was nothing Ethan could do about it. The Golden Spoon was closed.

      He could have strung out his lease beyond a couple of weeks and stuck it to the obnoxious William Bennett for every single day they could get, but he didn’t trust himself to be around the guy. And to be honest, facing his failure even one day longer than he had to would simply twist the knife deeper. No. He would be gone in a week, and Elle was following the same timeline. With the café no longer there to throw extra clients her way, there was little point in her carrying on either.

      “You joining us?” Luce directed the question to Elle who was slinging her handbag over her shoulder.

      “Hell yeah. First round’s on me. Fat Albert’s?”

      Lucy nodded. “Dingy, flea-ridden, and infested with local trash. We’ll fit right in.” She grabbed Adrian by his jersey and tugged him along. “Come on, grumpy pants. For once your mood might actually lighten the atmosphere.”

      “But I don’t drink—”

      “Shut it, barista baby. All the better. You can give me a lift home.”

      “What? No. You’ll puke in my car and it’ll cost me a fucking fortune to get it valeted.”

      A syrupy smile graced her lips.

      “Ugh, whatever.”

      She slapped him on the back. “That’s the spirit. Come on, you can show me your appalling taste in music.”

      Elle pulled him into a tight hug, which was newsworthy in itself. “You do know your mother wouldn’t hold you to blame?”

      Ethan leaned into the hug for a minute before Elle’s arms dropped. “I do,” he said and meant it. “But she always came through those hard times. And I guess I really wanted to do that for her this time.”

      She stepped back and eyeballed him. “You did your best, son. I’m guessing you never let her know how bad things really were before she died?”

      Ethan dropped his gaze. “I couldn’t. The last thing I wanted was to tell her the thing she’d built her life around was tanking.”

      “I thought not. Shame, really. Because if you had, you might’ve been surprised by her answer. The Paula I knew would likely have told you to get out before it pulled you under.”

      Ethan gaped. In his wildest dreams, he could never imagine his mother saying that. She was a fighter.

      Elle pursed her lips. “Your mother had a practical streak in her a mile wide. She wouldn’t have wanted to leave a dead weight around your neck. She might have been a bit of a dreamer, but she knew when to get tough and when to get out. Saving this place was never going to be easy, even if fuckface hadn’t put the squeeze on. I think your mother just wanted to give you something to keep you busy while you adjusted to life without her.”

      His heart squeezed hard enough to choke the air in his lungs.

      Elle’s expression grew soft and she patted his hand. “Maybe without Bennett’s dirty tricks, the café would have survived. But maybe it was just its time. The place needed a lot of money sunk into it. No, you did your best, Ethan. She’d be proud of you.”

      “If I’d come home earlier, I could’ve helped more.”

      “Don’t be an arse.”

      “What?”

      “Your mother never resented your travelling. She missed you, of course. But she wouldn’t have taken that away from you for anything. Maybe you could have visited a little more often . . .”

      “Or even once, right?” Ethan shook his head. “You can’t gloss over that one.”

      “Yeah, well, we all make mistakes. You needed to discover what to do with your life.”

      “Fat lot of good it did me. I still have no fucking idea.”

      She sniffed. “Then get one. I doubt it was ever gonna be this café though.”

      Jesus Christ. “What the fuck, Elle?”

      She smiled indulgently. “I’m just saying this was her dream, not yours. I’m sure she never meant it to be a permanent career for you.”

      “There’s still Lucy and Adrian. They needed those jobs.”

      “Have you talked to them?”

      He shook his head.

      “Then don’t assume anything.” She eyed him sternly. “We might have lost a battalion or two, but you are all too young to be burying the whole damn army. Get through this and then see where everyone stands. Now, take me for that drink before that beady-eyed piss fuck arrives to tear up my lease and you have to bail me out of jail for culpable homicide.”

      Ethan snorted. “Elle, if he arrives now, you’ll have to fight me for the privilege, and then we’ll bury the fucking body. There’ll be no jail for either of us.”

      She grinned brightly. “There’s my boy. Come on, I’ll even drive you, or at least Adrian will. Let’s see if we can both puke in his car.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Tanner leaned against his office window, rested his cheek on the glass and peered down the road at the stacks of cones now sitting by the entry to the café car park. It was no longer closed off, but he couldn’t see any further. His heart stuttered in his chest. What did that mean for Ethan who so stubbornly owned every waking minute of Tanner’s thoughts, regardless of how often he tried to leverage him out so he could get some work done.

      It had been a shitty day, full of conferences with event space managers and arguments with his partners who couldn’t see past the snobby ends of their noses and who were starting to run scared of his southern and local branding initiative. But Tanner knew the snowsport world—had lived it. He had faith it could work. They could be successful. Their marketing strategy was almost wrapped up, and he could see the end in sight. His partners just needed to trust him, and it was beginning to grate on him that they didn’t.

      None of that helped by discovering just a few minutes ago that he’d missed three calls from Ethan while his phone had been turned off in his last meeting. Dammit to hell.

      The short text following had done nothing to ease his concerns.

      Hey. I know you’re busy, but I need to talk if you get some time. Crap day.

      What’s more, Ethan now wasn’t answering his phone or replying to any texts, and Tanner was climbing the walls.

      He’d only caught up with Ethan once since the previous week, both their schedules too crammed for anything more. Although Ethan had twice sent Adrian up with a tray of coffees for them all, which had gone some way to smoothing Tanner’s ruffled feathers. He’d had to settle for exchanging texts, but Ethan wasn’t one for long, gushy epistles, and Tanner found it infinitely less than satisfying.

      Still, they were supposed to have a date tomorrow night, a word they’d both agreed upon after much gnashing of teeth, so it wasn’t like Ethan was running away. Maybe Tanner just needed to calm the farm and be patient.

      Anyone would think he was stalking the poor guy. Pffft. If he were truly stalking Ethan, he’d be obsessing over what he was doing, watching for a glimpse of his car coming or going like a goddamn creeper, not to mention he’d probably have sent the guy a bunch of pick-me-up flowers or some such rubbish, right? As it was, they were just a few fucking dahlias. And who doesn’t like dahlias? Ugh.

      He shuffled to the far end of the window where the view was clearer—how he knew that was nobody’s business but his own—and leaned forward to better peer down the road.

      A throat cleared at his shoulder and he banged his temple on the glass.

      “Fuck.”

      Damon grinned. “You want I should grab the binoculars from my desk drawer, or I could just ring the café direct to see how his hotness is bearing up?”

      “Shut up.”

      Damon raised a brow and said nothing.

      “Sorry. I just missed a few calls from Ethan, and then I had a text that said he wanted to talk, but now he’s not answering his phone. I’m gonna head down there to check on him. Can you hold the fort?”

      “Sure. I was just gonna show you the amended times for the downhill events in August.” He dropped a sheet of paper on Tanner’s desk. “And the Winter Pride Festival has released its event calendar for September. Are we gonna target that?”

      Tanner nodded as he pulled on his coat. “Absolutely. None of the other companies even give it a look-in, and being rainbow friendly is damn near the new black in the sports world, in theory at least. Besides, it fits with our down-home local, southland-style agenda. Play nicely. I’ll be back in a bit.”
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      Three minutes later he was scowling at the Closed Down sign in the front door of the café. Damn. It at least explained the calls and the text, but there’d been no response to his knocking, front or back—nor any sign of Elle next door. The place was locked up tight and empty. Chances were they’d gone somewhere to drown their sorrows, but the only number Tanner had was Ethan’s. And when Ethan didn’t pick up on yet another of his attempts to call, Tanner fired off his millionth text and shoved his phone in his pocket. “Fuck.”

      “Can I help you?”

      He spun to find a stout man in his early forties, with thinning hair and an irritated scowl, watching him from the veranda stairs.

      “Just came for a coffee.”

      “Better find yourself a new café, then.” The man waved him away. “This one’s done for.”

      “And who are you?” Though Tanner was pretty sure he knew exactly who this was.

      “I own the place. It’s gonna be sold for apartments. I can give you the developer’s name if you’re interested in one down the track.”

      Bingo. William Bennett, front and centre. Tanner’s fists clenched at his side.

      “Well, I hope you’re proud of yourself, Mr Bennett. Forcing two businesses to close must make you a big man, huh?”

      A vein popped in Bennett’s temple. “It’s my property. Not my fault the son can’t keep his mother’s business going.”

      Tanner wanted to smash the guy so bad he was practically vibrating. But that wasn’t going to do anyone any good. “His mother died, you arsehole. They just needed time.”

      “I gave him time.”

      “You fucked him over is what you did. You’re nothing but a . . . ah, fuck it. You’re not worth the effort.”

      He stalked over, taking some satisfaction from the way Bennett skittered back to keep his distance. Tanner stared down at the weaselly man, taking full advantage of the four or five inches he had on him.

      “Let me make things crystal clear for you,” he warned. “What’s done is done, I can’t change that. But if I hear you’ve given Ethan or Elle any more grief before they leave, I’ll hunt you down, understand?”

      “You can’t talk to me like that.”

      “I just did. Now do you understand?”

      Bennett’s nervous gaze flicked around the car park before he finally nodded.

      “Good. Now get out of my way.” Tanner shoved past and pulled his phone from his pocket.

      Just been to the café. Where are you?
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      Nine-thirty came and went, and still nothing from Ethan. Sylvia and Damon had left hours before, leaving him working, something neither of them had been happy about. They’d grilled him mercilessly, shocked at the café’s sudden closure, and offered to take him for a drink, but Tanner wasn’t in the mood. He was a jittery mess. He needed to stay working, stay close to the café in case Ethan or someone came back for his car. There was no way he’d relax before hearing from him.

      He just had to trust the others were looking after him and not get lost in ridiculous jealousy that it wasn’t him doing the damn looking after. He might not fully understand the extent of his protective streak for the guy, but he could hazard a good guess. And the knowledge of how much a guy he’d only made out with a couple of times clearly meant to him should’ve sent him running for the hills, but it didn’t. He was beyond dicking around, pretending this was as simple as a crush. It was something much, much more.

      So, when his phone finally buzzed with an incoming call and Ethan’s name flashed on the screen, Tanner made a gold-medal-winning lunge for it, nearly shouting with relief.

      “Ethan, thank God.”

      “Tanner?”

      Shit. “Kurt?” Panic surged through Tanner’s stomach.

      “Yeah, sorry.” Kurt sounded agitated, and it pushed every one of Tanner’s protective buttons.

      “What’s wrong? Where’s Ethan? Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. It’s Ethan. He’s okay . . . kind of.”

      “What do you mean kind of? What happened?”

      “He’s drunk, Tanner. Really, really, drunk.”

      Tanner’s muscles unclenched a little. Drunk. Okay, he could deal with drunk. Hardly a surprise, all things considered.

      Metal clattered somewhere in the background, and Tanner jumped in his skin. “What’s that noise? Where are you?”

      But Kurt clearly had his hands full. “Ethan, don’t . . .  Just leave it . . . please . . .  Come away from there . . .” He sounded well out of his depth.

      “Kurt, talk to me. Are you at home?”

      “Sorry, what? No . . . Ethan, stop it,” he shouted.

      “Kurt!” Tanner raised his voice to get heard. “Where are you?”

      “We’re at the café. Ethan won’t leave. They all went for a drink after the bank pulled their credit today. He didn’t even tell me, Tanner. What the fuck? His own brother . . .”

      “Kurt, what happened?”

      “Adrian drove Luce and Elle home, but Ethan was gonna call a taxi since we live in the opposite direction. Adrian called me to check he’d got home, but he never arrived. So, I caught a cab back here to check and he was in the kitchen, throwing stuff around. He won’t budge, Tanner. He’s so fucking plastered, he can barely walk, and he never gets like this. I don’t know what to do. He’s trying to pack up the whole damn kitchen, and he’s making a mess. Says he doesn’t want to see the place ever again. I um . . .  Ethan don’t lift that . . .  Shit, I have to go. He’s wrecking stuff. I don’t know what to do.”

      Fuck. “Stay there. I’m still at my office. I’ll be there in five.”

      “Thanks . . .  I’m sorry. I just didn’t know who to call. Then I thought of you and I knew he had your number . . .”

      “You did the right thing. I’ll see you soon.”
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      He could hear Ethan’s drunken exertions before he’d even turned into the café car park. The banging, shouts, and crashing out back sounded like World War III had broken out in suburban Queenstown with the café at its epicentre. With the front still in darkness, Tanner drove around the back to be greeted by trays and mixing bowls strewn randomly across the dirt between the café and Ethan’s car. And just as he pulled into a park, another flew through the rear kitchen door to join them. Holy shit.

      He pulled up his big-boy pants, took a deep breath, and walked inside. He hadn’t expected to find Ethan just inside the door, tray in hand, mid-throw. “Hey, hey, hey.” He grabbed the hand locked around the tray and jiggled it free. “There’s enough kitchen equipment out there to start up three bakeries.”

      Ethan spun and staggered drunkenly, and Tanner grabbed his waist to steady him. “Whoa there, slugger.” He hooked a chair with his foot and pushed Ethan into it. “That’s a good arm you’ve got there, but how about you save it for another time?”

      He spied Kurt across the kitchen. “You okay?”

      Kurt blew out a shaky breath. “Yeah, I guess.” He looked anything but.

      Still, he wasn’t Tanner’s priority. “Good. How about you go collect the stuff outside, and we’ll see if we can’t get this guy home, huh?”

      “On it.” Kurt headed for the door, clearly pleased to do anything that meant he didn’t have to deal with Ethan.

      “Leav’ it.” Ethan shouted. “Don tousssh a thing.”

      Kurt hesitated, and his gaze flicked between them.

      “Don wanna g’ome . . .” Ethan slurred and struggled to get to his feet. “Nee ta pack . . . have ta get out . . . hate thish fuck’n place.”

      Tanner kept a firm grip on his shoulders. “You’re not going anywhere until I say so. Don’t make me sit on you. You know I will.” He nodded for Kurt to keep going, got to his knees, and wrapped Ethan into an awkward hug. “We’re gonna get you home.”

      Ethan nestled his face into Tanner’s neck, and the wave of alcohol fumes nearly knocked him out cold. “Holy fuck, Ethan. How much did you drink?”

      Ethan grinned against his neck. “Don’ ’member. Doessshnt matter.”

      Tanner chuckled. “It will tomorrow, I guarantee that.”

      He pulled back and pouted, and Tanner was so fucking charmed. How was that even possible? The guy was completely, unattractively smashed, and he still managed to look dangerously adorable.

      “I’m . . . f-fine. Ya know—” Ethan ran a blurry gaze over Tanner’s face, his head bobbing drunkenly. “You’re . . . pretty. An ya smell nice.”

      Tanner snorted and popped a kiss on Ethan’s forehead. “I wish I could say the same about you, well the smelling part, at least, because you’re always pretty.”

      Ethan struggled to hold Tanner’s gaze. “I . . . ssshtink. I’ve bin drinkin’ . . . ya know?”

      He ran his thumb over Ethan’s lips. “I kind of guessed.”

      Ethan ran a hand up his side. “So, ya . . . ya thin-k I’m pretty . . . T-Tanner who is also gay?”

      He stared into Ethan’s eyes, surprised not to see the slosh of alcohol in their depths. “I do,” he answered seriously. “I think you’re the most beautiful man I’ve ever laid eyes on.”

      Ethan tried for a bright smile that somehow fell into a slightly creepy intoxicated leer. “Yeah?”

      He swayed in his seat and Tanner reached out to steady him. “Easy there, tiger.”

      Ethan’s expression faltered, then turned miserable, and his jaw trembled slightly. “The bank . . . pulled tha plug . . . wankers . . .”

      He wrapped Ethan up in his arms, ignoring Kurt’s curious glances.

      “I know, sweetheart.”

      Kurt’s gaze narrowed at the endearment. “Are you two . . . ?”

      Tanner shook his head and waved Kurt on with his hand.

      “I haf . . . ta close the café,” Ethan continued, voice breaking. “Fuck, Tanner. I’m such a fuck’n loser.”

      Kurt inhaled sharply and Tanner caught him wiping his eyes, but the teen kept working, hauling the last of the kitchen stuff inside.

      “You’re not a loser, sweetheart.” He lowered his lips to Ethan’s ear. “You’re the best man I know. Shit happens. You’ll get through this. You have friends and a brother who love you. We’ll all help.”

      Ethan lifted his head and gave a wobbly smile. “Ya know, I thing I like ya, Tanner.” Ethan jerked forward and planted a sloppy kiss on Tanner’s surprised lips.

      Tanner cradled his face and gently pushed him back. “I like you too, Ethan.” And unable to resist, he brushed his lips across Ethan’s forehead, just a soft glide, nothing more.

      Ethan groaned. “Mmm. That’s nice. I . . . wouldn’t mind . . . if ya wanna . . . sid on me . . . ya know, like ya said . . . ride ’em cowboy, right?” He chuckled and his head slumped down onto Tanner’s shoulder, and just like that he was out like a light.

      Kurt stood frozen mid-stride, another load of trays in his hand. “Holy shit. Did he say what I just think he did?”

      Tanner snorted. “He did indeed. So take this as a lesson for your young gay mind. Don’t drink and ride.”

      Kurt barked out a laugh. “I am so not letting him forget this. One more load and I’m done.”

      “Great. I think it’s gonna take both of us to get him out of here. We’ll take his car. I’m not having him puking in mine.”
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      Ten kilometres and a few minor hiccups later—mostly involving door locks, radio stations, volume control, seatbelts, and an emergency handbrake—they finally got Ethan home after he’d proved to be a determined and accomplished escape artist. Both Tanner and Kurt had the bruises to prove it.

      Getting him inside the house took even more cajoling, a ton of patience, a good sheen of sweat, and Tanner giving into Ethan’s demand for a stolen kiss or two, much to Kurt’s amusement. They got him to use the bathroom, down a big glass of water, and to allow Kurt to undress him. Tanner held him steady and did his best to keep his eyes averted. Then they manhandled Ethan’s drunk arse into bed alongside a couple of ibuprofens, more water, and an empty bucket. Mission fucking accomplished.

      By then it was after midnight, and Kurt offered Tanner the bed in the spare room, but Tanner wasn’t gonna risk Ethan waking up and going walkabouts while he was still pissed as a newt.

      “I’ll take the couch,” he said. “That way I can intercept him mid-run if necessary.”

      Kurt laughed. “Fine.” He opened a cupboard and threw a pillow and blanket Tanner’s way. “Bryn normally sleeps by the fire, if that’s okay?”

      Tanner nodded. “No worries.”

      “Wake me if wonderboy gives you problems and you need to tag team him, okay?”

      Tanner laughed. “Will do.”

      Kurt’s gaze flicked to Ethan’s bedroom. “Was I, um, that bad?”

      Tanner thought for a second before answering. It wasn’t really his place, but . . .  “Worse. At least your brother’s conscious and talking. You were comatose with a potentially lethal drug on board. You could have died, Kurt. Ethan was scared out of his mind.”

      He stood for a moment, then simply nodded and disappeared into his bedroom.

      Tanner grabbed a glass of water and took a seat at the breakfast bar with a weary sigh. Bryn plonked herself at his side and stared up at him hopefully. “Come on then.” He got to his feet. “Where do they hide them?”

      The Spaniel took off through the back of the kitchen and Tanner followed to find her sitting ever so nicely in front of a cupboard that held a large bag of dog treats. “Good girl.” He scruffed her ears and fed her a couple of biscuits, then picked up his water and went to listen at Ethan’s bedroom door. Nothing but snuffled snores. Excellent.

      He made his way back to the sofa bed, canned the idea of getting undressed, and just collapsed onto the mattress, tucking the scratchy tartan blanket under his chin. Not like he was gonna get a lot of sleep anyway.

      He woke—feeling like he’d had all of three minutes sleep—to the unmistakable sound of someone retching in a bathroom. No prizes for guessing who. He glanced at the clock. 2.00am. Shit. He rubbed his eyes, threw off the cloak of porcupine quills masquerading as a blanket, and set out to investigate.

      He found Ethan on his knees in the family bathroom, wearing nothing but his briefs, with his arms wrapped around the toilet bowl. He looked decidedly green and smelled . . . well, as expected.

      Tanner wet a towel and handed it to Ethan, who didn’t even look up.

      “Go away, Kurt,” Ethan grumbled.

      Tanner drew Ethan’s hair back as he wiped the cloth over his face. “Not Kurt, but I’m happy to leave you to it if that’s what you want?”

      Ethan’s head lolled up. “What . . . ? Ah, fuck.” He spun back and heaved into the bowl once again.

      Tanner kept hold of his hair and gently rubbed between Ethan’s shoulder blades until he was done. “You need some water?”

      Ethan nodded.

      He fetched Ethan’s water from the bedroom and watched from the edge of the bath as he sipped cautiously, forcing every mouthful. With a third gone, he waved off Tanner’s help and got gingerly to his feet. Then he rinsed out his mouth and stood head down, leaning over the hand basin, groaning. Finally he pushed off and lurched unsteadily to the door.

      Tanner grabbed him around the waist before he keeled sideways and did his best not to think about just how much bare skin he had hold of. He might be on the thin side, but Ethan’s muscles were firm and his skin warm and smooth. “Come on, sunshine. Let’s get you back to bed.”

      “Not funny, arsehole,” Ethan griped but accepted the help, leaning into Tanner’s side.

      “It kind of is, actually.” Tanner planted a soft kiss to Ethan’s temple before he could think better of it. Hungover Ethan was just too delightful for words.

      In the bedroom, he pushed more ibuprofen and another glass of water into Ethan’s hands and watched as he swallowed. Then he helped him back into bed and drew the covers over his bare shoulders.

      “You want a story?” He threaded his fingers through Ethan’s thick, dark hair.

      “Fuck off.”

      Tanner chuckled and turned to leave. “Goodnight, Ethan.”

      Ethan grabbed his hand. “I tried to call,” he said softly. “Thanks.”

      Tanner squeezed lightly. “I know. It’s fine. And you’re most welcome.” He switched off the bedside lamp and headed for the door.

      “Stay . . . please?”

      The words were spoken so quietly, Tanner almost missed them, but once they settled in his brain, there was no question. He slid alongside Ethan, careful to stay above the sheets and pulled the comforter over them both. Then he turned on his side and slung an arm around Ethan’s waist to draw him close. Ethan shuffled back and nestled against him with a contented hum, and Tanner sighed, flooded with the sense of being exactly where he needed to be.
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      Son of a goddamn bitch. Ethan rolled onto his back feeling like he dragged the combined weight of two solar systems behind him—one of which orbited inside his skull with flat tyres and the handbrake on while the other seemed intent on smothering him as he sweated molten nails.

      He pushed the comforter down, risked a peek through one eye, and ugh, who turned the damn sunlight on full beam? He pulled the pillow over his head, took a few deep breaths, and did a system check.

      Mouth tasted like a sewer: check. Every muscle in his body aching: check. His stomach had been through a spin cycle: check. Acid throat: check. And a head that felt like it had spent the night as a bell clanger up a church tower on Christmas Eve—Jesus Christ, kill me now: fucking check.

      A motherfucking hangover. He recognised that part, but . . . holy fuck . . . he’d never felt so ill in all his life. And that was saying something after four years of travelling and partying under his belt. What the hell had he drunk?

      He lay as still as a log in a vain attempt to calm the motion sickness swirling in his gut and tried to thread his memories of the previous day into some order that made sense. The bank. Fuck. Something warned him to stop right there, but that would be too easy, right? He remembered trying to get hold of Tanner and then them all going for a drink to drown their sorrows. Okay, so far, so good. A few beers? So what? But then . . . crap . . . there was something about a fucking shot challenge . . . and . . .  Oh. My. Fucking. God. How many rounds of tequila did he drink?

      All he remembered was losing the challenge to Lucy—and how the fuck had that happened—then demanding a rematch, ugh, several in fact. Goddammit, why did they let him do that? The rest blurred into memories of more beer, an open bottle of Jim Beam, further tequila—and holy shit, that stuff really needed a health warning—fighting with Adrian about the barman taking his glass away, grabbing the bottle, and lurching out the door, and then refusing to get in Adrian’s car. Oh, god, he’d been such a prick. A taxi. Right. He’d taken a taxi somewhere. Shit. And then, oh fuck . . . Kurt. Somehow Kurt was in there.

      Ethan’s bladder sent an emergency warning that had him staggering to the bathroom to sit and clear his head—standing to pee wasn’t even an option. He’d seen better days and a lot of them. He took note of the wet towel on the floor and the sad state of the toilet and groaned. So he’d been up at least once to revisit the tequila. Awesome.

      Any thoughts of coffee or breakfast died an early death. He wasn’t sure he’d eat again this side of Christmas, and just the thought of coffee sent his stomach into full fight or flight mode. He’d handle the hangover the way he always did with half an ocean of water, ibuprofen, and maybe a piece of toast. Then it would be bed until the world seemed a more friendly place. A week should do it.

      He cleaned his teeth, ran a wet cloth around his face and neck and a little further south, because . . .whoa . . . yeah, he needed a shower like yesterday. That wasn’t gonna happen yet, but a man had to breathe. He ditched his stale briefs and stumbled naked to the bedroom to sleep off the day. It was a good plan, except for the part where there was someone else already in his bed, apparently. What the fuck?

      He put a hand out to steady himself on the door frame and replayed the night once more in his head, trying to find an answer to the soft snores bubbling under the comforter. But no matter how hard he tried, Ethan couldn’t remember picking anyone up, much less bringing them home. And even drunk off his face, he doubted he’d bring a stranger back to their house, not with Kurt . . .  Oh shit . . . Kurt. He stuck his head into the hall, relieved to hear the familiar buzz of Kurt’s snore. The kid sounded like a bumblebee on steroids, always had.

      Back to the body in Ethan’s bed. There was something about it teasing at his brain, something . . . familiar. He took a couple of steps closer and the body shuffled to its back. The comforter slipped from a T-shirt-clad shoulder and . . . holy shit. Ethan leaned forward just to be sure. Yep, no doubt about it. Tanner.

      Fucking, fuck, fuck. Ethan’s knees wobbled and he dropped to the side of the bed. How the hell did Tanner end up in Ethan’s bed? Oh god. Had Ethan called him? Why didn’t he remember that? Shit. Had they . . . ? Did he and Tanner . . . ? He trolled his memory but . . . nothing.

      Even drunk, Ethan couldn’t imagine forgetting having sex with Tanner. He clenched a few times, but his arse felt . . . normal. So there was that. But that didn’t mean nothing happened. Still, it wasn’t possible, right? He wouldn’t have forgotten something like that. Him and Tanner? No. Something that stupendous would have embedded even in his alcohol-soaked brain . . . wouldn’t it? But then how the hell . . . ?

      “I can hear your brain cranking overtime from here.” Tanner lifted his head, his surprised gaze travelling Ethan’s naked frame with heated appreciation. “Well, that’s the best damn sight I’ve woken up to in a long time,” he chuffed hoarsely.

      Ethan glanced down. “Fuck.” He snagged a T-shirt from the clean-washing pile on the top of his dresser and held it against his groin, feeling the blush hit his hairline.

      Tanner laughed. “Don’t worry for my sake. I’ll close my eyes if you like?”

      Ethan saw nothing funny in that. “What are you doing here . . . I mean in here . . . in my bed?”

      Tanner propped himself up on one elbow and rearranged his pillows before sitting a little straighter. “You asked me.”

      Fuck a duck. Jesus, he needed a damn minder. “I did?”

      Tanner studied him with a mischievous glint. “You don’t remember?”

      Ethan’s cheeks heated and he flustered, “No. I mean, I don’t remember . . . much . . . really. Um, did we . . . ?”

      Tanner arched a brow.

      Ethan sucked in a faltering breath. “Did we . . . you know . . . ?”

      “Fuck?” Tanner supplied the word Ethan couldn’t get past his lips.

      He nodded sheepishly. “Yeah, or . . . anything?”

      Tanner grinned. “Well, that leaves plenty of options, but no, Ethan, nothing happened between us, so you can relax.”

      “Oh, thank fuck.” Air whooshed out of his chest and he fell face-first on the bed. Tanner’s hand landed on the small of his back, his very naked back, coming to rest just above his hips. Ethan’s mind zeroed in on the soft, heated connection as time stood still in his heart. If he didn’t move, maybe Tanner would forget it was there.

      Tanner barked out a laugh and his fingers traced a small circle over Ethan’s skin that made him shiver. “I think I should be offended by that,” he said.

      Ethan huffed, still trying not to move. “Sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. I just hoped I hadn’t . . . missed anything.”

      Tanner’s hand stilled and moved away. Ethan wanted to grab it and put it back where it belonged, which was apparently anywhere on his skin. Instead, he groaned and rolled over to face Tanner, dragging the sheet over his lower half for some semblance of dignity.

      “Was I a dick last night?”

      Tanner met his nervous gaze with a bemused one. “Not to me. But you might want to have that conversation with your brother. He had a fair bit of trouble getting you home. That’s where I came in. You were determined to pack up the entire café last night and weren’t about to be talked out of it.”

      “God, I’m so sorry. Bits and pieces are banging around in my head but there are way too many gaps.” He winced. “I do recall something about throwing a few trays out the door though . . . I think?”

      Tanner smiled. “One or ten.”

      Shit.

      “Not to worry, we rescued them.”

      “We?”

      “Kurt and I.”

      “Ugh. Another fine example set by his older brother, huh?”

      Tanner reached over and tucked a lock of hair behind Ethan’s ear. “I think you get a free pass on last night, all things considered.”

      He sighed and tucked his head into Tanner’s shoulder—anything to avoid those scrutinising eyes. Tanner stiffened, then slowly relaxed and rested his cheek against Ethan’s hair.

      “Did I . . . you said I asked you to stay . . .” Ethan began, then a sudden thought occurred to him. “Oh fuck . . . I didn’t try to jump you or grope you or anything, did I? I’m really sorry . . .”

      Tanner put a finger to Ethan’s lips. “Shh. Stop apologising. You were sweet. It was fine.”

      “Hey!” Kurt stormed into the room and loomed over Tanner, eyes widening at Ethan’s semi-naked state. “If you took advantage of him, I’ll kick your—”

      “Whoa there.” Tanner raised his hands. “Nothing happened, but thanks for the vote of confidence, kid.” He flicked back the comforter to show he was still fully dressed. “I got up to help Ethan in the bathroom during the night. Then I crashed on the bed to keep an eye on him after. That’s it.”

      Kurt’s gaze shifted to Ethan, who confirmed with a nod, and Kurt’s bluster deflated just like that. “Just as well.” He shot Tanner a look. “Sorry, but I don’t know you that well.”

      “Thanks for having my back, little brother.” Ethan threw out a fist, which Kurt bumped distractedly. “It appears I have a lot of apologising to do, but to be honest, I feel like crap. Can we save the embarrassing rehash and apologies until my stomach starts talking to me again and my mouth doesn’t taste like the back end of a slum?”

      Kurt nodded. “I’ll be taking notes.”

      Ethan rolled his eyes, then really, really wished he hadn’t.

      Kurt caught the squeamish expression and threw him a shit-eating grin.

      Tanner stood. “Right, blinds shut, princess?”

      Ethan’s groan had gratitude written all over it. He drew the blankets up to his chin and was out cold before the door even closed.
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      When he finally levered his swollen eyelids open again, the house was blessedly silent, which meant Kurt was at school, leaving Ethan alone and, dear God, was he still hungover—front and centre and inescapable. He blinked slowly and took a second to get a few thoughts in a semi-coherent row. He propped himself up on one elbow and winced at the jolt of pain that shot through his temples, but nothing swam and the room stayed in one place, so all in all, not a bad start until he remembered—the café. Fuck. So, not a bad dream, then.

      The slam of a cupboard door somewhere in the house shot him upright with a nauseating lurch. He scrambled for the empty bucket, but dry retching and an unsavoury drool were all he had left to give. He took a small slug of water and kept the bucket close.

      Another slam . . . and yeah, definitely not alone. Dammit. If Kurt was skipping school again, he’d nail his balls to the wall. He shook his head to see if he could startle a few more neurons into action and pushed off the bed. His legs worked. Yay, bonus.

      Random snapshots of his less than stellar behaviour the previous night flashed through his brain, and he swallowed hard. Jesus, what a douche he’d been. What the hell must Tanner think? He’d acted out like a damn teenager, like . . . Kurt. Goddammit. Yep, Hypocrites R Us.

      He stumbled into a clean pair of briefs and a sweatshirt, swallowed a couple more ibuprofen, hit the bathroom, and then made his way to the kitchen where he found . . .

      “Tanner?”

      He turned and gave Ethan a calculated once-over, no doubt determining his relative position on the hopelessly drunk and recovering scale. Then he smiled, and Ethan sensed all was not lost. Although he might not forgive Tanner for looking so fucking composed and chipper. And hot, did he mention hot?

      “Well, well, well. If it’s not the midnight café packer and all-round-fun party animal himself. Feeling any better?” Tanner took a sip of his coffee, looking far too pleased with himself.

      “Getting there.” Ethan slunk past him to the fridge for a glass of iced water, guzzled half of it, and took a seat at the breakfast bar, trying to look a damn sight more together than he felt. But if the raised eyebrows and amused expression were anything to go by, Ethan hadn’t pulled it off.

      Tanner observed Ethan over his coffee cup. “How’s the stomach?”

      He waggled his hand. “So-so. Shouldn’t you be at work?” He scanned the living area. “And where’s Kurt?”

      Tanner grabbed two slices of toast, buttered and slathered it with marmite—the go-to Kiwi hangover cure—and pushed it Ethan’s way. “Eat, then talk.”

      Ethan took one look, met his stomach at the back of his throat, and pushed the plate back. “Ah, thanks, but I’m not hungry. And I, um, don’t really want to talk.” Was he being a dick? Yes. So sue him. He was humiliated, hung over, and as of yesterday, unemployed. No one could blame him for taking a bit of time to wallow in some much-deserved self-pity.

      Well, almost no one. Tanner grabbed his hand and slapped the toast right into it. “I said, eat.”

      Bossy fucker.

      They faced off for a few moments before Ethan finally gave in and shoved a bite into his mouth. “Happy?” he mumbled in a snotty voice, spitting crumbs like a grumpy toddler.

      “Deliriously.” Tanner turned his back and continued with whatever he was doing on the far bench, which prompted Ethan to move alongside and finally take a look himself, and . . . fuck. Several meals worth of salad, roasted veggies, and what smelled like a lamb casserole stole into view. He glanced at the clock. 2.00pm. Holy shit. Tanner had cooked all damn morning while Ethan had slept. He almost choked on his toast, having to force the last piece past his embarrassment. Way to go, arsehole.

      He swallowed and cleared his throat. “Is this all for us?”

      Tanner nodded without looking up. “I thought you could use a bit of help. It’s gonna be pretty full-on for you the next week.”

      God, this man. Ethan shifted his hand to the small of Tanner’s back. “I’m sorry for behaving like a spoiled brat. I can’t believe you did all this. And I’m sorry about last night. You didn’t need to see that.”

      “Hey.” Tanner turned to face him, and Ethan’s hand slid to his hip. “No apology needed. I was in a meeting, and by the time I got your message, I’m guessing you’d all started in on your drinking session.”

      Ethan thumbed circles on Tanner’s hip. “Bennett was blowing up my phone before we left, so I stuck it on silent, and then . . . yeah.”

      Tanner cupped his cheek. “I’m pretty sure I’d have done the same. And as for the food, I’m actually a pretty good cook and I don’t often get the opportunity. I enjoyed it. So, how about you grab a shower, and then we can talk. And Kurt’s at school, by the way. I drove him in your car. I have to say he’s still pretty pissed off with you for not telling him about the café straight away. I think in his own way, he wanted to be there for you, and he feels pretty much side-lined by the whole thing. I’m afraid you’re gonna have to wear that for a bit. He’s going to a friend’s after school; he’ll be back around five.”

      Ethan nodded. “Yeah, I screwed that up pretty bad. Thought I was protecting him. Turns out, not so much. Anyway, where’s your car?”

      “Back at the café. It seemed prudent to take yours last night, just in case you . . . well, you know.”

      Oh god. Ethan was past praying the ground would open and swallow him up. Self-combustion seemed the much quicker solution. “Oh . . . right. I’ll just, um . . .” He pointed to the bathroom and fled, catching the start of Tanner’s chuckle as he did.
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      Fifteen minutes of scalding hot water later and Ethan felt one hundred per cent better than he had waking up. His brain was almost functioning, and his headache was, well, tolerable. And though his stomach remained on the sour side, food was no longer the worst thought imaginable, so there was that.

      A lot of the previous day still remained little more than scattered bits and pieces of memory, in particular, anything after that first lethal round of shots. There were some fleeting images of Kurt, the café, and even a few of Tanner—notably the one where Ethan offered to ride Tanner like a damn cowboy. Oh. My. Fucking. God. He’d banged his head repeatedly on the wall of the shower after that one—mortified didn’t even begin to cover it.

      Tanner should’ve ridden off into the proverbial sunset after that if he’d had any sense, but instead, he was not only looking after Ethan, but cooking for him as well, and . . . holy fuck . . . even sleeping next to him to keep him safe from his ridiculous self.

      Not that Ethan was complaining. Tanner in his bed that morning had gathered most of the fantasies Ethan had indulged in over the past couple of weeks and presented them wrapped in a bright red bow. Tanner’s sleep-muddled face and cute-as-hell morning bedhead with those sexy-as-shit silver flecks at the temple had near dropped Ethan to his knees. He was so screwed over the guy.

      His hand wrapped around his hardening dick, and he test ran a few strokes, keeping the image of a sleepy morning Tanner forefront in his thoughts. He imagined Tanner lifting the sheets and sliding down in the bed to take him deep and . . . ugh . . .  He dropped his hand and banged his head against the wet wall . . . again. The poor man was just down the hall, and after everything he’d done to help out, here Ethan was getting busy with images of Tanner going down on him. He was a sick, sick puppy.

      He slammed the water off and grabbed a towel. Get dressed, thank the nice man for his help, and then drive him back to his car because . . . fuck—it was Friday.

      “Why aren’t you at work?” Ethan strode into the kitchen still towelling off his hair in order to ask that very question, but the sizzling look on Tanner’s face as he froze mid-drink of water stopped Ethan in his tracks.

      That he wasn’t incinerated on the spot might well remain one of life’s enduring mysteries, because, holy shit, Tanner looked ready to eat him alive, and Ethan was fully down with climbing up onto the buffet table to let him. His gaze raked over Ethan’s bare chest and all points south, mouth hanging open and looking . . . shit . . .  Ethan knew that look and he swallowed, hard.

      Okay, so maybe he hadn’t thought things through all that well, rushing from the shower to pull on an old pair of low-riding ripped jeans, top button undone, and appearing in nothing else bar a river of water running down his chest from his still-damp hair. Oops. He checked he still had his eyebrows with the level of heat being directed his way, and . . . ugh . . . he was already half-hard and sprouting fast. Jesus George, not now.

      He hung the towel from his arm to cover his, um . . . interest, only to watch Tanner’s gaze roam slowly over the rest of him until it rose back to Ethan’s face, whereon he smirked appreciatively.

      “Jesus, Ethan.” He leaned on the bench and gave a low whistle. “Warn a guy next time before you walk out of his fantasy and into real life looking a fuckton better than anything he’d ever conjured on his own. I think I just used up a life or two.” He took a long swallow of water and continued to stare unapologetically.

      Ethan scrambled to remember why he’d come into the kitchen at all. Oh, right. “Um, why are you here?” he squeaked. He cleared his throat and tried again. “I meant, why are you here and not at work?” Better.

      Tanner sat his glass down and pushed off the bench. “I took the day off. You had a bad one yesterday and I . . . wanted to help. I’m sorry if I’ve overstepped. I took a bit of a wander outside while you were in the shower, by the way. Amazing place.”

      Ethan smiled. “Yeah, Mum did all of it herself, pretty much. There’s no mortgage, which is great. And when her parents died, she set up an extra kitchen in the old barn, even toyed with the idea of creating holiday cottages, being so close to the ski fields. It was her space, you know? Neither of us has had the guts to go in there since she died.”

      “You think you’ll keep the place?” Tanner watched him closely.

      He’d thought so until yesterday. Ethan shrugged. “I’d like to.” He squirmed under the electric attention. It was all too easy to get lost in everything Tanner when they shared the same space. The man really needed to come fully accessorised with a fire extinguisher.

      “And stop distracting me,” he admonished. “Your work? I’m pretty sure you can’t afford to just take the day off. The teams are arriving soon, right? And that deadline for your partners? You should be busy doing that, not babysitting me.”

      Tanner stepped into Ethan’s space, so close he could see himself reflected in the grey of Tanner’s eyes, feel the puff of his breath on his lips. Without even thinking, he tilted his face up in invitation.

      “They’ll survive a day without me,” Tanner said softly, his gaze locked on Ethan. I was kind of screwed up when I couldn’t get hold of you.”

      “You were?”

      “I was.”

      “Mmm.” Ethan squirrelled his arms around Tanner’s waist and revelled in the searing heat of the body that lay just beneath that damned T-shirt. That he was part-naked against Tanner’s fully clothed alternative only ramped up the sexy, illicit hum that zinged between them.

      Tanner’s arms circled Ethan in return, a hand trailing lightly down his back.

      “Is this okay?”

      Okay? Was he on drugs? Ethan had soared past okay into hell the fuck yeah at the first touch of Tanner on his skin. He vibrated with a need that was all too visible were Tanner to take a closer look. That said, the way his jeans were stretched thin across his aching dick, another few seconds and Tanner wasn’t going to need his eyes ’cause Ethan’s cock was gonna rip those suckers to threads and sing hallelujah.

      Their bodies met, and a sigh broke from Ethan’s mouth like the hush of an incoming tide as Tanner’s hips moved against his, nudging Ethan slowly but determinedly back against the door frame. That done, he paused, and Ethan realised Tanner was still waiting for his answer.

      He nodded. “More than okay. Now, get back here.”

      “Yes, sir.” Tanner smiled, his wicked fingers running blistering tracks over Ethan’s hungry skin. One hand slid around to hold him lightly but firmly around the throat while the other cradled the back of his neck, effectively keeping Ethan’s head exactly where Tanner wanted it and . . . oh fucking shit . . . did Ethan like that. Zero to one hundred in a half-second flat. Do not pass go, do not collect two hundred. Do. Not. Fucking. Move.

      “Still okay?”

      Ethan gave a sharp nod. “I’ll tell you if it’s not. Now come here, my lips are getting cold.”

      Tanner chuckled and pressed the lightest of kisses on Ethan’s lips, little more than a whisper, and then pulled back and nibbled along his jawline. “This is probably a bad idea,” he said between kisses and nips.

      Ethan wanted to scream at him to shut up and get back to blowing Ethan’s ever-loving mind, but he didn’t. Instead he turned his face up, licked his lips, and then Tanner’s just because he could, and added, “The absolute worst. And yet here we are.” He wiggled his hips, eating up Tanner’s groan of appreciation. “Making the very best of a terrible idea. And somehow, I’m more than okay with that. You?”

      “Mmm.” Tanner licked across the seam of Ethan’s lips. “You asked why I’m here and not at work?” He peppered kisses between words, and Ethan was pretty sure he purred.

      “Did I? Well, you should ignore me. I’m ridiculous like that. Now how about you kiss me again?”

      Tanner did and then pulled back . . . again.

      Ugh. Ethan growled. “You’re killing me here.”

      “Not my intention.” Tanner kissed his nose. “I just want to be sure you understand that I’m here because this is exactly where I want to be, where I need to be.”

      Oh? Oooohhhh. Ethan hummed his approval. “Well, that’s good, then . . . great . . . actually, ’cause I kind of want you here too, need you here too— Oh for fuck’s sake.” He fisted Tanner’s shirt and in seconds Tanner’s lips were back on his with full intent, and everything else faded to black. He immediately opened, and Tanner’s languid tongue stole in to tease and examine every inch, his taste exploding in Ethan’s mouth. He’d never been kissed like this and thanked every deity he could think of and a few more as Tanner sucked and stroked and licked inside and outside Ethan’s mouth like it was fucking ice cream.

      Then he nibbled his way along Ethan’s jaw to his ear and then down the curve of his neck to his shoulder, setting every nerve on fire in the process. And holy fuck, who knew that shit was detonation material? And all the while those long fingers stayed firmly but gently wrapped around Ethan’s throat, holding him still, pinning him to the door, and Ethan was hands down with every delicious second of it.

      He thought he was a decent lay and most men seemed to enjoy his body, but he’d never been ravished, and there was no other word for what Tanner was doing to him. He systematically lit up every inch of Ethan’s body with his lips and teeth, brushing their groins together with each move and change in direction. It was light years beyond just getting off, and oh god, he might come from the kissing alone.

      Tanner returned to Ethan’s lips just in time to save him from embarrassment, sucked Ethan’s tongue inside his mouth, and dropped the hold on his throat, handing over control.

      Ethan took it, pulling Tanner’s granite arousal alongside his own, thrilled to know he’d done that to this beautiful, sexy man. He might have even growled.

      “Pleased with yourself, I take it?” Tanner nipped his bottom lip between his teeth, then let it go.

      “Fuck yeah I am.” He slammed their lips back together, willing the residue of his headache to get the hell out of his way. His hands found the edge of Tanner’s T-shirt and roamed underneath, finally, finally feeling the heat of Tanner’s skin as his fingers dipped below the waistband of his trousers. Their tips grazed Tanner’s crease and he groaned his approval into Ethan’s mouth, who then grabbed his arse in both hands and jammed them together.

      “Keep that up and I’m not gonna last.” Tanner’s fingers tugged at the zip of Ethan’s jeans until they found entry and wrapped around his aching cock for a couple of short, teasing tugs. Then he pushed Ethan back. “Take the damn things off.”

      Ethan stepped back, bit his lip coyly, and did as he was asked, very, very slowly while Tanner watched with supreme focus, releasing a rumbling growl as Ethan’s blatant lack of underwear was exposed.

      He’d barely thrown his jeans aside when Tanner was on him again, taking him apart with his mouth and hands, this time with Ethan completely naked. As sexy as it was—and it was fucking sexy—he had a whole personal laundry list of things featuring in his what-I really-need-to-see-of-Tanner list. But he’d barely had time to even look at Tanner let alone voice his complaint or reciprocate in any way, because Tanner was still a man possessed. And if Ethan couldn’t get him to ratchet things down a notch or two soon, Ethan was gonna come before his cock even got close to what it had its sights set on—what felt like Tanner’s impressive dick in Ethan’s greedy arse, fucking pronto.

      “I’m gonna blow if you keep this up,” Ethan panted against Tanner’s mouth, pushing his chest to get some space.

      “And that’s a problem because . . . ?” Tanner’s reply muffled against various parts of Ethan’s already hyper-sensitive anatomy.

      Ethan dragged Tanner to eye level. “Because, you ridiculous man, I want to touch you, I need to taste you. I’ve been fucking dreaming about it for weeks. So quit mauling me and let me have at you, dammit.”

      They stared at each other for a moment, Ethan’s breaths shuddering in the face of Tanner’s unapologetic want.

      Finally Tanner nodded. “You only had to ask.” He gave a wry grin and Ethan whacked his arm.

      “Bed.” Ethan dragged Tanner by the hand before he had time to take another breath.

      Once inside his bedroom, Ethan slammed the door shut, relegating Bryn to sulk in the hall, and then prowled a circle around Tanner.

      “First off, my bed, my rules.”

      Tanner’s eyes crinkled in amusement. “I can’t wait to hear this.”

      “First rule . . .” Ethan eyed Tanner. “Get those fucking clothes off before I set fire to them.”

      Tanner snorted and dropped everything to the floor where he stood as Ethan watched on, salivating. Tanner was a fucking wet dream—solid and toned without being gym hardened—and Ethan wanted to run his mouth over every inch of that olive skin that ran for fucking miles. His chest held a good cover of dark hair that wound into a tantalising happy trail south of his flat stomach, and muscled legs from years of training—legs that begged to wrap around Ethan and keep him exactly where Tanner wanted him.

      His eyes locked on Ethan. “Can I take it you like what you see?”

      Ethan rolled his eyes. “Pffft. The fucking space station can tell I like what I see.” He spun a finger Tanner’s way. “Take a turn.”

      Tanner grinned, threw his arms wide, and did a slow circle, his thick cock hard and leaking, his tight arse flexed, and Ethan ached, just fucking ached for a taste.

      “Next rule?” Tanner asked cheekily.

      Ethan reached into the bedside table and threw condoms and lube on the bed. Then he lay flat on his back with his arms and legs spread wide.

      “Second and last rule,” he said with a wicked grin. “Do with me whatever the fuck you want. As long as it ends with that gorgeous dick of yours buried in my arse up to my fucking sinuses, I don’t care. Just don’t keep me waiting.”
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      Tanner hadn’t ever had an invite like it, and with Ethan splayed out on the bed before him like a damn smorgasbord, his long, slender cock bobbing against his belly, he suddenly wasn’t at all certain where to begin. But getting some skin on skin, any skin on skin, to be honest, seemed like a winning start.

      Eyes glued to Ethan’s blown pupils, he approached the foot of the bed, straddled Ethan’s calves, and crawled up on all fours until they were face to face. Then he lowered his mouth and took Ethan’s full, swollen lips in a lingering kiss, reacquainting himself with his unique taste. Ethan’s hips rose, seeking friction, and when their groins brushed, he moaned wantonly into Tanner’s mouth, wrapping a hand around the back of his neck to pull him down so they lay chest to chest. Once he had Tanner settled to his liking, he set up an agonisingly slow grind, writhing up and humming intermittently like a contented cat when he got the angle just right.

      Tanner let him have a loose rein, lost in the delicious sensation and escalating heat between them and the way Ethan just turned his fucking crank like no one before. His lips moved warm and soft against Tanner’s, tongue fucking slowly in and out of his mouth, driving Tanner wild. He loved kissing, and Ethan kissed like a champ, his short stubble brushing Tanner’s cheeks in a delightful rasp. But when Ethan’s hands sought to move the action south, he pushed himself up and pinned both above Ethan’s head.

      Ethan writhed sensuously, a filthy grin on his face, while those sultry brown eyes watched him keenly through dipped lashes. Jesus Christ. He looked set to burn the sheets up with Tanner as his kindling, and Tanner was three seconds away from letting him do just that if he didn’t get some control soon. Ethan was sexy as fuck, and all Tanner wanted was to pin him down and fuck him into next week.

      “Then do it.” Ethan eyeballed him.

      Oops.

      “You think I can’t take it?”

      Tanner snorted. “Fuck that, Ethan, I’m not sure I can take it. I’d hate to embarrass myself.”

      Ethan arched under him, rubbing his whole body up and down Tanner’s. “Not. Possible. You’re so damn sexy, I can’t imagine ever having enough of your hands on me, and once is not gonna do it. I want to suck you till I pull that hesitation of yours right out your damn cock, but I’m too far gone this time. So let’s aim for a shotgun blast and follow it up with a slow burn. Whaddya say?”

      Holy crap. He did not just say that. Tanner shuddered and licked a swathe up Ethan’s neck to nibble on his jaw. “Hold that thought,” he whispered, then bit down hard enough to leave a mark as Ethan groaned and angled his head to give Tanner more room.

      He flipped Ethan to his stomach in one deft move.

      Ethan yelped in surprise, and Tanner swatted his butt. “You complaining? You did tell me to do whatever I wanted . . .”

      Ethan looked back over his shoulder with a huge grin. “Hell no, I’m not complaining.” Then he buried his face back in the pillow and wiggled his butt invitingly. “Come on, old man. Show me what you’ve got.”

      Tanner slapped the other cheek. “Kids these days.”

      Ethan moaned appreciatively, grinding his dick into the duvet for friction. “Fuck, yeah.”

      Tanner ran his hands gently over the red marks and followed them with his tongue. Ethan’s response was electric, and whatever worked for Ethan went straight to the top of Tanner’s to-do list.

      He pushed back onto his heels and his damn knee nearly popped under him. Shit, not now. “Hang on.” He wriggled into a better position that didn’t squish his joint quite as badly and kissed Ethan’s back. “Sorry.”

      Ethan chuckled. “Need a walking stick back there, knee pads perhaps?”

      “Brat.” He nipped Ethan’s hip. “Cut the sass or I’ll find something to fill that snarky mouth for you.”

      Ethan snorted. “Promises, promises.”

      He ran both hands down Ethan’s back in long, languid strokes from shoulder to thigh, letting his fingers trail tantalisingly through Ethan’s crease and then more firmly over the red marks on his arse. Ethan whimpered and pushed up into the touch, seeking more. He grinned to himself and obliged with a softer slap to both.

      Ethan groaned loudly. “Fuck, Tanner,” he mumbled into his pillow. “Holy, crap that’s . . . shit, I don’t know what that is . . . or why . . . but it’s turning me the fuck on.”

      Tanner rubbed the spots again, then kissed each one. “Noted.” Then he licked a path from Ethan’s crease to the base of his neck, and when Ethan turned his head, all shaky and flushed, Tanner captured his lips. They kissed awkwardly for a moment, then Tanner dipped his finger into Ethan’s crease and softly tapped his hole.

      Ethan dropped his head to the pillow and pressed back, looking for more. He was so fucking responsive, Tanner never had to wonder if he was getting it right. Ethan’s messages could have lit up the damn sky.

      He pushed Ethan flat, spread his cheeks, and ran his tongue up his taint and over his hole.

      “Oh. My. Fucking. God.” Ethan clenched tight, then relaxed with a deep, satisfied growl as Tanner went to town on his arse and set about reducing Ethan to a blathering mess. He added a finger alongside his tongue, then another. And then he pulled back and watched them slide in and out of Ethan’s hole until he hit his sweet spot.

      Ethan gasped and lunged back, drawing him deeper. “Tanner, please . . . ?”

      In answer, he slapped Ethan’s arse with his free hand, which earned him another stream of curses. Holy shit. Ethan was the rowdiest, most vocal guy Tanner ever had between the sheets, and he was fucking loving every minute of it.

      “Flip,” he ordered.

      Ethan scrambled to comply and hauled his knees up to his chin in invitation. “Any longer and I swear I’ll top you myself.”

      Tanner smiled down at an antsy Ethan. “In a fucking blue moon, sweetheart. Not saying I don’t want your gorgeous dick inside me babe, ’cause I fucking do, but not this time.”

      Ethan grinned widely and wriggled his hips, sending Tanner’s eyes rolling to the back of his head. “Fucking oath. So, get on it, mister. I’ve got an orgasm with your name on it just waiting to be introduced.”

      Tanner threw back his head and laughed, not sure he’d ever had so much fun in bed. “Behave.”

      Ethan eyed him through a fringe of dark lashes. “You gonna make me, old man?”

      Fuck. Tanner dropped his lips and latched onto Ethan’s throat as Ethan wrapped those lean legs around his waist, bringing his cock into Ethan’s crease.

      “About time,” he growled into the curve of Tanner’s neck. “Now show me what you’ve got, handsome.”

      Tanner knelt and reached for the condom and lube and suited up, batting Ethan’s hand away from any attempt to help. “You’ll be getting nothing inside you but wishful thinking if you keep that up,” he rasped. “I’m a hair’s breadth away from blowing everything on that tight belly of yours as it is. Now pull those gorgeous legs up.”

      Ethan did, and Tanner slid into position, nudging his crease.
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      Ethan jammed his head back into the pillow and muttered something unintelligible with a lot of curses attached at either end, and Tanner found he suddenly needed inside that heat before he exploded on those porn-quality noises alone.

      “You need Google Maps there, babe?”

      “Very funny.” He slapped Ethan’s arse, who fell immediately still, the air around him fair pulsating. It was the closest thing to a sex-turbo-boost button Tanner had ever encountered.

      “Fuck,” Ethan sputtered, staring up through half-lidded eyes. “When you get inside, try that again, yeah?”

      “My pleasure.” Tanner finally got his coordination under control and his angle sorted, thank Christ, and then felt the push back and pop as he gently breached Ethan with the flare of his crown. It took all the willpower he possessed to not just ram home in a single slide, the desperate need to anchor himself in Ethan’s body so damn seductive.

      Ethan tensed and drew a few slow breaths as he adjusted. Then he nodded to let Tanner know he was good, and in one slow glide, he was buried to the hilt. Ethan burned like a comet on the inside, and that plus the iron-clad grip he had around Tanner’s cock had him fighting his orgasm from the first second.

      “Move,” Ethan ordered gruffly.

      But Tanner didn’t dare. “Just give me a moment. I’d like to last longer than three seconds, if that’s okay with you?”

      Ethan’s eyes went soft and Tanner pressed a kiss to each one. Then he lifted Ethan’s legs over his shoulders and let his hand wander south to feel the tight stretch of skin where they joined. Damn, he loved that.

      Ethan groaned and wriggled under him.

      “Fuck, the noises you make.”

      “You’re gonna hear a whole lot more if you don’t get going soon.”

      Tanner pulled back and then pushed home hard, and Ethan’s head hit the pillow with a groan.

      Ethan tangled his fingers in Tanner’s hair and pulled him down for a single, blistering kiss, then pushed him away and grabbed onto the sheets. “Do your worst.”

      Tanner laughed and set a punishing rhythm, his gaze locked on Ethan to make sure he was reading things right. He was.

      Ethan’s neck arched back, muscles tight and corded as he white-knuckled the sheets. “Harder.”

      He didn’t need to be told twice. He bent Ethan’s legs tighter to his chest to gain those extra few centimetres, and a few thrusts later, he was in a losing battle with his body, which had the bit between its teeth, flying toward orgasm.

      “Touch yourself.”

      “Ahhh . . . I don’t . . . need to . . . holy shit . . .” Ethan lifted slightly to angle his hip just so.

      Tanner was barely holding on by his fingernails as it was, but he needed Ethan there first—wanted to see his face as he came undone. Then something tickled the back of Tanner’s mind. He dropped his arm and sent a solid slap to Ethan’s butt.

      “Argh . . .” Ethan arched with a loud shout as he tensed and spilled between them.

      It was enough to send Tanner flying over the edge to join him, grunting his own impressive release in a full-body shudder. He burrowed his face into Ethan’s neck as the waves of pleasure crashed through him, until both men were left panting and laughing.

      “Holy fucking smoke, Batman.” Ethan laughed and his legs fell open at the knees as he peppered Tanner’s neck with a trail of kisses between more bouts of laughter. “That was epic.”

      Tanner chuckled. “Bagged and fucking tagged. But I think you might’ve broke me.” He moved to slide free, but Ethan clamped down and held him tight.

      “Where do you think you’re going?”

      Tanner wriggled in his grasp “I’m guessing nowhere?”

      “Damn right. I like you just where you are.”

      They lay still for a moment, the silence easy between them, and Tanner was more than relieved Ethan didn’t seem overly troubled with second thoughts or regrets. A naked, warm, and blissed-out Ethan in his arms was pretty much a dream come true, and Tanner was gonna enjoy the moment as long as he could.

      After a minute or so, Ethan began a slow rock of his hips that had Tanner’s spent dick opening an interested eye. But he wasn’t twenty-three anymore, and a quick turnaround was a relative phrase.

      He slid out and rolled off, turning to take Ethan’s lips in a sound kiss. “Quit that. I’m an old man. I need more than ten seconds to let the carburettor cool down.”

      Ethan snorted and nipped his earlobe. “You’re on clean-up duty then.” He pushed Tanner to the edge of the bed, caught sight of his knee, and dragged him back. He reached out and ran his fingers over the tapestry of puckered scars.

      “Holy shit, Tanner. You weren’t kidding. How many operations?”

      “Four. I developed an infection, which fucked around with things for a while.”

      “But it’s good now?” Ethan pressed a series of kisses around the knee cap.

      Tanner smiled down at him and ran his fingers through those dark locks. “It lets me know it’s there if I turn too quickly or in really cold weather, but mostly it’s fine. I’m gonna need a brace when I get back up on the snow though, and I have to admit, I’m a bit nervous about that. I don’t want to fuck it up any more. It’s ugly enough as it is.”

      Ethan crawled up Tanner’s chest till they were eye to eye and regarded him seriously. “It’s beautiful. It has all your history wrapped up in it, everything you won, suffered, and overcame, so I won’t have you saying shit like that, understood?”

      Tanner bit back a smile. Mother-hen Ethan was all kinds of cute. “Understood.”

      “Good. Now clean me up before I end up glued to the sheets.”

      Tanner hit the bathroom to deal with the condom and grab a warm washcloth to clean Ethan up with, while Ethan watched on with a big smile plastered from ear-to-ear.

      “Something funny?” he asked.

      “Nope.”

      He threw the cloth in the bathroom, slipped back under the covers, and tucked Ethan against his side. Ethan threaded a leg between and under his before draping an arm over his chest and virtually pinning Tanner to the bed. It was like sleeping with a creeping vine, and he fucking loved it.

      Ethan’s breath was hot on his chest. “I was smiling because you’re more . . . more than I expected, I guess. And that . . . well . . . that was certainly more than I expected. It makes me . . . happy. You make me happy. And considering how my week has been, that’s a miracle in itself.”

      Tanner nuzzled his hair. “Yeah, we certainly click in bed. I don’t think I’ve ever laughed as much . . . not to mention, I got a bit more than I bargained for.” He lifted the sheet to expose the red handprints on Ethan’s arse. “The prosecution rests.” He dropped the sheet and watched a crimson wave wash all the way up Ethan’s throat.

      “Um, yeah.” Ethan grinned sheepishly. “Who knew?”

      Tanner kissed his nose. “I take it spanking hasn’t been a regular part of your sexual repertoire, then.”

      Ethan blushed furiously. “Who says things like sexual repertoire?”

      Tanner tucked a lock of Ethan’s mahogany hair behind his ear and said nothing.

      “All right, smarty-pants, the answer is no. Just don’t go thinking it has anything to do with being . . . older.” He stabbed a finger at Tanner’s chest. “I’m not interested in any of that daddy shit. It was just . . . well, fucking hot, if you must know.”

      Tanner barked out a laugh and tugged Ethan tighter against his side. “It was. I was there, remember? And no, I’m not into daddy kink either. Besides, you’re too damn bossy. If I were the daddy type, I’d be having none of that backchat, boy.”

      Ethan laughed and met his eyes. “Go on, you love it.”

      Too much, Tanner mused, watching the sun cast gold flecks through Ethan’s dark curls. “Maybe” was what he answered instead. “So, you want to talk about yesterday?” He brushed the hair from Ethan’s face and stroked his cheek.

      Ethan leaned into the touch. “Nope. Not really. But I’m guessing you won’t let me off the hook.”

      “Not true. The choice is always yours.”

      “Ugh,” Ethan groaned. “Fuck. The perfect answer to get me to talk.”

      He kept stroking Ethan’s face. “Yeah, I’m that good, right?”

      “You’re an arsehole.” But he pressed closer to Tanner’s side and finally began to talk.

      He shared the devastation of his visit to the bank and the guilt over not just losing his mother’s business, but its effect on Adrian, Lucy, and Kurt as well. There were still notes on the café whiteboard in Paula Sharpe’s hand, and now all of it would be gone, and with it, Ethan seemed to believe, the hope he’d carried of healing his guilt about how long he’d been away and how he was failing Kurt.

      It was understandable, heartbreaking, and not in any sense true. But how to convince Ethan of that?

      “First off, you are not screwing up your brother,” he tried to reassure him. “He was worried out of his mind last night, not to mention monumentally ticked off that you hadn’t told him about the bank.”

      Ethan visibly winced. “Yeah, not the best call on my part, but I was barely dealing myself. I didn’t want to make things worse for him.”

      “There’s a lot of love between you. He’s just hurting. You need to trust each other and talk. It’s not too late. Seeing you completely trolleyed last night might actually have made it easier. There’s nothing like knowing your brother can fuck up as well.”

      Ethan ducked his head. “Gee thanks. And um, I’m gonna call a therapist on Monday. The school gave me a name.”

      He lifted Ethan’s chin back up and brought their lips together. “I’m so proud of you.”

      Ethan pulled him close for another taste and then rolled to his other side so Tanner could spoon from behind. A few deep breaths later and he was asleep.

      Tanner couldn’t take his eyes off him. Until he did.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      He woke to the late afternoon sun painting the bed, and the tantalising warmth of a willing arse nudging his oh-so-definitely interested dick. He hummed and drew Ethan in for a full-body press.

      “Took you long enough,” Ethan mumbled into his pillow, lifting his hips higher in invitation. “Thought I was gonna have to just jump on and hope for the best.”

      Tanner snorted. “Jesus, Ethan, what comes out of your mouth.” He thrust gently into Ethan’s crease, pre-come slicking the way.

      Ethan hummed approvingly and slapped a condom and lube into Tanner’s hand. “Get that on and fuck me hard. When you’ve gone, I want to feel it.”

      Huh. Whilst Tanner was on board with the concept, there was something about Ethan’s tone that gave him pause. He ran his finger over Ethan’s hole. “You’re not too sore?”

      Ethan locked a leg behind Tanner’s and pulled him closer. “No. And I’m loose enough, I don’t need prep.”

      Faint warning bells went off in Tanner’s head, but he didn’t get a chance to think before Ethan spun and flattened him on his back, grabbed the condom, and took over, with Tanner suited and slicked up in seconds. He straddled Tanner, worked some lube into himself, steadied Tanner’s cock, and lowered himself onto it in one sharp slide.

      It was sudden, all-encompassing, and hot as hell. And Tanner’s dick was so, so on board with it, and yet it still felt . . . off, somehow. But if Ethan wanted to use him to escape for a bit, Tanner would let him . . . this time. But they were gonna talk. Oh yeah, they were gonna talk.

      It didn’t take long, and for all Tanner’s trepidation, Ethan still took him to the brink and sent him over seconds before Ethan got there himself, spilling over Tanner’s chest before collapsing in his arms. But the moment had little of the wonder of the first time, and Tanner found himself not sated but panicky instead.

      A shudder ran through Ethan’s heaving frame, but there was no boneless relaxation to follow. He lay still and silent. And before Tanner could work out what to do, Ethan was headed for the bathroom. Fuck.

      Two minutes later he was back, and Tanner didn’t like what he saw one little bit as Ethan busied himself picking up their clothes, putting the condom wrappers in the bin, and studiously avoiding his gaze.

      “Ethan, what’s wrong?”

      Ethan opened and closed the drawers of his bureau looking for . . . who knew what? “Nothing.” He didn’t even glance Tanner’s way.

      Like hell. Tanner got to his feet and reached for his briefs. “Don’t do that.”

      Ethan stared at him blankly. “Do what?”

      He flattened his gaze. “Shut me out. Something’s wrong. I thought we were past this. I thought we were—”

      “What?” Ethan snapped. “Friends?”

      The comment stung as intended and Tanner bit back a nasty retort. But it must have shown on his face and Ethan’s expression immediately softened. He walked across and slipped his arms around Tanner’s waist. Tanner returned the gesture and pulled him close.

      “I’m sorry. That was an arsehole thing to say,” Ethan mumbled against his chest. “Of course we’re friends.” He eyed Tanner ruefully. “Though I’m not sure that’s an entirely accurate description after today. I think maybe it’s just all starting to hit. It’s a bit . . . overwhelming. I’ve got to decide what I’m gonna do now. I need a job. I have to make sure Adrian and Lucy are gonna be okay. I’ve got financial shit to organise, the café to clean out . . .  I shouldn’t be . . . doing . . . this. I should be getting my shit together before we . . . you know.” He stepped back and kept going, putting a few feet between them.

      Tanner moved forward, but Ethan raised his hands. “Don’t, please. You touch me and I suddenly feel . . . too much. Like my skin is stretched too tight and I might burst. I’m sorry I jumped you just now. If you’re upset . . .”

      Upset? “Ethan, I’m not upset . . . far from it. I love when you touch me. Do you regret it?”

      Ethan’s brows drew together. “What? No, of course not. It’s just all this shit . . . it feels like I’m in a nightmare right now, but you . . . that . . . god, Tanner, that felt so good.”

      He pushed forward and enfolded Ethan in his arms, and at least he came willingly, melted against him, Ethan’s arms curling around Tanner’s shoulders and holding on tight.

      With his face buried in that thick mop of hair, he nuzzled Ethan’s ear. “I like you, Ethan. I like you far more than is probably good for me, but I think you know that. And this afternoon was pretty damn spectacular, for me at least.”

      “Me too.” Barely a whisper against Tanner’s chest. “And I know I sound like a broken fucking record, but I feel like I’m running on empty, you know? And you’ll be gone in a matter of months. I just don’t know if I can take another hit. So, yeah, there’s that.”

      He was right. Tanner was complicating things for Ethan. Much the same as Ethan was gonna create a shitload of trouble for him as well. If the afternoon had taught Tanner nothing else, it was that he couldn’t be with Ethan and not get involved. But the thought of walking away damn near caused him physical pain. Still . . .

      He pressed a kiss to Ethan’s head and steeled his heart. “Do you want this to stop . . . us . . . to stop?” He held his breath when Ethan didn’t answer straight away.

      “I should.” Ethan’s hot breath ran over his chest. “But, God help me, no. It’s all kinds of fucked up and selfish, but you make things better, and holy shit, I could do with a bit of that at the moment. I bloody well know I’m gonna regret this later when you leave, but I don’t want to lose you, not right now. Is that okay?”

      Tanner’s whole body sagged in relief. He palmed Ethan’s face and eyeballed him. “Jesus Christ, Ethan. Is it okay? Hell yeah, it’s okay. Let’s just keep going one foot after the other and see what happens. I shouldn’t want this either. It’s gonna mean a truckload of pain for us both down the track, I’m damn sure of it. But I don’t want to lose you right now, either.”

      He pressed his lips to Ethan’s mouth in a soft, lingering kiss, and when he pulled back, Ethan’s eyes shone wet.

      “Can you just give me the weekend to wrap my head around everything that’s happened.” He popped a kiss to the corner of Tanner’s mouth. “Let me talk with Kurt and make some kind of plan for us.”

      Tanner nodded. “Of course. I have a welcome event on Sunday to finish organising anyway. But this time we keep in touch. No phones on silent. No two-word texts. And you call if you need me, regardless. I’ll be here. Promise?”

      “Promise.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 13

        

      

    

    
      The weekend brought a grey fog that crept through Ethan’s mind like a soggy blanket, suffocating and miserable. Kurt remained a distant, angry presence, and Ethan couldn’t really blame him. As Kurt pointed out in acid tones the one and only time he allowed Ethan to draw him on the topic, he should’ve been there with them all that night. The café had been as much a part of his life as it had been Ethan’s, especially since Ethan had spent four years away from it—yeah, they went there again. And, he reminded Ethan, they hadn’t needed to go to a bar to drown their sorrows, they could’ve come back to the house, with Kurt there, which would have saved a whole host of other problems.

      All of which raised the question of who was the real grown-up between the two of them?

      Kurt had refused to engage in any conversation since, and Ethan didn’t know how to fix what was broken. Saturday night had ended with Kurt staying the night at a friend’s and Ethan sprawled on the couch after a long phone conversation with Tanner where he yet again skirted around the subject of his brother. Following that he’d opted for a brain-numbing television cop drama, a six-pack, and a bottle of tequila. Awesome. Sunday Ethan came to his senses, somewhat, and hightailed it to the café with a truckload of boxes to begin packing. Running away? Damn right. But in reality, it simply switched out the problem.

      Walking into that damn café kitchen Sunday morning nearly tore him apart, today only marginally better—his mother written all over the place from the paint colour to the hand-picked baking paraphernalia, even the monster espresso machine which she’d saved a year to afford. Adrian said he’d nearly creamed his jeans the first time he’d ever laid eyes on it. He still swore that in the right hands it made coffee fit for the gods. Now it sat disconnected and readied to move amongst a gazillion other boxes. His heart squeezed. What the fuck was he going to do with it all? The barn would be the first resting place until he decided. Maybe he could rent it out? Or sell it? Jesus, what would his mother say? But then after Elle’s comments, Ethan wondered if she might’ve understood better than he thought.

      The only bright spot in it all—Tanner. They talked and texted regularly over the two days, although Ethan wasn’t entirely forthcoming about how bad things actually were between him and Kurt. Tanner was working from his apartment that weekend and had more than enough on his mind, but Ethan suspected he knew something was up, given the number of times he raised the topic. Still, Ethan wasn’t quite ready to go there. He hoped to at least have some kind of plan to repair his relationship with Kurt before opening that can of worms. Those therapist appointments couldn’t come soon enough.

      “Where’s your jacket?” Elle appeared at his side with two Cokes in her hands.

      “Inside.” He took one and swept it across the view. “Mum said the customers would come for this, and she was right.”

      “Until she wasn’t.” Elle took a seat. “Customers are an unforgiving bunch. You done for the day?”

      A wash of emotion flooded through him. “Yeah. I should be all finished by Thursday at this rate. Then it’s just the carting away.”

      She patted his leg. “It sucks. The gruesome twosome not helping?”

      “I, um . . . didn’t tell them I was starting. They’ve done enough already. I can handle it.”

      She frowned. “This place meant a lot to them too. I think they’d want to help. It wasn’t just a pay packet for either of them. Adrian especially. That man needed a home, figuratively, and your mother gave him one.”

      Shit. He’d had his head so far up his arse he hadn’t even thought of that. “You’re right. I’ll talk to them.” He changed the subject. “How’s your packing? Your shop’s not exactly minimalist.”

      She gave him the stink eye. “Can’t argue with that. But I’m taking another week. A business in town is getting a website up and running for me, but that’ll take time so there’s no rush.”

      “And Harry?”

      Her mouth curved into a smile. “He’s coming over for a bit so we can make some decisions.” She looked wistful. “I miss him.”

      He squeezed her hand. “Harry’s good people.”

      She sighed. “Damn right.” She turned a beady eye on him. “Tanner Carpenter is good people too, just like Lucy and Adrian. And don’t think I haven’t noticed he’s not been around here helping. And I’ll bet it’s not because he didn’t offer.”

      Ethan winced. He’d lost count of the number of times Tanner’s texts had ended with an offer to help. But he was saved from owning up to his pig-headed determination to do everything on his own by the appearance of a familiar and unwelcome blue BMW.

      “Leave him to me.” Elle stood. “Go home, Ethan.”

      He sprang to her side. “I’m not leaving you with that arsehole.”

      She patted his arm. “I’ll be fine. Tanner made sure of that.”

      Ethan choked in reply, “Tanner? What the hell are you talking about?”

      She beamed. “A little bird told me he warned Bennett off causing us any problems before we left.”

      “He did?” Huh.

      “Yes, he did. While we were all out getting legless at the bar. So run along. I’ve got this.”

      “But how did you find out?”

      She tapped her nose. “It’s a small town, Ethan. Now go.”

      He didn’t need to be told twice. Any excuse not to have to deal with the arsehole. He drove home chewing over the unexpected revelation while trying to ignore the fact that parts south of his belt were pretty damn excited by the whole idea of Tanner coming to his defence, not to mention the ways in which Ethan could reward him.

      Tanner likely hadn’t told Ethan about it because of . . . things. Yeah, let’s list those suckers off: Ethan drunk; Ethan hungover; Ethan hitting on Tanner and then taking him to bed; Ethan having the best goddamn sex of his entire life, and then, oh right, Ethan throwing the man responsible for said spectacular sex out the front door so Ethan could think. Really? Think? Fuck. My. Life.

      He opened his front door, threw his keys on the sideboard, and headed for the fridge where he willed himself not to grab a beer and wash out another evening straight from the get-go. Not tonight.

      He slammed the door of the fridge shut and glanced at the pissy note Kurt had left for him on the bench that morning about needing more milk. It was the most he’d said to Ethan in two days. His gaze slid over the coffee table still strewn with empty bottles from Saturday night, and he sighed. He’d clean it up later. There was something he had to do first, before he lost the courage.

      He grabbed his mother’s ashes and headed for the barn with Bryn hot on his heels. Neither he nor Kurt had been inside the old building since their mum died, too afraid to face the memories. But with nowhere else to store the shit from the café, he needed to overcome that little hurdle before the big move.

      The barn door opened gingerly on its rusting hinges, the sound raising goosebumps all the way up Ethan’s back. The weight of the thick planking pulled at his hands, the caramel wood worn smooth and soft to the touch. Over a century of use would do that to you.

      It was barely half-open when the sweet smell of lavender nearly dropped Ethan to his knees. Dried bunches of it hung from the rafters, mixing with heady wafts of an achingly familiar scent—L’air du temps. His mother’s perfume. He stood at the door and breathed great, sucking lungfuls of it.

      His gaze swept the interior, half-expecting his mother to appear at any minute. She’d turn from stirring a preserving pan at the gas stove, a spoon at the ready for him to taste. He was ten all over again, desperate to help, understanding at some level that he was more hindrance but knowing she’d never tell him that.

      As a teenager, his mates had been adamant. They got together at Ethan’s house at the weekends, no question. And for one reason only: Paula Sharpe’s cooking. They’d inhale her trial recipes and left-over goodies, willing guinea pigs for all her creations, pulling up chairs to critique her new brownie recipe or apple tart or—God forbid—a new way with her beloved passionfruit. They loved everything . . . even if they didn’t. Every single one of them had swallowed that disgusting passionfruit cappuccino topper without a word. He could still see their pinched faces.

      A sharp stab of grief stole Ethan’s breath and his knees buckled. Bryn pushed up against his side as he slumped onto the flagstones, offering some comfort. He grabbed at the thread, put his mother’s box of ashes on the floor, and wrapped his arms around the spaniel’s neck. This was why he didn’t come out here.

      Memories crashed over him in big dumping waves, dragging him in a downward spiral of grief that tore at his heart. And all he wanted was to run a fucking mile. From the barn, from his decisions, from the failure of the café, from responsibility, from Tanner, from Queenstown, and from Kurt’s sticky, tangled needs.

      And then a stunningly dreadful idea stung his thoughts. Would it really be so bad if Kurt quit school? Did it matter if he worked in a shop? Or he could go to boarding school for his final year and then Ethan could head off and not have to deal with any of it.

      Bile surged up the back of his throat. Holy shit. What the fuck am I thinking?

      “I know, I know,” he shouted to the empty barn, to his mother, to who-the-fuck-cared. The words echoed off the stone walls and clattered against the racks of pans above the prep bench. He released a gut-wrenching cry as his eyes flooded with tears, and in that moment, he knew he wasn’t going to run anywhere, although fuck if he didn’t want to. He was going to face this even if it terrified the living daylights out of him.

      Yeah, he could run—it would be a total arsehole thing to do, but he could do it. But he wasn’t going to and that was a choice, his choice, to own and succeed or fuck up. Who knew? But it was his.

      He wanted to get to know Kurt, to be there for him, to give him the security he needed. And maybe, just maybe he could be enough for that. And he wanted to build a life for himself. Obviously not the café, but something—something for him.

      Bryn’s head fell into his lap, eyes glued on his face.

      How long he sat on the floor staring into nothing, Ethan had no idea. But in that time, the web of shoulds and oughts and fucking have-to’s finally fell away. And when his arse grew cold enough to shake him out of it, he leaned back on his hands and took his first good look around.

      “Okay,” he spoke to walls. “Where to start?”

      Another breath, easier this time. And more clarity with it. He’d been running from this barn and the memories it held like he’d run from everything else in his life. But in two days, this place would be not only full of those memories but also the detritus of her closed business. And if Ethan didn’t get his shit together, the reality of that was going to fucking bury him.

      He blew out a huge breath and was struggling to his feet when something stuffed down the side of the butcher block caught his eye. Goddamn. His mother’s notebook. She had masses of recipes typed and filed in her laptop, but her notebook held the most precious. They’d torn up the house trying to find it after she died.

      He practically fell over his feet in his rush to get to it, sending Bryn scooting from his lap. And when he slammed the notebook on the bench and it fell open at a well-worn page, his heart nearly came to a stuttering stop.

      
        
        
        Recipe for the best passionfruit pulp pavlova ever (guard it with your life Ethan).

        Note: use only the ripest ugly wrinkled fruit.

      

        

      

      “Son of a bitch.” He glared at his mother’s cremated remains. “Really? What were you thinking?”

      She’d known, of course she had. Known they’d both find it impossible to come here at first, but particularly Ethan. So she’d left that damn notebook for him to find when he was good and ready. He even suspected he knew when she’d done it. The last day she walked the garden on her own. He’d wanted to go with her, but she’d waved him away. Eventually he’d gone looking and found her in the barn. Following that, she’d been pretty much confined to bed, and in three weeks she was dead.

      He lifted it to his nose and drank in the familiar smell. As he did, a piece of paper fell from between the pages. He watched it flutter to the bench and just knew.

      
        
        
        I’m guessing it’s taken you boys a bit to get in here, but I wanted to have this ready for you when the time came. I loved this barn, and now you’re back in here, for god’s sake don’t treat the damn thing like a tomb.

      

        

      

      Ethan laughed because, of course, that’s exactly what they’d done.

      
        
        
        The reason I loved this place was because I came alive in here. It was a sanctuary when times got rough or when you two drove me up the wall . . .

      

        

      

      Also true. He smiled and wiped his eyes.

      
        
        
        or when my creative juices were flowing. It was a place of life, not death, so keep coming back here now and let it breathe. Keep it and the house, or don’t. Your choice. If you keep it (and I really won’t mind if you don’t), then find a way to live in here too, in whatever way you want. Make it a party room or whatever, I won’t care. But if you sell it, then someone else will discover its secrets, and that’s fine too.

      

        

      

      If we sell it? Holy shit.

      
        
        
        It’s going to take time to feel okay again, and that’s how it should be. But I want you both to be happy. I love you both so much, and I am so, so proud of you. I’ll be watching, somehow.

        Love always,

        Mum xxx

      

        

      

      Sometime later—who the hell knew how long—Ethan headed back to the house with the notebook clutched in one hand and the box of his mother’s remains in the other. He pulled a beer from the fridge, planted his ‘mother’ on the coffee table, sat back on the couch, and took a long swallow. They needed to talk, him and his mum, and this was gonna be as good as it got. He’d have the same conversation with Kurt, but first things first.

      He grabbed his phone and pulled up Tanner’s number.

      After that, he’d raise his glass to the Edmonds Baking Powder can that held his mother’s ashes, drop a few walls, and trust she’d know what to do with what came flooding out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 14

        

      

    

    
      Tanner hung up on his partner, throwing his phone on the desk in frustration. The week had only just started and already his ears were blowing steam. Not to mention it was 5.00pm and he was still stuck in his office. Several managers of key international ski teams had landed, including physios, trainers, and medical staff, all focussed on checking the accommodation, stocking their facilities, examining their equipment, and inspecting the upcoming competition venues ahead of their squad’s arrivals.

      Tanner and his team had worked hard to organise the welcome schmooze and social event up at Cardrona the previous evening, inviting some local Kiwi team members, ski-field management, plus a few other firms like Tanner’s, looking to impress and woo new business. No speeches or anything formal, just an opportunity for a bit of low-key soft sell.

      In the sports arena, personality and connection were the biggest selling points. Elite athletes were busy people with a mess of complicated needs to keep them in a winning frame. They needed the people they worked with to truly understand who they were, and that was Tanner’s ace in the hole. He needed to get his face out there and remind people who he’d been. The irony of doing that when he’d spent the last fourteen years running from it hadn’t escaped him.

      And then there was Ethan. Ethan, who Tanner guessed wasn’t nearly as okay as he tried to convince Tanner he was over the phone. Tanner didn’t need to talk to the guy to know it. He felt it in his bones, and now that the schmooze event was done, he needed to get his hands on Ethan so he could do something about it. But at least Ethan hadn’t gone AWOL. In fact, more often than not it had been Ethan to call or text first, something that made Tanner ridiculously happy—an embarrassing nugget he’d failed to enlighten his best friend, Stefan, about on their last phone call.

      Stefan would’ve been shocked to his silk jockstraps and flown down in a hot minute to see what the hell was wrong and to talk some sense into Tanner. Instead, Tanner had let Stefan continue to believe that his thing with Ethan was just a winter fling, as if he wasn’t already head over heels besotted with Ethan.

      He wouldn’t have had any answers for Stef’s no doubt perfectly logical questions. Tanner had no plans to stay in Queenstown past his work expiry date—his job, his whole life was in Auckland. And then there’d be the whole age thing. And wasn’t that just a bag of snakes? And nope, Tanner wasn’t even gonna peek inside that sucker. All of it added up to both of them getting hurt. But then it wasn’t like they didn’t know that already. They needed their heads read.

      The only positive in his work week so far: a couple of enquiry calls from the Dutch and Spanish teams that morning. As the new kids on the block, just getting your name remembered was a win, and Tanner knew the callbacks were in large part due to his name. People remembered the talented snowboarder, the first southern hemisphere athlete to take out the Laax Open Halfpipe. The guy who blew his knee at the peak of his career. Wonderful.

      And yet he was still fighting his partners on his southern local branding initiative. Behind his back they’d done their own research on catering options in Queenstown and wanted him to try a couple. He’d used one for the Cardrona event just to make them happy, and it had been . . . fine—tasty but forgettable. Unlike Ethan’s effort which had inspired conversation in and of itself. He’d just spent ten minutes explaining that very thing to Mathew, who still didn’t get it. How could a South Island cheese roll possibly win out over sliced raw paua with aubergine pearls atop toasted Ciabatta? Hence the slamming delivery of Tanner’s phone to his desk.

      Well, to hell with it. He was done for the day. With his laptop in his satchel, he was about to lock his drawer when his phone rang.

      Ethan. His heart settled and everything slowed down.

      “Hey, you.” He closed his door and took a seat.

      “Hey.”

      “Did I get the time wrong? I thought we were talking later?”

      “No, we were—”

      “You’re not cancelling out on me tomorrow, I hope?”

      “Um—”

      Tanner’s chest caught on fire a little. “No, you promised—"

      “Wait. It’s not like that. Just… just listen for a minute, will you?”

      Tanner’s alarm bells jangled. “You okay?”

      “Yeah, about that. Not really—”

      “Ethan what—"

      “But I will be. I just, um… well, I haven’t been entirely honest about how things have been over the weekend.”

      Tanner’s heart lodged in his throat and he took a second to breathe deeply. “Okaaaay. Then how about you’re honest now.”

      “That’s kind of why I rang. Things with Kurt have been . . . well . . . pretty fucking awful. He’s still not talking to me.”

      Shit. “Why didn’t you say?”

      “Because I didn’t know how to fix it and I kept thinking he just needed time. But he’s hardly been home, and I, um, well I got wasted on Saturday, not like the other night, but— I know, pathetic right?”

      Goddammit. “You could’ve told me, Ethan. I would’ve come over.”

      “I know but, um, I think it needed to happen, you know, because it forced me to think about everything. Sitting drunk in my dead mother’s house, my brother off at a mate’s place, barely able to look at me . . . well, that’s kind of hard to ignore.”

      Tanner wanted to crawl through that phone and wrap Ethan in his arms, but he said nothing. This was Ethan’s show.

      “So, I went in the barn tonight.”

      Holy shit. Tanner knew how hard that had to have been. “Jesus, Ethan. By yourself?”

      “It had to be that way, I think. Anyway, it’s where all the café stuff is gonna go so it had to be done.”

      “And?”

      “And it . . . and it was—” Ethan took a stuttering breath. “God, Tanner, it hurt . . . so fucking much, but it was good too, you know?”

      Tanner nodded to himself. “You crossed a bridge?”

      Ethan let out a long, slow breath. “I did, yeah. And I found her recipe notebook, the one we couldn’t find.”

      Tanner remembered. “With the passionfruit pulp recipe?”

      “Yeah. I think she left it there deliberately.”

      Smart woman, and not for the first time, Tanner wished he’d had the chance to meet Paula Sharpe.

      “She also left a note . . .”

      Tanner listened as Ethan read the message, his heart breaking all over again.

      “She didn’t care if we sold the house, so I can only guess she felt the same way about the café. I mean, I still feel gutted but . . .”

      “It makes perfect sense,” Tanner said softly. “You loved the café in your own way.”

      “I had it so backwards. I’ve been so busy thinking I’d failed Mum that it didn’t hit me that we were her real legacy. Kurt and me, not the fucking café—” His voice broke again.

      “Do you want me to come over?”

      “So bad, but I need to talk to Kurt first, if that’s okay?”

      “Of course. Call me or at least text when you’re done that so I don’t worry.”

      “I will. And about tomorrow night. Can you, um, maybe come by in the morning, instead. I’d really like to see you.”

      Hell yes. “You got it.”

      “And Tanner?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Thanks. And just so you know, I’m gonna be okay and so is Kurt. We’re gonna get through this.”

      A grin split Tanner’s face. “I never doubted it for a second.”

      He sat for a long minute after the call ended, then reached for his satchel and headed out, pausing at Sylvia and Damon’s office as he passed. “Get home, you two. If you need me, I’ll be trolling seedy downtown bars looking for cheap hitmen and giving them the address of our beloved founding partners up north.”

      Sylvia snorted. “Want me to crowdfund it?”

      He barked out a laugh. “Don’t tempt me. Oh, and I’ll be late in tomorrow. Lunchtime, maybe.”

      Sylvia gave him a wicked smile. “Going to see a man about a pavlova?”

      He eyeballed her. “Maybe.”

      A minute later he was sat in his car with the engine running, wondering just how he was going to pull off a fucking miracle and wait until tomorrow to see Ethan when all he wanted was to haul tail over to his place and drag him into his arms. Ethan had opened a huge fucking door and invited Tanner in, and Tanner’s heart was having a damn party.

      Had he mentioned pathetic and ridiculous in the same sentence yet? Damn. He was running out of adjectives.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 15

        

      

    

    
      “Hey, jerk.”

      A sharp pain ripped through Ethan’s calf as his feet were unceremoniously kicked to the floor. His eyes flew open and a balled-up wad of paper hit his face.

      “What the fuck?” He lurched forward on the couch to avoid his whole body sliding to the carpet, and Kurt’s face slowly came into focus. “Kurt?”

      Pissed off didn’t even begin to capture the look Kurt fired his way. Furious with a heaping side order of barely contained disgust drew marginally closer.

      “Don’t you dare talk to me, you total wanker.” Kurt cleared the coffee table with a sweep of his arm and sent the half-dozen empty beer bottles flying.

      Ethan jolted to his feet. “What the hell? You can damn well clean that up.”

      Kurt’s lip curled. “Fuck you, big brother. Look at you. Drunk . . . again. I get that you lost Mum’s café—good on you for that by the way.”

      The cruel words damn near took Ethan’s legs from under him. “I’m not—”

      “But you don’t get to check out just because you screwed up.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “What happened to all that shit about supporting me, wanting me to finish school, follow my dream, blah, blah, blah? I thought we had a deal? At least I was trying.”

      He caught sight of the box of ashes and his eyes popped with fury. “And what the hell are you doing with Mum? Jesus, Ethan, she doesn’t need to see you like this.” He moved the box to the breakfast bar, his hand lingering on the tin.

      Ethan shook his head, completely flummoxed. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. And I’ve only had one beer. Those bottles were from Saturday night. I just haven’t got around to clearing them away. I fell asleep is all. Look, I’m sorry I’ve been a bit . . . checked out, as you call it, and I’m sorry about not letting you know about the café sooner, but can we just move past that, please?”

      Kurt’s gaze hit the floor. “Whatever. It’s too late anyway.”

      Ethan’s gaze narrowed. “What do you mean too late?”

      “You were supposed to pick me up after school, dipshit. I had that appointment with the school guidance counsellor, so I couldn’t take the bus. She said my grades still aren’t good enough and I’ll have to do some catch-up bullshit over the September break. I can’t see the point if I’m not going to do design anyway, so I told them to stuff it.”

      Shit. “What do mean you told them to stuff it?”

      He threw open his hands. “I quit, what do you think I meant?”

      “You what? Kurt, you can’t quit.”

      “Well, I just did.”

      Panic set in and he grabbed Kurt by the shoulder. “No, I’ll call them tomorrow and fix it. You’re not quitting.”

      Kurt shoved him away. “You can’t stop me, Ethan.”

      “Please, just listen. I fucked up not telling you about the café and not picking you up, but come on. Give me a break here. And how did you get home?”

      He sneered. “What do you care?”

      Ethan bit back a sharp reply that would only ensure the whole thing went further south in a hurry. “Why didn’t you call?”

      “I did, arsehole.” He threw Ethan’s phone to him from the coffee table.

      Shit. At least a half-dozen missed calls and texts. He vaguely remembered turning the ringer off before he’d sat down to ‘talk’ to his mum. He was an arsehole.

      “Okay, you’re right. I’m really, really sorry. I don’t know what more I can say other than I’ll fix it tomorrow. I’ll go in and talk to them. Tell them it was my fault. It’ll be okay.”

      Kurt stared at Ethan in total disbelief. “You’re not listening to me. I’m done.” He spun and headed to his bedroom.

      Ethan ran after him. “Wait. You can’t leave. Mum wanted you . . .”

      Kurt reeled and jabbed a finger hard into Ethan’s chest. “Don’t. Whatever you were about to say, just don’t. How dare you throw Mum in my face. What would she say about you, huh? You managed to lose her café and see her youngest son thrown out of school, all in one week. That has to be some kind of record, right? I wish you’d just fuck off back overseas and leave me alone.”

      He slammed his bedroom door in Ethan’s face, leaving him reeling against the wall. Two seconds later, Greta Van Fleet blared at full volume, and all hope of conversation died.

      Fucking wonderful.

      “Um, Ethan?”

      He spun to find a red-faced Lucy standing sheepishly by the couch. “Luce? What are you doing here?”

      She blew a weary sigh. “Let’s just say I was the phone-a-friend option for Kurt’s lift home.”

      Goddammit. “Look I’m really sorry about this.” He drew her into a desperate hug. “I screwed up. Not deliberate, but I don’t think he sees it that way.”

      She stepped back and gave him a good, long once-over. “You look like shit.”

      No argument there.

      He watched her take in the empty bottles, crumpled snack packets, half-empty coffee mugs, and plates, and her expression stuck halfway between horrified and appalled.

      “What the hell, Ethan? Did the apocalypse come and I missed it?”

      He looked around and saw the mess from her eyes. “Almost. This is from Saturday. I, um, had a bit of a, um, meltdown.”

      She scrunched up her face and glared at him. “We’re your friends, arsehole. Why didn’t you call? You don’t have to get through this on your own.”

      He jabbed his foot into the carpet. “Yeah, I think I finally got that memo.”

      “About time.” She stepped in close until she was sure she had his undivided attention, and he wasn’t silly enough not to give it to her.

      “I’m only going to say this once.” She paused. “Stop. Being. A. Jerk. Accept help, Ethan—from us, from the school, from Elle, from Tanner who’s had your back for the last two months. Elle told me you’ve been packing.”

      Dammit. “Wonderful. How much trouble am I in?”

      She rolled her eyes in bilious slow motion. “Just expect company there tomorrow, bright and early.”

      “Can you make it lunchtime. I, um, asked Tanner to come here in the morning to, um, help?” He batted his eyelashes at her. “Someone told me that would be a good idea.”

      Her lips twitched. “Don’t even. But I guess it’s a start.” She gathered her handbag and keys. “Patch things up with you know who. He’s hurting about as bad as any kid I’ve seen. He loves you, you know.”

      Ethan snorted.

      “Hey. On the drive over here, I was going off about you being a stubborn jerk, but he wouldn’t hear anything bad said—kept saying you were just upset about the café.”

      Oh god. “Really? He said that?”

      Lucy’s gaze softened. “Yeah, he did. He might be as mad as a Tasmanian devil on steroids at the moment and I’d keep him away from the knives for a bit, but he loves you.” She smiled and headed for the front door. “Call me if you need an ambulance.”

      And she was gone, leaving Ethan alone to face the wrath of Kurt with a better outcome than the last time, hopefully.

      He studied Kurt’s closed bedroom door as if it were the gates of hell itself. Pretty much. He’d give him a little longer to calm down and take the time to come up with an approach that wasn’t gonna get his nuts kicked in within the first two minutes. He planned to put those to good use tomorrow if he got the chance.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Go away.”

      Ethan had given Kurt a good twenty minutes to calm down, although it was mostly so he could get his own head together. He would have given anything to have Tanner there, but this was something he and Kurt needed to sort out on their own. But boy, was he looking forward to the next day if he survived the next hour, that was. Crap.

      He knocked again on Kurt’s door. “This isn’t a request. Open up.”

      “No.” And Greta Van Fleet took another spike in volume.

      Fuck. Ethan strode to the laundry and flipped a breaker in the fuse box. Silence reigned. Thank Christ. He returned to the hall, leaned his back against the bedroom door, and slid to the floor. If they had to do this through three centimetres of wood, so be it.

      “Turn it on,” Kurt spat.

      “No. We’re going to talk.”

      “You can’t make me.”

      “How very mature of you.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “Also very mature of you.”

      The silence was deafening, but it was at least an improvement on the music. Be the grown-up. He put a lid on the sarcasm brewing on the tip of his tongue. Then he sent a silent prayer to his mother for some help and inspiration, took a deep breath, and jumped in.

      “I think you were too little to remember,” he began, “but I can still see Mum’s face when she got the keys to the café. She was so damn excited. She loved that place. Before that she used to bake and cook for everyone she thought might appreciate the help, and then she just gave it all away. She could never stay out of the kitchen—”

      The door rattled on its hinges, and the sound of something sliding down its face alerted Ethan to Kurt joining him on the other side, just the strip of wood now to separate them. A burst of hope sang in his chest.

      His shoulders relaxed a bit and he continued with more surety. “Even after she had the café, she still gave shit away, but at least she made a good living out of the rest of it for once. Elle told me that she’d been through some tough times as well though, financially, even recently. But I guess she was pretty good at keeping us in the dark because I don’t remember anything about that. You’d know more than me about the last few years though.” It was an olive branch, and he waited. Please.

      “She never said anything to me,” Kurt answered, his voice just above a whisper. “I knew she was upset about something before she got sick, but I never thought to ask. I was such a tool. I could’ve at least asked, right?”

      Ethan’s head fell back against the door. “Yeah, but so could I. I might not have been home, but I hardly ever asked about the café above a casual, ‘how’s it going?’ So how were we to know? She protected us. When I took over the café, the books were crap. There wasn’t any wiggle room in the profits like I’d expected, and I think that’s why it tanked so fast. Elle tried to tell me, but I didn’t want to hear. I guess it suited me to blame myself. Gave me a reason to wallow, right?”

      “Why didn’t she tell us?” There was hurt there, and Ethan felt it too.

      “Shit, Kurt, how should I know? Can you remember her talking about anything bad, ever? Other than Dad leaving?”

      “But we weren’t kids anymore.”

      He chuckled. “So, she wasn’t perfect. Shocker.”

      A snort of laughter leaked through the closed door, and Ethan smiled.

      “She drove me batshit about school,” Kurt continued. “And the whole graphic design thing? She was always wanting to see what I was working on, emailing me links to artists and shit.”

      Jesus, he was finally talking. Ethan fist-pumped the air. “Yeah?”

      “She was always on about which course I should do, what marks I needed, how I had to keep my focus and all that. And then when she got sick, she just . . . stopped—never mentioned it again, like it didn’t matter anymore. And I guess it didn’t, not really. Not compared to the cancer. But it was the one thing we really shared, and it just . . . disappeared.”

      Ah fuck. Ethan hadn’t really paid attention at the time, but Kurt was right. It must have hurt, a lot. In contrast, she hadn’t stopped talking about Ethan’s travels, right up until the end. Son of a bitch. A whole lot suddenly became clear as to why he was so angry. So, even the wonderful Paula Sharpe could fuck up. He shot a weary glance heavenward. That one’s on you, Mum.

      Kurt lapsed into silence on the other side, and Ethan scrambled for an explanation that might make sense him. “Perhaps it hurt too much to know she wasn’t gonna be around to see you live your dream? She was so fucking proud of you, Kurt. I got it on the phone all the time, even in that last call. It was still Kurt this and Kurt that.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Absolutely. Hey, it’s not like I gave her anything like that to talk about, was it? You were always the one with the life plan, not me.”

      Kurt gave a soft grunt. “Some plan. I fucking quit, in case you’ve forgotten.”

      “That’s not all on you. I could’ve been there for you a bit more.” Ethan’s head fell back against the door with a thud, and he hoped like hell he could fix things with the school. He would. There wasn’t an option.

      “Is that why you stopped talking about the design stuff?” he asked. “Because of Mum? I mean, I haven’t seen a pencil in your hand since I got home.”

      There was a long minute of silence from the other side of the door, then finally, “Maybe. To be honest, her interest used to drive me mad, so when she stopped asking, I was kind of relieved at first. But then I just fucking missed it. I tried a couple of times to show her some stuff, but she just looked so sad. And then when she . . .  God, I’ll never forget when she was so fucking skinny, and every damn breath was like listening to air being sucked through water, the gurgling, all the fucking coughing—you remember what it was like, right, E?”

      Ethan drew a faltering breath. Kurt hadn’t used his baby name for Ethan in years. “Like it was yesterday. It still keeps me awake.”

      “When I try to do my art, I see her like that, and it all floods back.” Kurt talked fast, like the dam on the months of silence had broken and it was all pouring out. “They fucking haunt me. She’s so tangled up in all my art that it makes it . . . hard. I pick up a pen or open my laptop and she’s just there. It’s too much, you know? Her dying and then trying to get my head around that, and then school, and you, and . . . fuck, I don’t even know . . .”

      “So you stopped trying? Because it hurt too much?”

      There was a long pause, then, “I guess. It just seemed . . . easier.”

      Relief barrelled through Ethan. It was something, a start.

      “Yeah, I can see that.” And he could. He and Kurt were two sides of the same coin, just like Tanner had said. “For you, it was your art. For me, it was the café and maybe the barn. I wanted the café to work because I wanted to keep her memory alive, but I couldn’t even go near the barn. It was too fucking painful in there.”

      Kurt groaned. “Scares the shit out of me still. But she was proud of you too, you know?”

      His words caught and rolled through Ethan’s head like a fog lifting.

      “She talked about you all the time. I was . . . jealous, I guess. And when I knew I was gay, I was so damn mad at you because you got to do it with her first. So, I said nothing. And then it was too late.”

      “I know I said it before, but I really am sorry I didn’t come home to visit,” Ethan apologised.

      There was a drawn-out moment of silence, then, “It’s okay. I could’ve said something too, right?” His sigh pushed right through the door. “And okay, here goes, so switch your voice recorder on. I’m sorry I’ve been a whining, snivelling little bitch about, well, pretty much everything.”

      Ethan barked out a laugh.

      A quieter Kurt added, “And I’m sorry about the school thing . . . and the drug thing—”

      “Stop.” He gave another laugh. “I can only take so much of this mature, responsible Kurt. Bring back my annoying, bitchy, amazing, talented, and pretty damn wonderful gay brother. I’ll sort the school thing out, I promise.”

      “I kind of like the sound of that,” Kurt answered. “Well, the talented, amazing part and . . . yeah, the gay too. And I’m sorry I quit school. I think I just wanted to—”

      “Hurt me?”

      “Yeah that. Anyway, I’m sorry.”

      There was more shuffling and then the blessed sound of the lock clicking open.

      Ethan scrambled to his feet to face his suspiciously glassy-eyed brother.

      “Did you really only have one beer?”

      Ethan raised his fingers. “Scout’s honour.”

      Kurt pursed his lips. “Good. Drunk Ethan is a fucking pain in the arse. I’d be happy not to see him for a bit.” He angled his head and studied Ethan closely. “Are you and Tanner fucking?”

      Ethan damn near swallowed his tongue. “I am not answering that.”

      Kurt responded with an evil grin. “So, you are then.”

      “I n-never said that,” he sputtered. “Which reminds me. More of the talk is coming.”

      Kurt blushed to his eyeballs.

      “When you least expect it . . .”

      He dropped his head back and closed his eyes. “Fuck. My. Life.”

      “Exactly.” Ethan slapped Kurt on the shoulder. “Now, let me show you what I found in the barn.”
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      Tanner pulled up alongside Ethan’s car, cut the engine, and stared at the house where the curtains were still drawn. Then again it was only 7.45am. But when Ethan had called him late to say the talk had gone well and he thought the two of them were back on track, it was all Tanner could do not to head over right there and then. And he would’ve been here even earlier if he hadn’t distracted himself with laundry and checking his new snowboard and skis for their winter debut instead. The latter involved staring at them warily, whilst running his hands over the slick new materials with his heart banging in his chest. The board wasn’t as high performance as his last but was still nice and buttery, and just having it in his hands ticked up Tanner’s adrenaline.

      He still wasn’t sure how he felt about heading back up to the slopes on a regular basis, but he wasn’t about to back out. And he’d have Ethan there for support and maybe a few stolen kisses as a bonus. He didn’t want to admit just how reassuring that was because that would mean admitting how much he was shitting himself about actually getting back out there. Still, he just needed to swallow his pride, stop keeping a jealous eye on the halfpipe and any rippers shredding up the runs, and just get out there, wear the fucking knee brace, and stop behaving like a precious little prick. None of which stopped those belly rolls whenever he thought about it.

      He stared at the closed-up house until he couldn’t stand it any longer. “Oh, for fuck’s sake.”

      He climbed out of the car and lifted his collar against the frigid air. Winter had hit Queenstown like a sledgehammer, with a polar blast from the Antarctic rolling through just two days earlier. Just like that, autumn had thrown in the towel and skedaddled. The good news? The freezing front had dumped a good base of snow on The Remarkables, Coronet Peak, and Mt Hutt, and the ski fields were looking to open a week early, the season shaping up to be a doozy. Oh goody. No excuses left to not just get up there.

      A few solid thumps to Ethan’s front door had the thing bouncing on its hinges. Tanner stomped his feet to keep the blood circulating, but the house remained quiet. He knocked again. Still nothing. He tried the handle. Unlocked. Well, okay then. The door swung open and he pushed his head through the opening.

      “Hello?”

      Nothing stirred in the shadowy interior, and the place reeked—stale and musty but with a strange, delicious sweet overtone of fresh baking.

      “Ethan? Kurt?” A scuttling of claws on the century-old plank flooring and Bryn headed his way. He leaned down to scruff the Spaniel’s neck as she danced circles around his legs.

      “Some guard dog you are.”

      He shrugged his woollen coat onto the shaker style chair by the front door and toed off his black Arigatos before padding down the hall in search of the missing occupants. Bryn’s nails clipped lightly after him—the only sound bar the wooden tick of the wall clock next to the lounge.

      In the large open-plan living area, night still reigned. He tugged the heavy drapes aside, spilling milky-grey light over the entire space, and froze. Holy shit. It looked like the war on terror had paid a recent visit to Ethan’s lounge for a quick skirmish and a few brews after. Empty bottles, old plates, and a stack of old laundry piled on the couch.

      “What the hell?” He stared in open disbelief. Oh yeah, Ethan had clearly been light years from fine.

      He skirted the breakfast bar into the kitchen and came to an abrupt stop. Huh. It was immaculate, bar the island, which was loaded with jars of passionfruit pulp, about a half-dozen pavlovas, an empty bottle of tequila, and two shot glasses. His brows pinched together.

      He wandered over, dipped a finger into a jar of the cooling passionfruit pulp, and took a taste. “Wow.” He took another. Passionfruit, vanilla, mango, maybe—and something alcoholic plus stuff he had no clue about. No doubt Paula Sharpe’s world-famous and secret passionfruit pulp that Ethan had banged on about and finally found.

      He broke off a tiny piece of pavlova crust, added a good dollop of pulp, and then . . . damn . . .  He almost had to check his trousers to make sure that the orgasm partying in his mouth hadn’t travelled south to invite its mate to join in.

      It was all he could do not to empty a jar of that wickedness onto the nearest pavlova and demolish the whole lot. Holy Toledo. Tanner had to get that recipe for his mother.

      Bryn eyed him from her rug by the pantry door like she was deciding whether or not to rat him out later. He grinned and licked his fingers. “Say nothing and I’ll sneak you an extra cup of biscuits.”

      She dropped to her mat and curled into a ball.

      He grinned. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

      His gaze swept the open-living area again. The house made no fucking sense. Compared to the cataclysmic state of the lounge, the kitchen was clean, and the pulp . . . still warm. Ethan had clearly baked all night? The thought sent his mouth into a huge grin. There was nothing about Ethan in the kitchen not to love.

      He turned to Bryn. “Where are they, girl?”

      Her ears pricked and she led Tanner back into the lounge to the pile of washing upended on the couch.

      He stared at the mound of clean clothes and barely stifled a laugh as it suddenly moved . . . and grunted. “Holy shit, I don’t bloody believe it.” A flash of dark hair emerged as a body rolled over to face the edge, and . . . hey, presto—Ethan.

      “Bugger me.” He chuckled to himself and squatted beside Ethan’s shoulders. Bryn laid her head on his thigh and he ruffled her fur. “Good girl.”

      He watched Ethan sleeping for a minute, the quiet movement of breath in and out of that leanly muscled chest. He looked relaxed and at peace, and it unknotted something in Tanner’s chest. He tucked a lock of hair behind his ears and took in Ethan’s full mouth and the tempting curve of that satin-smooth neck. Memories of his insolent teasing and cocky sexual swagger stormed Tanner’s thoughts.

      He drew the sheet from Ethan’s shoulder to rest around his narrow waist, exposing a broad swathe of skin between the rucked-up T-shirt and the loose waistband of his sweats. Fighting the urge to follow that smoky happy trail south with his fingers, Tanner instead pressed a soft kiss to Ethan’s parted lips and slid the tip of his tongue along the lower one. He tasted of tequila, passionfruit, and sugar.

      Ethan hummed contentedly and nestled deeper into the cushions. His sleep-flattened hair needed a good wash, and the red crease that adorned his cheek from the cushions needed Tanner to smooth it out. He snuffled like a damn rabbit, and it was too fucking adorable for words.

      Tanner repeated the kiss but held it for longer and drew Ethan’s bottom lip gently between his teeth.

      Ethan’s eyes snapped open. “What . . . ?”

      “Shh,” Tanner soothed. “It’s just me.”

      Ethan frowned, only half-awake, and then slowly, slowly the frown dissolved into a lazy, sexy smile. “Well, hi, just you.”

      “Hi.” He took Ethan’s mouth in a more lingering kiss and crawled up to join him on the couch. Ethan opened his legs in invitation and Tanner slipped between, driving their groins together and a groan from Ethan’s throat. He propped himself on his elbows and stared down at the sleepy-eyed man.

      Ethan rolled his hips seductively. “Good morning.” He licked his lips and side-eyed Tanner. “You taste suspiciously of passionfruit pavlova.”

      Tanner grinned guiltily. “I do. You, on the other hand, taste of tequila.”

      Ethan’s gaze skirted sideways. “I do. But not because I was drunk.” He peeked up through those long, dark lashes and nibbled suggestively on his bottom lip.

      “Stop that, you little minx. And shift over.” He lifted himself off Ethan and swotted his legs to the side. Then he bundled the duvet out of the way, sat alongside, and tucked a leg under Ethan’s butt. “The fact that your house looks like a steamroller went over a trashcan in the middle of your lounge has something to do with Saturday night, I take it?”

      Ethan fiddled with a loose thread on a cushion and refused to meet his eyes. “Pretty much.”

      Tanner grunted. “Was that a bottle of absinthe sticking up in the kitchen bin?”

      Ethan flushed. “If I said no, would you believe me?”

      “Not a chance.”

      “Bugger. That shit drives a killer hangover.” He reached for a glass of water on the coffee table and took a long swallow. “Just saying.”

      Tanner arched a brow, and Ethan emptied his lungs in a whoosh of resignation. “It was a long night, what can I say? And you don’t have to say anything. It wasn’t my finest moment.”

      Tanner took Ethan’s hand between his own and ran his thumbs along the side. “Yeah, well, I’ve licked the bottom of more than a few feeling-sorry-for-myself bottles in my time, especially after my knee injury. I’m hardly one to judge.” He lifted Ethan’s hand and kissed the back of it.

      “Stop doing that. I can’t focus.”

      He repeated the kiss, earning himself a less than convincing glare. “So, tell me more about how it went down with you and Kurt?” he asked. “And while you’re at it, I want to know why there are a million pavs and seventy-five thousand jars of pulp on your kitchen island?”

      “Well—” Ethan reached up and kissed the end of Tanner’s nose. “It went great, in the end. He yelled; I let him. And then I talked—mostly through a closed door—”

      Tanner’s brows peaked.

      “—at the start anyway, but he listened. I apologised for shit, he apologised for shit, I cried, he cried, he opened the door, we hugged, you get the picture. And once we’d talked, I showed him Mum’s recipe book and her note. After that there was only one thing to do.” He paused, a cheeky twinkle in his eye. “We made pavs. Lots and lots of pavs.

      “We put Mum’s ashes on the bench next to a glass of her favourite Pinot Gris, grabbed a bagful of passionfruit from the freezer, shared a couple of shots of tequila—hence the fact I taste of the stuff—and baked and laughed and . . . yeah, it was kind of awesome.” He nuzzled into Tanner’s neck and Tanner’s arms folded around him.

      “We finished about 3.00am and cleaned up the kitchen, but that’s as far as we got.”

      His lips found Ethan’s hair and he pressed a kiss on the top of his head. “I’m so damn pleased for you both.”

      A sigh ripped from Ethan’s chest and his arms snaked around Tanner’s waist, sending goosebumps the length of his body.

      “Yeah. I think we’re good now. I still need to fix things with the school, but Kurt wants to go back, so I don’t think that’ll be a problem. And I’ve still got a lot of shit to work through about the café, I won’t lie. It’s hitting me like a tank at the moment. And I am gonna need to work on where I go from here. But I don’t have to do that right away. I’ve got enough of Mum’s money tucked away to coast for a few months without dipping into Kurt’s education fund, so in that way I’m kind of lucky.”

      Tanner turned Ethan so he could eyeball him. “You can reinvent yourself any way you want. Work out what you’re good at, what you like to do, and how you want your life to look. You have all that equipment, and the barn has a commercial kitchen. Maybe you can use it. Figure it out.”

      Ethan chewed on his lower lip and looked thoughtful. “It would need some work, but it’s not impossible. And the property is freehold, at least, but I’m not sure if that’s the way I want to go. I hated the routine of the café, and I liked the catering for the reason it didn’t have that, but I still don’t know.” He slid in close to Tanner until their mouths were scarcely a breath apart and studied him the way a fox studied a henhouse. Then his tongue licked a slow trail across Tanner’s lips, and Tanner’s dick perked right up in his jeans.

      Ethan pressed closer, nipping and kissing the length of Tanner’s jawline, tipping his heart rate into overdrive. His bare waist fell under Tanner’s searching fingers like a warm, soft sigh. He slid them around and up Ethan’s back, coveting the lean muscle and smooth skin.

      Ethan covered Tanner’s mouth with his own and tangled their tongues as he crawled into Tanner’s lap.

      How had he gone without a taste of Ethan for even a few days?

      Ethan pulled back and fired him a look that could’ve burned the socks right off Tanner’s feet. “I think we need to revisit the question of why you taste like my damn passionfruit pavlova.” He arched a brow. “Have you had your fingers in my sweet treats while I’ve been sleeping, Mr Carpenter?”

      He leaned in and slid his tongue back into Tanner’s mouth to dial the sexy right up. As if Tanner wasn’t hard as nails already.

      “Not near as much as I’d like.” Tanner licked a swathe up Ethan’s throat to his jaw and Ethan shivered under his touch.

      “Did you discover the whipped cream I stashed in the fridge?” Ethan ground down on Tanner’s aching cock.

      Tanner arched into the pressure. “Never got that far. Why? You got something in mind?”

      Ethan pushed off him with a wink. “Something my mother never thought to do with her recipe. Wait here.”

      Tanner’s gaze jerked to the hall. “What about Kurt?”

      “We didn’t get to bed till after three. He’s out for the count. Besides, Bryn will let us know if he gets up.”

      He reappeared with a slice of pav, a little cream, and a drizzle of passionfruit pulp. He motioned Tanner to his back, but Tanner didn’t trust himself to last the length of time it took to even think about what Ethan had planned.

      “No chance. Give that here.” He took the plate, and Ethan scrambled to his back on the couch. Tanner slid alongside, filled a spoon with the pavlova mix, and slowly fed it between Ethan’s lips, making sure to get plenty in, on, and around them in the process. Ethan swallowed, slowly, and Tanner had to reach down and adjust himself before he cut off the circulation to his dick. He followed with another two oversized spoonful’s, watching Ethan’s mouth and throat work each one, and staved off the urge to just take Ethan apart one kiss and lick at a time. Till he was begging.

      And then Ethan ran a creamy pink tongue over those sinful plump lips, and that was it, game over. Tanner dropped the spoon in the bowl and chased the sweet concoction on Ethan’s mouth till he had every drop cleaned from inside and outside.

      “Your mother knew a thing or two about flavour,” Tanner murmured, kissing his way across to Ethan’s ear lobe, which he nibbled on gently.

      Ethan whacked him on the arm. “Would you mind not mentioning my mother while we’re making out.”

      Tanner nodded and nuzzled in for a closer taste of Ethan’s neck, where some of the cream had melted and pooled in that fascinating dip at the bottom of his throat. He took his time cleaning every last square centimetre.

      “Oh. My. God.” Ethan arched his neck to give him better access. “That tongue of yours . . .”

      “I’m glad you approve.” He lifted Ethan’s shirt and dripped a pool of the passionfruit cream on each nipple before applying the same level of attention to cleaning them up as he had to Ethan’s throat. Ethan wriggled beneath him, the brush of their cocks making Tanner see stars.

      He followed a melting sticky trail to Ethan’s waistband, eliciting even more squirming, and with that he was done mucking around. Ethan’s filthy noises were driving him wild. He shoved Ethan’s sweats down and off, reached up, and pushed two fingers into Ethan’s mouth till they were good and wet, then tapped lightly on that hot, tight hole.

      Ethan pushed back, and Tanner’s finger disappeared in a slow, deep slide that had Ethan’s eyes rolling back in his head.

      “Oh, fuck.” Ethan fisted Tanner’s shirt as his eyes fluttered closed and then wriggled to get their dicks aligned.

      It was an impossibly awkward position and Tanner’s dick was chomping at the bit, squashed in his briefs. He fumbled with the buttons of his jeans, but his thumbs felt the size of damn mandarins, and for the life of him, he couldn’t pop any of them. “Shit . . .”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake.” Ethan batted his hands out of the way and got the first two buttons before he gave up, ripped the rest, and sent them flying. He shoved the denim unceremoniously down Tanner’s hips, freed his aching cock, and pulled Tanner right back where he wanted him, aligned nicely against his own solid length.

      Then he cradled Tanner’s face and drilled him with those gorgeous brown eyes. “Have you got this now, or do I need to write you a protocol?”

      “Cheeky fucker.”

      “Stop thinking and start moving.”

      Tanner did exactly that, wrapping his hand around both their lengths and stroking to guide them to the finish, determined to have Ethan to go over first. He did, in glorious fashion with his face pressed into Tanner’s shoulder, a couple of loud grunts, and his teeth buried in Tanner’s neck.

      Tanner followed seconds later, clutching Ethan to his chest as the pleasure washed through him. Then he eased Ethan back on the couch and wiggled awkwardly alongside.

      “Awesome,” Ethan breathed the word against Tanner’s neck, both of them damp with sweat. Then he pulled Tanner in for a long, slow kiss, his tongue making lazy circles inside Tanner’s mouth before tucking him back in against his side and holding him there.

      It was intensely sweet and intimate and way the hell removed from anything Tanner had experienced before. He was normally the one to provide the comfort, and he felt the glow to the tip of his fucked-out toes and vainly tried to gather his heart back into its rusty bucket before it puddled completely on the floor at Ethan’s feet.

      Epic. Fail.

      A surge of emotions scuttled through him—safety in the arms of a man fifteen years his junior, calm, possibility, and . . . home.

      Oh god. Home?

      Ethan squirmed. “I hate to say it, but I think we’re about to become joined at the hip unless we get cleaned up. Not to mention Kurt might get a little more sex education than he bargained for.”

      Tanner sat bolt upright and almost fell off the couch as his jeans caught around his knees. “You said Bryn would warn us.” He glared at Ethan.

      Ethan hooked his fingers in Tanner’s belt loops and pulled him back down for a kiss and a quick grope while he was at it. “I might have fudged the truth . . . a bit.” He batted those long lashes at Tanner, and it was hard to stay mad at the guy when he looked so happily fucked out.

      “You’re a tart, Ethan Sharpe.”

      Ethan waggled his eyebrow. “And you love it.” He pushed Tanner out of the way and stood. “You take the hall bath and I’ll grab the guest,” he said. “You can grab some clean briefs and sweats from my bedroom.”

      Tanner wrapped his arms around the bundle of temptation. “How about a shower . . . together?”

      “Not on your nelly, buster. It starts off with just sharing a shower, and then it’s a hard, wet fuck, and then Kurt walks in, loses his shit, and takes off, and I’ll end up having to run naked after him. And then you’ll want to help, slip on the tile, break your leg, and end up in hospital again, and then have to fly home. And bam, I’ll never see you again.”

      Tanner snorted and shook his head. “Wow. But just so you know . . .” He slid Ethan a sexy grin. “I’m pretty sure I never made it past the whole, hard, wet fuck bit.”

      Ethan shoved him off. “My point exactly. So, it’s separate bathrooms and we keep you out of hospital.”

      He headed down the hall, leaving Tanner grinning like a loon.
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      Ethan was pretty sure he stank like a swamp and tasted like a sewer, and that was being generous. A five-minute shower saw him at least sniff-worthy fresh. But with his clothes almost able to walk to the laundry hamper on their own, he wrapped a towel around his waist and headed for the bedroom to find something clean—no mean feat as he hadn’t done laundry for a week.

      He settled on a pair of soft pyjama bottoms—threadbare always had sexy potential, right?—and a white cotton T-shirt. He pulled the curtains open and scraped the clothes on the floor into a pile to sort later. He felt the prickle of eyes and turned to find Tanner leaning on the doorframe watching.

      “See something you like?”

      Tanner was on him in an instant, spinning Ethan against the wall, pressing into him, and . . . oh . . . there was no mistaking that interest.

      “I think I’ve just discovered a hitherto undocumented laundry-sorting fetish.” He nibbled on Ethan’s neck. “One where you’re bent over on the floor when I walk in.”

      Ethan grinned against the wall. “You want I should buy a frilly apron, because I could be sooooo down with that?” He’d been joking, of course, but the slightly strangled sound that came over his shoulder made him smile.

      “You could call me Carlos,” he teased. “We could get up close and personal with my feather duster—make sure all those dirty crevices of yours are clean. If I do a bad job, you’d have to punish me—make me clean them with my tongue.”

      More strangled noises, and Ethan’s cock was rigid against the wall. He turned his head to get his lips in kissing distance. “You might catch me rummaging in your bedside table, looking through all your . . . toys. Then you’d have to teach me a lesson . . . make me take one of those plugs in my arse while I clean in that frilly apron and nothing else. Or maybe I’d need a spanking—ugh.” The grunt was forced out as Tanner flattened Ethan against the wall, and . . . oh boy . . . Ethan wasn’t sure what it was doing to Tanner, but his own body had seen the ads, read the reviews, and bought the damn ticket yesterday.

      “Then again, maybe we could—”

      “You need to stop talking . . . now.” Tanner’s voice was rough and shaky. “Unless you don’t want to walk for a week . . . or two. Any more from your mouth and I won’t be held responsible for my actions.” He buried his face in the curve of Ethan’s shoulder and bit down hard enough to make him jump. He licked the spot and slid a hand around to stroke Ethan’s aching shaft.

      What the fuck was wrong with them? They clearly couldn’t be trusted to be in the same room together. “You better back it off or we won’t see the rest of the day,” he warned.

      “I know,” Tanner mumbled into his neck. “But fuck if I don’t want you . . . and I don’t just mean in bed. Shit. I didn’t mean to say that.”

      Ethan spun in his arms. “Shh. It’s okay. I feel the same. It might seem ridiculous, but this is good. You and I are . . . good.”

      Tanner’s expression was almost stricken. “We are, but—”

      “So let’s leave it at that.” He cradled Tanner’s face. “You leave in a few months, and I can’t let myself think about that too deeply. But until then, I want as much of you as I can. But we also need to keep it real, not pretend it could be something it can’t. I haven’t got the strength to survive that right now. Let’s just keep doing this, have fun, get to know each other, fuck each other’s brains out, and try and stay friends after? Who knows what lies down the track?”

      Tanner nodded. They both knew this was the best they could do. And they both needed to protect their hearts.

      “Any chance you’d think about coming to Auckland? There’s good schools up there for Kurt.”

      God, he wanted to. But Ethan shook his head. “He needs to be here, around Mum’s stuff and home for a while. After last night, I don’t want to risk anything upsetting that again. And he needs me. His friends and life are here, at least for the next two years. Plus, I think I need to grow some roots too. And I like small cities. I learned that about myself while I was travelling. Visit big but live small.” He eyed Tanner meaningfully.

      Tanner’s hopeful smile faded. “That sounds sensible and wise and fucking awful, to be honest, but . . . I get it.” He drew Ethan’s face against his shoulder and held him there.

      “How about you? Could you see yourself coming back down this way?”

      He was quiet for a moment. “If we get some big contracts, then yes, I could be back. But it’s not likely I’ll ever be based here permanently. There’s talk of me making senior partner soon, which would mean a lot more of my future invested in the company and its direction. It’s complicated. But I’m not giving up. I meant what I said. This feels good between us. I don’t know how I can make it work, but I’m not giving up.”

      Oh god. Nail in coffin. “Senior partner? Wow. That’s huge, Tanner. I’m so proud of you.”

      Tanner winced. “Thanks. I guess it’s great.”

      “You guess?”

      He stared at Ethan, and his silence spoke volumes.

      “Oh, you mean us.”

      “It does make it harder. There’s not a lot of work for my skills down here outside the winter season. It’s a pretty small place. But it’s not just that. I’m a lot older than you. I have a business to run in Auckland, an apartment, people who rely on me, family, friends . . . and I’ve already done the whole start-all-over thing again, once before.”

      Ethan wrapped his arms around him. “I do. We suck at timing, huh? Maybe in a couple of years, if we’re both free and still feel the same . . .”

      Tanner snuggled his face into Ethan’s shoulders. “Maybe.”

      They rocked in each other’s arms, silence filling the space of everything Ethan suspected they both wanted to say but couldn’t.

      Tanner pulled away and the corner of his mouth quirked up in just a smidgen of a smile, and with it, a dimple appeared in canoodling distance. Never one to let any opportunity pass by, Ethan lifted up on his toes and popped a kiss right on it.

      “So, good friends, great sex, and no heavy relationship conversations, right?” Tanner laid it out between them.

      Ethan nodded and wondered why it felt like the biggest lie this side of a politician’s promise. Then he blanked his mind and tried not to think of it at all.

      “So, now that’s out of the way, shall we eat for energy and then maybe return to that whole apron-spanking conversation we had going on?”

      Ethan punched him on the arm. “You are seriously fixated. And no, we can’t. But breakfast? Yes, breakfast we can do. And it was apron or spanking, not both.” He grabbed Tanner’s hand and pulled him out the door.

      “No. I definitely heard both in the same sentence.”

      “You’re incorrigible.” Ethan only made it partway down the hall with Tanner in tow when Kurt’s door opened in front of them. The teen stumbled out in his pyjama bottoms.

      “Hey, Tanner.” Kurt’s voice was thick with sleep as he rubbed a pair of sleep-reddened eyes. “I thought I heard your voice. What are you doing here?”

      Tanner glanced to Ethan for help and Kurt caught it. “Nope. Don’t answer that. I’ll only have to bleach my damn brain. What time are we going into school?”

      “I’m just about to call.” Ethan grabbed his cell and headed back into his bedroom, leaving Tanner to get some food into Kurt.

      When he returned ten minutes later, the relief must have been written all over his face.

      “All good then?” Tanner checked, sliding some toast in the toaster.

      Ethan nodded and stroked Bryn’s ears. “We have an appointment at eleven. They weren’t happy, but the principal said he understood things were tough, and he hadn’t realised about the café, so . . .” He switched focus to Kurt, who was buttering his toast. “You still okay with what we agreed last night?”

      He shrugged. “I guess. I finish at least another year, then we review things. And you agree not to be such a dickhead or a drunk.”

      Ethan walked over and drew Kurt into a hug. He stood awkwardly with his hands at his side for a moment, then slowly circled them around Ethan and returned the embrace. God, he’d missed this between them.

      “I don’t believe I used quite those words, but the general idea is there.” He fought the tears pricking at his eyes. It was the first time they’d been on the same page for months. “But let’s get it right this time.”

      Kurt shrugged Ethan off and stepped back with pink cheeks and glassy eyes. “Don’t go and get all mushy on me.”

      Tanner sent Ethan a lecherous grin. “I’ll have you know your brother brings me to tears on a regular basis.”

      Cheeky bastard. Ethan slugged him on the arm.

      “Ew.” Kurt screwed up his nose. “I did not need to hear that.”

      Tanner laughed. “That wasn’t what I meant.”

      “Sure it wasn’t.” Kurt finished slathering peanut butter on his toast and took a seat at the breakfast bar.

      Ethan poured himself a coffee and tried to ignore Tanner’s heated gaze raking over his back. He’d been right about the pyjamas, and Tanner deserved to suffer a little. He wrapped both hands around his cup and sent a warning glare Tanner’s way. No time for eye-fucking.

      Tanner smirked and gave a shrug. There’s always time for that.

      Ethan poked out his tongue.

      Tanner ran his over his lip . . . slowly.

      Aaaand . . . Ethan popped a semi in his PJs. Ugh. He widened his eyes. Stop it.

      Tanner smirked. Gotcha. He strolled past Ethan on his way to the toaster and managed a subtle grope on the way.

      Ethan jumped.

      Tanner winked. Then he slipped two slices of bread in the toaster and pressed it up and down several times.

      Sexy fucker.

      “I can see what you’re doing, you know,” Kurt grumbled.

      “Then don’t look.” Ethan took the chair next to Kurt. “And we’re cleaning the rest of the house before we head to that appointment.”

      Kurt’s expression turned to disbelief. “None of this mess is down to me, you know that, right? And I’m not going near that couch. I just know you two have been making out on it.”

      Ethan batted his eyes innocently. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “I’ll help,” Tanner offered.

      Ethan frowned. “What about your work?”

      “I told them I wouldn’t be in till noon. I’m owed a bit of time. And that reminds me. I had a call from the manager of the German development team. They don’t fund their juniors for the off-season, but they’ve got an eighteen-year-old downhill skier who’s had an invite to attend the six-week training programme with our Southern Alpine Team here next month. Kid’s name is Sidney, and they identify as non-binary using they, them, and their pronouns, but they compete as a male. They’re pretty much the first out non-binary on the circuit, and the response has been mixed both from other competitors and the judges. Their family is looking for a safe home-based accommodation, and I actually thought of you guys.”

      “Us?” Ethan was surprised but remarkably not immediately averse to the idea. It could be good for them to have someone else around for a bit, especially Kurt to have someone close to his age. “How long for?”

      “Six weeks, and their family covers all expenses, including any special food requirements on top of a substantial board payment. It would mean a little income for you while you decide what you want to do next. They speak good English and they’ll have their own transport. The German manager will be available if you need help, but it’s pretty much bed and meals only.”

      Ethan looked to Kurt. “What do you think?”

      Kurt frowned and was quiet for a moment. “I guess it would be fine. As long as he—they leave my stuff alone. How in the hell am I gonna remember to use those words?”

      Tanner laughed. “I’m sure they’re used to it. You’ll be fine. Shall I give them your contact details so you can talk directly?”

      Ethan glanced at Kurt again, and he shrugged. “Sure.”

      “I’d say that’s your answer,” Ethan said. “But there’s a matter I need to raise with you too, mister.”

      The crease between Tanner’s brows deepened. “Oh?”

      “Yes, oh. Elle told me all about your little conversation with our landlord. What was that all about?”

      Tanner reddened. It was adorable, and Ethan had to hold off kissing him to the floor.

      “He was being a dick.”

      Ethan grinned. “Aw, and did you go all growly bear on him?”

      Kurt nearly choked on his mouthful of toast.

      Tanner flushed a deeper shade. “I didn’t . . . I’m not . . .” He caught Ethan’s smirk. “Oh, shut up. I just told him to stay away from you.”

      “It’s kind of sexy,” Kurt noted through a mouthful of peanut butter. “Tanner standing up for you . . . just saying.”

      Ethan scowled. “Nobody asked you.”

      Tanner sidled closer. “Do you think it’s hot?”

      “Ugh, stop,” Kurt groaned.

      Ethan eyeballed Kurt. “And speaking of all things gay, how’s the coming out thing going at school?”

      Kurt ducked his head and pulled bits off his toast with avid interest. “It’s okay.”

      “Define okay.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I want to know. Because I’m your brother, your gay brother, and I care about you.”

      Kurt shrugged. “Mike and Lachie were all, ‘Whatever, we kind of knew,’ and all that shit. Posers. The guidance counsellor just smiled and said congratulations, stuffed some sex ed. pamphlets in my hand, and told me her door was open if I needed to talk.”

      “That’s . . . positive, I guess. And Graham?” Graham Ingles and Kurt had been friends since primary school, but he was hardly a model liberal, and his dad was a straight-up bigot.

      Kurt squirmed. “He um . . . left.”

      “Left?”

      “Took off. Hasn’t spoken to me since. Mike says he’s being a real dick and they’ve stopped doing stuff with him, which is cool . . . I guess.”

      Ethan threw an arm around Kurt. “It is cool. They’re sticking up for you. And he might come around. You should’ve told me.” Tanner’s toe connected with Ethan’s shin under the breakfast bar. Message received. “But . . . I get why you didn’t. I’ve been . . . preoccupied.”

      Kurt snorted. “If that’s code for being pissed as a newt, then yes, you’ve been preoccupied.”

      “What else haven’t you told me? Is there . . . a boy you’re maybe interested in?” He kept his eyes down and swirled the lukewarm coffee in his cup, praying the answer was no. He caught Tanner’s amused smile and flipped him off behind the carton of milk.

      Kurt wore a horrified expression. “Ah, no? I’ve barely come out. Do you think I’d already be macking on a boy in this town? You do remember how small this place is, right?”

      “Just thought I’d ask. Because, you know you can talk to me about anything, right?”

      Kurt blushed to his roots. “Yes, yes. Now can we just stop talking about this?”

      “Fine with me.”

      “Fine.”

      “Fine.”
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      “Stop being such a grump and let me fix it for you.” Ethan batted Tanner’s hand away, got down on his knees, and worked to adjust Tanner’s complicated knee brace to connect properly with its custom boot attachment.

      Tanner reached down and ran his fingers through all those soft messy curls. He still missed the streaks of flour and cinnamon sugar that he’d come to associate with Ethan. “I can think of a lot better reasons for you to be down on your knees in front of me—none of which include padded clothes and carbon composite joint supports.”

      Ethan snorted. “That’s ’cause you have no imagination.” He patted Tanner’s fitted brace with satisfaction and tugged the snow pants back into place. “There. How does that feel?”

      Tanner stretched and flexed his knee a couple of times. It actually felt . . . solid, secure. Hell, maybe this would work better than he’d thought. The butterflies in his chest calmed a little. “Feels good, thanks.”

      Ethan stood back and gave him an appreciative once-over. All of which had Tanner thinking of a dozen better ways he could be spending the next couple of hours, than freaking out on a ski hill.

      “Okay Mr Famous, you’re set to go.” Ethan had voiced his surprise at just how many people recognised Tanner from his pro-snowboarding days—from the guy manning the locker counter, to the girl on the rental desk when they’d been sorting some skis for Lucy. And he’d been particularly antsy ever since, staying close enough to Tanner to give him a rash.

      Mind you, Tanner wasn’t complaining. “Do I even want to know what you’re thinking?”

      Ethan’s bottom lip disappeared between his teeth for a few seconds. “Probably not. But let’s just say I never knew how sexy alpine wear was. What’s the temperature at the moment? Minus-arse degrees, just short of freezing-your-balls-off, or thereabouts, and then there you are, all that Laax Halfpipe award-winning steaming skin just waiting under all that padding, itching to be touched by yours truly.”

      Tanner shook his head. “You’re a sick man, Ethan Sharpe. And you’re starting to sound like a groupie.”

      “Speaking of which, I didn’t realise how many fans you had.” Ethan straightened Tanner’s jacket for him and zipped it up. “It’s kind of sexy, actually. They can drool all they like since I’m the only one who gets to take you home.”

      Tanner’s heart squeezed and he stole a quick kiss. “That you are.”

      Ethan’s eyes flashed. “Is there a word for a gay silver fox on skis? Oooohhhh, how about arctic wolf?”

      He slid Ethan’s sunglasses down from his head to hang off his nose. “You’re ridiculous.”

      Ethan pushed them up and waggled his eyebrows. “So, did you have any groupies?”

      “I plead the fifth.”

      “You’re not American. But you were out back then, yeah? So all the drooling gay snow bunnies would know you were on their team. It must have got you laid.”

      “More than you probably want to know, and that’s all I’m gonna say. Don’t forget I had a kind of relationship going on for a few years. I wasn’t exactly available, even if he was in the closet.”

      “Oh right, what’s-his-face?”

      Tanner smirked. “You know very well what his name is.”

      “Maybe. Scott, right? The one who got away.”

      “Yes. Scott Renfrew. And he didn’t get away. I crashed and burned, and he was still doing the circuit. We just parted ways. He wasn’t out so it wasn’t as if I could just tag along with him. It was okay when we were both competing, but after, that would’ve outed him for sure. And when I look back, I can see I didn’t love him.” Not like you. He held Ethan’s gaze until he saw the inference hit home.

      Ethan swallowed and brushed the snow off his jeans. “Well, enough stalling. Get out there and take the slopes back, champ.”

      Right. If it weren’t for Ethan, Tanner would have still been avoiding the whole thing. Good snowpack had been down for three whole days, with the promise of another snow-laden polar blast to come, which of course meant powder—the holy grail of snowsport fanatics. And yet Tanner had found every excuse not to head up and try it out, most of which revolved around joining Ads and Lucy in helping Ethan finish the packing at the café every minute he wasn’t at work. But those excuses had run out the day before when the last of the boxes were shifted into the barn and Ethan had fixed his eyes on Tanner and declared Sunday a fun day for everyone on the snow as a thank you for all the help.

      When Tanner had pointed out that fun, snow, and Ethan were three words that had never appeared in the same sentence before, he’d been silenced with a swift glare. Ethan had been well aware of Tanner’s avoidance tactics and called him on it. So, under duress, Tanner had rustled up some discounted day passes through a contact, and they’d all piled into his four-wheel drive to have fun. Yeah, right.

      At least Ethan had the common sense to send Kurt, Luce, and Ads off on their own while he mollycoddled Tanner into his snowsuit and helped him gear up. And if Tanner’s hands were shaking, well, that was no one’s business but his own. His knee was feeling good though, so that was something. He fired a quick text to Stefan to give him a heads-up and got a swift reply.

      Fucking kill it. I’m so proud of you.

      He shared that with Ethan who said Stefan was clearly a star.

      “So are you ready?” Ethan slapped him on the shoulder. “’Cause you know, I prefer your skin colour to not match the snow quite so closely. You think you could manage to look at least a little enthusiastic?”

      “Fucker. But yeah, I’m as ready as I’ll ever be. If for no other reason than to get away from your help.”

      “That’s the spirit. Right, let me check you off. Ski suit, boots, snowboard, gloves, goggles, hat—pretty cute by the way—and ski pass. I think that’s it. Go get him, tiger.”

      “Kisses, you said there’d be kisses.”

      “Come here.” Ethan pulled Tanner in for a long, solid kiss with a little added tongue for good measure. “There might even be a blow job if you promise to enjoy yourself out there.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      Ethan slung his bag over his shoulder. “I’m going to head inside where it’s at least warm, have a coffee, read my book, and ogle all the hot athletes. Plus, I have my phone on hand for suitably embarrassing pics of everyone as they hit the bottom of the slopes. Look for me at the chair lift about eleven. The others are meeting us for an early lunch before the crowds hit the food vendors.”

      God, this man. Tanner grabbed his arm. “Ethan, wait. I just . . . I can’t thank you enough. You’ve been amazing about this. I’m not sure I would have made it here so soon. You’ve made the whole thing so much easier.”

      Ethan’s eyes glistened and he stared at Tanner with a whole dictionary of emotions behind his eyes that likely matched Tanner’s own, word for word.

      “Stop that,” he said. “I’m not crying in the middle of a damn ski field. Now go. And, break a leg?” His eyes popped comically and his hand shot to his mouth.

      Tanner snorted a laugh.

      “Too soon, you think? Yeah, maybe too soon. Sorry about that.”

      “Brat.” He pulled Ethan in for a kiss and headed for the chair lift, snowboard tucked under his arm. Fourteen years coming, and it was down to this moment.
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      If there was any scenery involved in the first few runs, Tanner didn’t catch a single scrap of it as he lurched his way unceremoniously down one of the easier runs the mountain had to offer, looking for all the world like a damn fresh-faced newbie. He’d pulled his hat low over his face and hoped the goggles would hide the rest so no one would associate his charmless, stuttering display with a guy who’d once killed it in the Laax Halfpipe.

      The best to be said was he got down in one piece. Then again, that was a lot, considering. He was standing off to one side still trying to catch his breath and calm his rocketing heart rate when a body flew at him from nowhere. Arms wrapped around his chest and freezing lips smothered his cheek in kisses, much to the amusement of the queue nearby, waiting for their seat on the chair.

      “You looked fucking awesome.” Ethan, looking about as excited as if Tanner had just returned from conquering Everest.”

      “A blatant lie, but thank you. I feel about sixty with the boarding skills of a lump of wood, but I’m alive and the knee’s in one piece.”

      “Don’t knock yourself. That was huge, Tanner. Now get back up there. I’m catching on to this whole groupie thing. Watching you sweep down that hill, I gotta tell you, it’s fucking hot.”

      For the millionth time, Tanner tucked that errant curl behind Ethan’s ear. “Less of a sweep, more of a stumble, but you really thought I looked hot?”

      “Don’t fish, it’s unattractive. But yes, you looked hot, and I’m liking the fifty million zippers those suits seem to have. It’ll make giving you a dirty blow job out back behind the ski rental a lot easier.”

      Fuck. “Stand there.” He manoeuvred Ethan between himself and the lift queue so he could subtly adjust himself. “Now get lost before I pop a full boner in front of the kid’s ski school class headed this way.”

      Ethan’s eyes glinted with mischief. “Gives a whole new meaning to planting your pole. See you at eleven.”

      The second run was little better than his first, but by the third and fourth runs, Tanner was beginning to trust his brace would hold his knee, after all, and began to relax and enjoy things and check out the stunning views. It was different, the way the brace held his knee, the way his joint moved, or didn’t move, and he had to adjust his natural style and balance to compensate.

      There was less fluidity in his movement, partly due to the restrictions of the brace and partly to his own over-cautiousness, but in the end, it worked. After the first hour, his heart was flying and his snowboard was at least cruising smoothly, and he’d moved on from the dead-slow, move-out-of-the-way lane and had started to flow with the turns. He was even managing a few trickier turns and starting to push things just a little, though his knee kept things real. But he was loving it, every single heart-thumping minute of it. It was fucking magic and he cursed himself six ways from Sunday for not having the balls to get back up sooner.

      But he was also exhausted, and when his phone alarm went off at ten to eleven, his body sagged in relief. He needed Ethan, food, and coffee, in that order. The first was waiting at the foot of the chairlift. The second and third on a table Ethan had snagged a short walk away—a table overlooking the halfpipe. Adrian, Lucy, and Kurt were already there and waved excitedly when they saw him.

      Tanner’s heart jolted a little as he watched the young guys tearing up the pipe until Ethan’s gloved hand slid into his with a squeeze and a palm cupped his cheek.

      “I thought you could show us what you used to do while we eat. Explain all the tricks and stuff. If you’re okay with that?” Ethan chewed nervously on his lower lip. “But we don’t have—”

      “It’s a good idea.” Tanner pulled him in for a hug. “And yeah, I’d love to.”

      He spent the next forty minutes explaining every trick and angle they saw, and even he was impressed at the skill level on display, especially some of the younger kids. Kurt, in particular, listened with rapt attention and then asked if he could go up with Tanner after lunch so Tanner could teach him a few things.

      The question caught Tanner on the back foot. It had been so long since he’d considered he had anything to offer in that arena anymore, and for a second, he was speechless—uncertainty and that twinge of self-doubt making a solid reappearance. But Kurt looked so damn excited, and even Lucy was jumping on her seat wanting to join in that the fear simply drifted sideways.

      He caught Ethan’s warm smile and encouraging nod, and the whole idea just settled. He suggested they all go up together for a final hour or so, as long as they were happy to keep to the easy runs—he wasn’t ready to move up yet. They leapt at the chance, and Ethan waved them all off with a decidedly wistful look.

      For the rest of their time on the mountain, Tanner listened to the laughs and happy chatter around him, even from Adrian, who seemed to have hung up his grump for the day. Somehow these people had sneaked their way under his skin without him knowing, and he didn’t know what the hell he was going to do about it. And as Kurt lobbed a snowball at his back and hared off out of reach, Tanner felt something slide in his heart and click into place. Oh yeah, he was monumentally fucked.
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      Ethan watched Tanner work the barbecue, thankful he had a front-row seat and a rug instead. Fuck, it was cold, and he was glad they’d decided not to stay up there any longer. Still, he was glad he’d pushed the idea. Tanner had been skirting around that sucker all week, since the storm had struck and the snow reports started banging.

      But today? Holy shit. Just the memory of Tanner’s nervous excitement at the prospect of boarding through the white fluffy stuff had Ethan squirming in his seat. Who knew that shit was sexy? Maybe there was a place for snow in his life after all—he just hadn’t expected it to be in the bedroom. It even had him wondering for the first time about maybe learning himself. If Tanner had been staying . . . nope, he wasn’t going to go there.

      He yawned, took a long pull on his beer, threw his legs out in such a way they were guaranteed to get in Tanner’s way, and sank further into his chair. It had been an intense week.

      Ethan had offered to man the grill, but Tanner had shoved a beer in his hand, a chair under his butt close to the roaring firepit, and a rug over his knees. There was no way Ethan was going to argue. Not to mention he had his own plan to massage the stiffness out of Tanner’s knee later in bed and replace it with a little stiffness elsewhere. A boy could only hope.

      The appointment with the school principal and counsellor had gone better than expected. Kurt would continue at school under a strict set of guidelines including no unexcused absences. And Ethan had wrangled appointments for both of them with the therapist, separately to start. Even Kurt had seen the sense of it after the requisite gripe and moan.

      Lastly, he’d pulled up his big-boy pants and asked Adrian and Lucy to help with the shift. Lucy had delivered another tirade about how long it had taken him to get his head out of his arse, before taking over and planning the entire week with military precision. Adrian had simply asked if there would be food. Fucking life lessons were beating Ethan around the head in ridiculous numbers.

      And then there was Tanner.

      Ethan watched him smiling and chatting up a storm, and his heart squeezed. Had he made the right decision keeping their relationship going? Who knew? Could he manage something long-distance while Kurt finished school? Would Tanner consider moving down to Queenstown further down the track? Fuck.

      He didn’t have answers to any of it. One step at a time was all he had for now. Keep Kurt and himself on track and try and enjoy the next three months. Maybe he’d get a few more damned ducks corralled into a row before Tanner left. Maybe it would save his heart too much damage. Yeah, good luck with that.

      He took another slug of beer as the others drew their chairs around the fire pit looking equally exhausted. Dust and grime was the fashion statement of the day, and Adrian, in particular, looked like he’d been dragged backwards through the bush. He’d worked like an automaton until it came time to move the espresso machine. Then he was like a mama bear on a mission, directing and readjusting and cushioning the piece of equipment like it would bruise at the slightest knock.

      He even travelled in the back of the van with his arms around it to prevent any damage. And after reorganising our handholds for the umpteenth time getting the bloody thing into the barn, we’d collectively told him where to hang his overprotective arse and sent him outside. His sigh of relief when the machine was finally delivered in one piece to the barn floor could’ve breathed life into a woolly mammoth.

      “Here’s to your mum.” Lucy raised her beer in a toast. “And to Tanner’s awesome display of courage and skill on the slopes, aaaand to the future, whatever it may be.”

      Ethan swallowed a massive lump in his throat and clinked bottles with everyone, Tanner last of all. They locked gazes.

      “We, ah, have something for you,” he said and fished a small cloth-wrapped gift from his pocket.

      Tanner eyed him suspiciously.

      “It’s not going to bite you. And it’s from us all.”

      Tanner unwrapped the cloth and held up a small silver horse. His brows drew together. “Ah, thanks?”

      Ethan nudged him with his foot. “It’s a horse and for getting back on it. Put it somewhere to remind you of today.”

      Tanner’s grey eyes flashed at him. “I’ll never forget today, ever. Thank you.” He turned and spoke to the group. “All of you.”

      In truth, Ethan wasn’t sure he’d have made it through the week without Tanner. Closing that café door for the final time had damn near gutted him.

      “To the future,” he said with more enthusiasm than he felt. Tanner’s fingers threaded through his own and the move caught Lucy’s attention. She smiled brightly at them.

      Adrian’s forehead puckered for an instant, then he lifted his face and stared at the sky—brimming with stars on a glacially chilly but crystal-clear night. Who knew what went on in that man’s head?

      And Elle, who’d joined them for the meal, held up her wine and took a long guzzle. “To the future. And to the wonders of oestrogen cream in keeping the dry perils of menopause at bay so the beat can go on.”

      Everyone choked on their drinks, Lucy inhaling a good slug of hers and needing a few pats on the back from Kurt to recover.

      “Holy shit, Elle.” Ethan didn’t think he’d ever seen Adrian’s eyes so wide.

      Her gaze swept over them all. “What? You think it all goes doolally at sixty? You better hope not, for your own sakes.”

      Tanner snorted in laughter and went back to his grill. “On a thankfully, completely different note,” he spoke to Ethan as he threw the thick steaks on to an immediate sizzle. “I can’t believe that barn. You should really consider getting that kitchen commercially certified.” He fanned the corn cobs around the edges and got a bit of char going. “It would give you some options.”

      Ethan said nothing. He couldn’t think beyond the day. He stared at the flames till Tanner walked over and tipped his chin up till their eyes met.

      “Sorry. I shouldn’t push. It’s none of my business.”

      Ethan smiled. “It’s fine. It’d be good to know the cost, at least, in case I do decide to convert.” His gaze drifted to the steak. “Shouldn’t you turn them?”

      Tanner sent him a withering look.

      “Just saying. Don’t get all growly—”

      Tanner shut him up with a firm kiss that nearly shocked Ethan right off his chair. They hadn’t really engaged in a lot of PDA around their friends, beyond teasing Kurt, and the casual affection caught him by surprise. So much so, he got lost in the moment and opened to allow Tanner’s tongue a brief but satisfying sweep.

      Luce chuckled. “And that, people, is how it’s done.”

      Even Adrian flashed a rare smile.

      Kurt, on the other hand, was studying Tanner’s back with a wistful expression, and Ethan wondered what was going through his head until he realised Kurt had never seen Ethan with a boyfriend before. Ugh. He added that to the growing number of awkward conversations flooding his to-do list.

      “So . . .” He couldn’t avoid the topic any longer. “How’s the job search going, people?”

      “Not me,” Luce answered immediately. “A friend of mine asked me to house sit for six months, so I’ve sublet my flat, which means I can take a bit of time to decide my next move, and I’m not gonna rush.”

      Relief rolled through him. Luce had been his biggest worry. “That’s great timing. Ads?”

      Adrian shuffled in his chair. “Um, I’ve been offered two jobs . . . actually.”

      Everyone turned as one to stare.

      It was Tanner who broke the silence. “Well, I for one am not surprised. You’re the best damn barista in Queenstown.”

      Adrian’s cheeks pinked. “Um, thanks . . . but I turned them both down.”

      There was a collective dropping of jaws.

      “You turned them down?” Ethan shook his head in disbelief.

      Adrian’s gaze shifted to the hem of his Vance Joy T-shirt—his taste in music was effortlessly hip and cool, unlike Ethan’s, which leaned toward cringeworthy gay anthems with the odd country/pop crossover. He was a living stereotype.

      Adrian answered without looking up. “I liked working in the café. I liked your mother . . . and . . . I like you too.” He met Ethan’s gaze. “I don’t want to work for anyone else, not right now.”

      Oh. “But . . . um, will you be okay? You’ll get a final pay, of course, but if you need something to tide you over, I can always . . .”

      “I don’t need the money.” His cheeks flushed a deeper crimson.

      “You don’t need money?” Kurt asked the question for all of them.

      “Um, not really. My, um, my parents . . . left me a little, and I, um . . . earn a bit from my books.”

      His books? Speechless didn’t even begin to cover how Ethan felt about that particular bombshell. “You write books? What kind of books?”

      Adrian squirmed, his gaze landing anywhere but on Ethan. “Um, children’s books.”

      Speechless meet thunderstruck. “Children’s books?” Ethan had the hardest time picturing his grumpy barista writing anything, let alone penning whimsical kid’s books.”

      Adrian’s teeth worried his bottom lip as he finally met Ethan’s gaze. “Yeah. For a while now.”

      Ethan and Lucy exchanged a stunned look.

      “How many, Adrian?” she asked.

      He scrunched up his eyes and muttered something Ethan didn’t catch, but Lucy’s eyes popped wide in surprise.

      Ethan spun to her. “How many?”

      “Twenty-four,” she answered, struggling to hold back a laugh.

      “Holy fuck.” Ethan collapsed back on his chair. “Twenty-four?”

      Adrian shrugged. “Give or take.”

      Ethan found himself speechless for a good minute, and he wasn’t the only one. Never in a million years would he have guessed. “And you make money from these books, I take it?”

      Adrian visibly winced. “Yes.” More squirming.

      “That’s seriously cool.” Kurt gazed at the barista with something close to reverence.

      Ethan ignored Kurt. “Good money?” Okay, that was rude . . . but really!

      “Yeah . . . plenty . . . actually.” Adrian’s head dropped and his face took on that perpetually grumpy expression he wore, looking like he’d rather be anywhere but at the end of Ethan’s questions.

      You could have heard a pin drop.

      Tanner’s amused voice broke the silence. “Steaks are done, guys. How about we take this inside?” He gathered the meat and corn and led the way.

      Ethan stabbed a finger Adrian’s way. “We are sooo not done with this conversation. The man writes fucking children’s books, Luce? How could we not know this?”

      She laughed. “Beats the hell out of me. But I’m starting to freeze my damn tits off. I vote we follow the food and pick this up inside.”
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      Ethan elbowed Tanner in the ribs as they made their way across The Remarkables Ski Lodge event space. “I told you I was underdressed.”

      Tanner sighed to himself. He’d been prickly ever since Tanner had picked him up. It was a date, well, a working date on Tanner’s part.

      It was something they’d been doing on a semi-regular basis since the café had closed four weeks earlier, dating, that was. They’d eaten out, taken in a movie or two, and shared a bed several times a week. The last, only after an embarrassing conversation with Kurt about whether he was okay with it. He’d been fine, with the proviso they kept the noise down. Tanner had merely looked at Ethan, who’d blushed a shade of red rarely seen.

      Later that night he’d offered to buy Ethan a gag, for which he was duly and lusciously punished. From that point on, keeping Ethan’s mouth full of something had become a mission of his—a mission that had resulted in an enormous amount of hilarity and unexpected orgasms.

      He led Ethan through the crowded room, jam-packed with winter athletes and their entourages, everyone looking relaxed and ready to party. Everyone except Ethan.

      “Why the hell did you let me wear jeans?” Ethan continued to grumble. “I look about eighteen. People are gonna think you’re a pervert.”

      Tanner turned and took Ethan’s hand, giving it a quick squeeze. “Only for you.”

      Ethan’s lips quirked up and Tanner leaned in to brush his lips against Ethan’s ear. “You look gorgeous . . . and hot. And you are not underdressed. They don’t even look like jeans. They’re black and . . . tight . . . and the way your arse looks in them—” He nibbled Ethan’s lobe and felt him shiver. “—they’re driving me fucking crazy.”

      Ethan flashed him a coy smirk, and the air between them shot up thirty degrees. “Oh really?” He snagged Tanner’s shirt and pulled him into a kiss.

      Tanner let it linger. “Besides, that whole five-o’clock scruff thing you’ve had going on lately suits you. You look sexy and very definitely well over eighteen.”

      Ethan’s gaze narrowed. “How much over?”

      Tanner sighed and grabbed him lightly around the neck. “The perfect number of years over.”

      Ethan stared back with wonder. “Wow, you’re good.” Then he batted his eyelashes. “Does that mean we can go home and get naked?”

      Tanner kissed the end of his nose. “Good try, but no.”

      Ethan’s shoulders slumped. “Damn. Well, lead on then. This is your show. I wouldn’t know my alley-oop from my miller flip.” He winked and walked off, dragging Tanner behind with his mouth wide open.

      “Hey.” Tanner caught up. “Where’d you learn those?” He narrowed his gaze. “You’ve been studying.” Ethan had asked where he could find some of Tanner’s old competition footage and he, Tanner, and Kurt had spent a few hours on the couch running through the glory days, much to Tanner’s embarrassment.

      Kurt had been suitably impressed though, and they’d spent a lot of time since talking about competitions and travelling and boards and the like. Ethan’s eyes glazed over after the first ten minutes more often than not, but Tanner had got a peek at the excited side of Kurt that Ethan had tried to tell him about, and it had given Tanner hope. Plus, he loved talking with Kurt about boarding. It was a space carved out for just the two of them, something he could offer, something Kurt couldn’t get from Ethan.

      Ethan merely waggled his eyebrows and kept walking. He’d made no bones about his ignorance of anything winter-sport related. In the four weeks since that monumental first trip to the slopes, whenever Tanner mentioned heading up again, Ethan had found a host of other things that needed doing, and Tanner had taken Kurt instead. Not that it was any hardship. Kurt was a quick learner, and he’d upskilled significantly with Tanner’s tutelage.

      Besides, Tanner didn’t need Ethan to share his love of the snow. He liked that Ethan had his own interests, which lay more toward horses. Ethan regularly hired one from some guy named Cass who ran a tourist trekking business out of Glenorchy. He’d head up Paradise Valley for a few hours and get lost. Centred his soul, or so he said. Not Tanner’s cup of tea, although the four-wheel-drive option sounded fun.

      They crossed to the full-length window and its startling view across Lake Wakatipu and Queenstown, to Coronet Peak, and Tanner’s breath caught in his throat as it always did. He’d grown to love this spectacularly scenic but odd little town that was often more tourist trap than anything else.

      Ethan turned and surveyed the room. “So, who’s who?”

      Tanner’s gaze tracked over the crowd of impossibly fit bodies with altogether too much competitive adrenaline to be healthy for anyone, and his heart skipped up a beat. He’d loved this life—the familiar stench of bravado and cocksure attitude that leached by the bucketload from every athlete present had been his catnip for almost ten years. So much so that he hadn’t believed he could be around it, and not be part of it. So it had come as somewhat of a surprise to find that when he finally hit the mountains, it hadn’t hurt like he’d thought it would, and he’d loved every ridiculous, knee-knocking, balance-shattering, goddamn second of it.

      He took a minute to point out the various teams and their current stand-out athletes, and Ethan asked questions about each one’s speciality with somewhat surprising interest. When he was done, Ethan regarded him with soft eyes.

      “Do you miss it?”

      The question caught him by surprise and he had to think. “In some ways. I miss the adrenaline rush, but when we were up the mountain, I realised just how old I am compared to the kids competing now, and that helped.”

      Ethan squeezed his hand and slid a little closer.

      “And I sure as hell don’t miss the gruelling training, strict diet, and the soul-sucking loneliness of the circuit,” he admitted and realised how true the words were. “When you’re competing, you can’t think about that stuff. It fucks with your head. So, no, I don’t think I do miss it anymore. I’ll always wish I could’ve left on my own terms, but that’s life, right?” He cupped Ethan’s cheek. “Shit happens.”

      Ethan pressed into the touch. “It does.”

      He dropped a kiss on Ethan’s forehead, and they turned back to the room. Things between them had been going well, too damn well for a winter fling. But the Audi Games were four weeks away, and that put Tanner’s remaining time in Queenstown on the clock. And nothing, nothing about that felt even remotely okay. Ethan had carved out a home in Tanner’s heart, and it wasn’t just a rental. What the hell was he going to do?

      “Hey, Tanner. Looking good, man.” Gerry Dickenson, a blast from Tanner’s past appeared from the crowd and drew Tanner into a hug, a long hug.

      He felt the what-the-fuck heat of Ethan’s gaze—two lasers drilling into his back—and wriggled free from Gerry’s arms. He reached for Ethan’s hand. “Gerry, this is my date, Ethan Sharpe. Gerry was a friend of mine and Scott’s back in the day.”

      Ethan and Gerry shook hands.

      “You’re here with the Belgian team,” Tanner commented. “I saw your name on the list.”

      Tanner’s gaze swept over Gerry. He looked good, really good. Always handsome, Gerry wore the few creases of age and splashes of grey that came from nearing forty, with the same sly and sexy confidence Tanner remembered from all those years ago. Gerry was one of the few boarders, like Tanner, who’d been out back then, and they’d shared a bed once or twice but nothing serious. Still, there was always something about that shared level of intimacy that changed how you were in each other’s presence, and Ethan hadn’t missed a bit of it, although his raised brows were the only clue to the level of shit Tanner may or may not be in.

      “Yeah, I’m their fitness trainer. It’s a good lark. So, your date, huh?” Gerry’s gaze travelled the length of Ethan in obvious appreciation, and a rumble travelled the length of Tanner’s throat.

      Ugh. He swallowed it fast, but not fast enough, and Gerry eyed him with amusement. “How long have you two known each other?”

      Tanner answered, “A couple of months.”

      “Well, I’d say your taste has . . . taken a turn.”

      Ethan’s lips pressed into a very thin, very pissed-off line.

      “He is lovely though.”

      Tanner put his arm around Ethan and drew him close. “He is. Run’s his own business as well.”

      Ethan side-eyed him at the lie but said nothing, and Tanner thought he might have even caught a glimmer of gratitude.

      Gerry’s eyes widened. “Really? Looks and brains.” Gerry eyed Tanner meaningfully. Then he turned his attention to Ethan. “Must be great having all these mountains on your doorstep. You get out on them much?”

      Fuck.

      Ethan’s gaze darted to Tanner, then away. “No. I, um, don’t ski.”

      Gerry’s eyes popped. “Really?” He stared at Tanner like he’d lost his fucking mind. “Wow.”

      Ethan shuffled on his feet and Tanner could feel the doubt rolling off him.

      “I’ve only just got back up there myself.” He held Gerry’s gaze.

      “So I heard. News travels, right? Good for you. It was your whole life at one point, Tan.”

      It had been years since Tanner had heard his old nickname. “The important word is was. It isn’t anymore.”

      Gerry shrugged. “Still, I can’t imagine you lose that passion. We should have a drink sometime, talk some shit and laugh over a few memories. We had some good times as I recall.”

      Ethan bristled hard enough that Tanner expected to see a full set of quills pop out from his skin at any moment, and every hair on his neck alerted him to incoming snark.

      “That’s funny. Because Tanner hasn’t mentioned you at all, with all those good times you had.”

      And there it was.

      “But then, fourteen years is a long time, right babe?” Ethan turned to Tanner.

      Babe? Tanner nearly choked on his tongue.

      “Is that right?” Gerry glanced Tanner’s way. “Well, we had fun, what can I say, right, Tanner?”

      Oh, that bastard. “We did, but that was a long time ago. And I’ve enjoyed being back on the slopes too, but like I said, it’s not my life anymore.” He squeezed Ethan’s waist and felt him lean closer.

      “Well, I imagine you’ve had to rein it back a whole lot now with the, um, injury, I guess? I heard you’re wearing a brace.”

      “He’s still amazing up there,” Ethan piped in. “Everyone remembers him.”

      God, Tanner’s heart soared. Ethan, defending him.

      But Ethan wasn’t done. “And I don’t imagine you’re as good as you were in the day either?”

      Holy shit. Tanner popped a kiss on Ethan’s head, which wasn’t lost on Gerry who gave a grudging smile.

      “Very true,” Gerry said. “And I’m sorry if that came out a bit patronising, all of it. I get the feeling I’ve been a dick. Did you hear Scott got married?”

      “I did. Some physician in Cairns.”

      “It didn’t last. He’s running some ski programme in Aspen now. I’ll have to let him know we caught up. Anyway, I’ll leave you to it, seeing as how I’ve just made a fool of myself—” Gerry glanced between them. “—again.”

      “Arsehole.” Ethan stared after him. “He wants you back in his bed.”

      “There’s only one man I want to spend my time with, and he’s standing right beside me.”

      Ethan went up on tiptoes for a kiss. “Good answer. Now, how about I go grab myself a coffee and something to eat while you go mingle . . . network . . . schmooze—do whatever it is you need to do, and come find me when you’re done. Just keep away from Mr Sleaze.” He gave Tanner a quick peck on the cheek and vanished into the throng.

      Mr Sleaze. Tanner grinned and set off to work some business magic.

      Forty minutes later and he was more than over the crowds, the exhausting small talk, and all the reminiscing. He was itching to leave. A search for Ethan found him holed up in a corner with an entirely too attractive member of the Spanish team, one Tanner had already plugged as gay or at least bi. He swallowed another ridiculous growl and headed on over.

      As he approached, he took a minute to admire Ethan’s sexy, lean frame perched elegantly on the edge of the bannister, his legs crossed casually in front, and his head thrown back in an unguarded laugh that had his dark tresses hanging free and his eyes shining. It was one of Tanner’s favourite looks on him, even if he wasn’t exactly happy to be sharing it with Ethan’s handsome companion, but that was Tanner’s problem, not Ethan’s. Ethan was a crisp breath of fresh air in the stale room. He deserved attention.

      When he reached Ethan, Tanner planted a soft kiss on his cheek. Ethan gave a knowing smirk and shifted over to make room for him to perch alongside. The Spaniard gave an amused chuckle, raised his glass, and wandered off, which satisfied Tanner to no end.

      Ethan nudged him and laughed. “You need to lift those knuckles off the ground before you take all the skin off.”

      “Yeah, well. Don’t hate me.”

      “I don’t.” He rested his head on Tanner’s shoulder. “It’s kind of cute.”

      “It isn’t,” Tanner groaned. “It’s fucking embarrassing is what it is, and I don’t like it one bit. I’m a grown-arse man.”

      “Well, I think it’s cute.” Ethan pinched his cheek. “And I had my own knuckle-dragging moment, remember? As long as you don’t start beating your chest and throwing people out of the way, I’ll take it as a compliment.”

      “Doesn’t make me less of a fool, but I’m a fool who’s ready to blow this joint. You?”

      Ethan beamed and pushed off the rail. “Absolutely. On the understanding that said blowing comes with a side order of naked.”

      “You absolutely read my mind.” He raked his eyes over Ethan.

      “Jesus, Tanner. Stop looking at me like that. I’m never gonna be able to hide a boner in these.”

      “Serves you right for wearing a damn condom for a pair of jeans. And why are you holding that?” He pointed to the half-empty coffee cup.

      “Because it tastes like crap and I want Adrian to tell me why. I complained to the barista, but he said there wasn’t much he could do with the beans he’d been given.”

      Tanner wasn’t following. “And . . . ?”

      “I’ll tell you later.”

      “In bed?”

      Ethan’s expression turned predatory. “If you’re a good boy.”
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      And he had been a good boy—if the blissed-out expression on Ethan’s face and the boneless spread of him across Tanner’s bed were anything to judge by. But the answer to the coffee thing had remained elusive, mostly because Tanner couldn’t actually remember what he wanted to ask. In the meantime, he had a bundle of dozing, naked Ethan in his arms, and that was more than enough distraction.

      They’d opted for Tanner’s small apartment in town because it was closer, and because Ethan wanted to drop off the damned half-drunk coffee to Adrian on their way. Over-roasted beans was Adrian’s instant verdict, which had seemed pretty self-evident to Tanner, but what would he know? The subsequent lengthy discussion had him abandoning them in favour of the warm car until they were done, then Ethan had launched himself into the passenger seat with the laughing demand to fuck him or fuck off. Like there was any question which way that was going to go.

      Tanner’s cramped apartment had about as much charm as a hospital waiting room, but it had a bed, and that was pretty much the threshold of their requirements for an epic round of blow jobs.

      They flipped coins to call the order. Tanner won and chose first so he could focus better on Ethan when he was done, though he hadn’t counted on Ethan edging him torturously for damn near thirty minutes. When it was Tanner’s turn he got Ethan to stand, put his hands behind his back and keep them there—the perfect position to exact retribution.

      “Holy fuck.” Ethan’s head dropped back and his mouth fell open as Tanner swallowed around him. “Jesus, Tanner. They’re gonna need a fucking search party to find my dick in your throat at this rate.”

      Tanner popped off and licked up the length of Ethan’s shaft before firing a stinging slap to his butt that drew a sharp intake of breath and a promising shudder. He fanned his fingers over the spot before delivering another, eliciting a belly-deep groan of pleasure. Ethan still couldn’t verbalise why he liked it, only that he did . . . a lot. And Tanner wasn’t complaining. The more Ethan was riled up, the hotter the sheets burned. It was a no-brainer.

      “Complaining?”

      Ethan wiggled his arse. “Hell no. Now get back on it.” His gaze dropped to where his dick ploughed in and out of Tanner’s mouth and fixed there.

      Tanner lifted two fingers and Ethan sucked until they were dripping. Then Tanner slid them into Ethan’s crease and watched for the fireworks to begin. Ethan was a sucker for arse play, and he wasn’t disappointed.

      “Fuuuuck.” Ethan’s eyes rolled back in his head and he rocked to take Tanner’s fingers deeper, while still fucking Tanner’s mouth.

      They played that way for a while until Tanner couldn’t hold back any longer. He pushed Ethan flat on the bed and finished him off, watching every second as Ethan came apart above him. Then in between tender kisses, gentle caresses, and muted murmurings of contentment, Tanner slipped into the big spoon position and hauled Ethan close, his vaguely interested dick nudging Ethan’s crease.

      Ethan snorted. “Nuh-uh, mister. You’ve just blown my balls out my arse and you think you’re coming back for more? I’m not that kind of girl. Go to sleep.”
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      “That ski instructor was a fucking psychopath. I should report his damn arse.” Ethan dusted the snow off his ski pants and eased himself slowly into Tanner’s four-wheel drive, feeling every one of his joints and a few he didn’t know he had. “You saw what happened. He had it in for me from the start. And that girl was a damn suck up. There was no way that little nudge I gave her, which was totally accidental by the way—snow ploughing is not as easy as it looks, something you could have warned me about.” He threw a glare Tanner’s way. “There was no way that could have sent her face-first into the snow. She blew the whole thing up just to get me in trouble.”

      Tanner snorted. “She was six.”

      Ethan huffed. “A very mature six. And what about her mother. God, the lungs on that creature. At least I know what a banshee sounds like. Thank Christ I’m gay. Do all women do that? It’s not natural.”

      It hadn’t escaped Ethan that Tanner was struggling to keep a straight face, which only served to ramp up his irritation. His thighs burned and the freezing wind had crawled through his gloves, setting his hands alight with some kind of weird numbing fire, however that shit worked.

      He pulled his gloves off and stared at his pale fingers. “Oh. My. God. I’ve got fucking frostbite.” He shook them madly, much to Tanner’s obvious amusement. Tanner was a proverbial arsehole at times, something else they needed to have words about. “You’ll have to take me to the hospital.”

      Tanner rolled his eyes skyward. “Give me strength.”

      Ethan wanted to punch him.

      “Drama queen, much?” Tanner teased. “You do not have frostbite. Here, let me look.” He took Ethan’s hands and studied them a second before dropping them in disgust. “No frostbite.”

      “How can you tell?” Ethan shoved his hands under his armpits where they throbbed alarmingly. “They’re numb and burning at the same time, and they’re blue, Tanner. Fucking blue.” He took them out to stare at them again before nestling them back under his arms.

      “They are not blue,” Tanner said patiently. “A little grey, at the most. They just need warming up.”

      But Ethan was cold, tired, and had suffered two hours of humiliation at the hands of a bunch of short-arse kids who had more balance in their little toes than he possessed in his entire body. God, why had he ever agreed to this?

      “It’s not funny,” Ethan griped. “Why are you laughing? And whose idea was it to take me fucking skiing on my birthday? I don’t do snow, remember? What was wrong with a vineyard lunch, a cosy drink in a bar, sex by the fire—the likes of which you’ll be lucky to ever see again, just so you know—or any number of romantic options with which to celebrate such a milestone?”

      Tanner rolled his eyes so hard that Ethan was surprised they didn’t rattle the driver’s window as they passed. He decided right then and there he was gonna own Tanner’s arse later. It was his birthday, after all.

      “It was your idea,” Tanner answered patiently. “If I remember rightly, it went something like, ‘Oh please, Tanner. Wonderful, strong, talented Tanner. Please teach me to ski. It’s all I want to do on my birthday.’”

      Ethan glared. “It went nothing like that.”

      Tanner smirked. “But you admit to asking me?”

      His mouth snapped shut. Bastard. “I admit nothing, now drive. I want to get home before all my fingers fall off and I can’t drill your arse as much as I’d like before I wreck it.” He smiled smugly, taking no small pleasure at the strangled squeak that leaked from Tanner’s throat.

      Still, Tanner had been right. Ethan had been the one who had suggested the ski lesson as a birthday present, to Tanner’s gobsmacked surprise. Tanner had then—sensibly, as it turned out—insisted that the first lesson be with an instructor so it didn’t end in an argument. Yeah, about that. He’d then kept his distance, shouting words of praise and encouragement from the sideline, which had only served to rile Ethan even more. So, he might not be the best student.

      He grinned to himself. He must have lost his goddamn mind. What on earth had possessed him to ask Tanner to teach him in the first place? He was fairly sure it had something to do with Tanner leaving at the end of winter, Gerry’s comments at the schmooze event, and Ethan deciding that learning to ski was a permanent reminder of their time together. But given today’s experience, he thought a photo or two would have been infinitely more sensible. And it wasn’t as if he needed more memories for his heart to bleed over. Not really.

      He wanted a lot more than memories. He wanted time. He wanted Tanner to stay. He wanted a future. But Tanner’s future was in Auckland, he’d made that pretty damn clear. And Ethan wasn’t going to upend his life in Queenstown. Not with him and Kurt just getting back on track. Fuck adulting.

      And since Ethan wasn’t going to get what he so badly wanted, he thought he’d try the next best thing. He’d learn about Tanner’s passion and spend time together doing it. Maybe show Tanner just how much he cared without needing to say the actual words, fix himself in Tanner’s heart a little more so that he would remember Ethan too. Because regardless of his promises to himself, Ethan had fallen in fucking love, and there wasn’t squiddly shit he could do about it.

      Exactly why Ethan thought Tanner would forget about him, he couldn’t say—only that the idea terrified him. He knew Tanner cared for him, more than cared for him—everything he did and said affirmed that. But fucking Gerry had been an unwelcome reminder that Tanner had a whole lifetime of experience on Ethan, and a man his own age could offer him a lot more than a complicated twenty-something hot mess.

      They finished the drive back to Ethan’s in relative silence, Tanner’s warm hand wrapped around his, so by the time Tanner’s four-wheel drive nosed up Ethan’s driveway, the sensation had almost returned to his fingers.

      “Better?” Tanner asked with a cheeky nod to Ethan’s pink fingertips.

      Now this—this casual flirting and innuendo—this Ethan could do. Sex, Ethan could do. Lust, Ethan could do and did on a gobsmackingly consistent schedule that covered any time Tanner was within a country mile. Too bad none of that was enough for his greedy heart. He took a deep breath and set his jaw. He needed to just enjoy Tanner while he was around.

      “Marginally,” he answered with a cocky grin that he was sure missed his eyes by a million miles. “Although I’m pretty sure their suppleness has been permanently compromised. Not sure I could crook them at the right angle anymore, if you catch my drift.”

      Tanner laughed. “Now, that would be a real shame.” He leaned over and pressed a sound kiss to Ethan’s lips, which set his stomach jumping in ridiculous delight. “Perhaps a little repetitive exercise would loosen them up,” He drew Ethan’s bottom lip between his teeth for a gentle nip.

      Ethan grinned. “Maybe.” He let himself out of the car and nearly crumbled at the knees. Tanner raced to help.

      “I’m, ah, not sure I’ll manage that birthday dinner out you promised me.” Ethan weaved alarmingly toward the front door. “God, why do you folks do this to your bodies? I’m not leaving the house. Pizza, a bath, a rub down, and an early night instead? Interested, anyone?” He threw Tanner what he hoped was a sexy smile but suspected it looked more like an agonised grimace.

      Tanner winced. “Um . . . about that—”

      The front door flew open and Kurt, Luce, and Adrian exploded from it, singing a painful chorus of “Happy Birthday” that would’ve been improved by even the thinnest effort at harmony.

      Bryn pushed her way through the middle and launched herself straight at Ethan. She would’ve taken him out at the knees if Tanner hadn’t kept a firm grip around his waist and grabbed her collar at the last minute.

      Ethan regarded him with a nasty gleam in his eyes. “Tanner, what’s going on?”

      Tanner’s eyes widened comically. “Hey, look at that. It’s a miracle. Just when you need someone to cook a meal, wham, there they are.” He kissed Ethan’s cheek, which earned him far more forgiveness than he deserved. “Like pizza was ever going to be an option for your birthday.”

      Ethan rolled his eyes. “You knew about this, I take it?”

      Tanner laughed. “It’s like you don’t even know me.”

      “I hate you. I’m too tired, too exhausted, too . . .”

      “Spoiled.” Tanner laughed. “Come here, grumpy pants.” He hauled a squealing Ethan over his shoulder and carried him into the house to loud applause.

      Ethan was taking names.

      “Put me down, you Neanderthal.” To his dismay, it came out more delighted than pissed off. Giving up, he wrapped his arms around Tanner’s and kissed his neck, more than once. That’d teach him. Then he held on for dear life as he was manhandled into his warm home, and he tried to ignore the wet run of tears down his cheeks, blaming them on the freezing wind and his aching body.
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      Two helpings of lamb chops, roast potatoes, salad, and green beans with bacon, followed by a goliath-sized slice of passionfruit pavlova loaded with whipped cream and shaved chocolate pretty much guaranteed Ethan the food coma to end all food comas. He slouched on the couch cradling his bulging, nauseated belly and delivered an epic burp.

      “In three months the police are going to come looking and find me still sitting here,” he announced. “Ethan Sharpe. Death by gluttony.”

      Tanner snorted. “I’ll make sure to send flowers.”

      Ethan shot him a withering look. “I’ll haunt you.”

      “And that would change my current life how?”

      Ethan poked his tongue at Tanner, who sucked it into a kiss. Winners are grinners.

      The room fell to silence as everyone found a space to spread out in post-feast recovery, and Ethan struggled to keep his eyes open. His cushion—AKA Tanner’s chest—was too damn comfy for words. He shuffled on his hips, snuggled closer, and enjoyed the weight of Tanner’s arms around him.

      “I think we should get this coffee roastery up and running as soon as possible.”

      Adrian had spouted the unexpected words from somewhere to Ethan’s right, and Ethan’s eyes flew open. Shit. The entire room’s focus shifted his way, and beneath him Tanner stiffened.

      Lucy sprang to attention. “A roastery?”

      “Or someone else will beat us to it,” Adrian added.

      Ethan spun slowly in an attempt not to throw up in Tanner’s lap and stared at his friend. “Thanks, Ads.”

      “What did I say? I mean, you pretty much suggested exactly that when you brought me that disgusting coffee to taste.”

      Ethan stole a quick glance at Tanner over his shoulder who looked completely broadsided. Yeah. Possibly because Ethan had failed to share a single scrap of this idea with him. His reasons were complicated. A part of him wanted this whole idea to be Tanner-free so when he left, Ethan would have something that was just his, a distraction. But how did he explain that?

      Fuck.

      Too late now. Ethan pushed himself into a more upright position and Tanner’s arm fell away cold . . . and stayed away.

      “I wasn’t sure you were really interested,” Ethan said to Adrian. “You said you didn’t need the money.”

      “It’s not about the money,” Adrian answered. “And as I told you back then, I’m in.”

      Adrian was clearly completely unaware of the deepening shit he was landing Ethan in, shovelful upon shovelful. “We can go equal shares in the equipment and costs, use the barn for the business, and you take an agreed percentage more of the profit to cover your additional contribution of the plant and facilities. We’ll get it drawn up legally.”

      “I can see you’ve put some thought into this.” Ethan chanced a glance at Tanner, but his expression was locked up tighter than a vault.

      “It’s a fucking awesome idea.” Lucy’s eyes sparkled. “You could maybe use me part-time or something, when it gets going. I’d help for free at the start.”

      “Cool.” Kurt nodded his head—pretty much high praise in teen-speak.

      “It is a brilliant idea,” Tanner finally spoke while simultaneously shuffling sideways down the couch, away from Ethan. “And a surprise too.”

      And there it was.

      Adrian’s face fell as he finally cottoned on. “Oops, sorry.”

      Ethan reached for Tanner’s hand. “I know. I’m sorry. I didn’t know if it was even feasible, and by the time we’d get anything underway, you’d be . . .” He didn’t finish the sentence, noticing the sting of hurt in Tanner’s eyes.

      “Gone. Yeah, I get it. And you’re right, this is your thing.”

      Ethan wanted desperately to explain, but it would have to wait.

      Tanner leaned close. “If you want to discuss it, I can . . . go in the bedroom . . . or something.”

      “No, of course I don’t want you to go. I want your opinion.”

      And thankfully Tanner did stay, though he said little to Ethan for the rest of the evening.

      The discussion was animated, and the positive energy that flowed from it was undeniable. It was a good idea, everyone agreed, Tanner included. The epic fail of the coffee at that event had opened Ethan’s eyes to the possibility. The local bean supplier was crap and had a stranglehold on the market. But Adrian understood coffee better than anyone Ethan knew. He’d worked in the business for years, including a stint in an overseas roastery. And he’d been busy already, making enquiries about purchasing second-hand roasters in New Zealand. The idea had legs, strong ones.

      By the end of the evening, they’d decided to seriously look at its feasibility. Ethan would get help with developing a business plan and investigate commercial roastery regulations, and Adrian would cost the equipment and see if a commercial kitchen conversion would cover their health and safety needs. He’d also reach out to his overseas roastery contacts. Luce would be available for general dogsbody work, but she also came up with the name for the fledgling business—Southern Lights Coffee Company—a nod to the Aurora Australis.

      The name was broad enough to cover another idea they’d thrown around—developing a small in-house coffee/café business on-site, with the roastery visible through a glass partition, and the potential to grow a catering arm. They were on the main road to Coronet Peak with ample room for a car park, and the barn was plenty big enough to house both businesses.

      They’d keep the café simple, with an emphasis on the coffee and the type of food Ethan had catered for Tanner—country-style South Island Kiwi scrumptiousness that they could then extend into catering. It was a grand idea and would have to wait until the roastery proved itself first.

      By midnight they’d finished a draft plan, and Ethan could hardly believe they were actually going to give it a go. But any excitement he felt was tempered by the muted expression on his lover’s face. That Tanner was in favour of the idea was in no doubt, judging from the interest and enthusiasm he’d shown with the others. But with Ethan, he’d been ominously quiet.

      At one point, Ethan had shuffled closer and apologised once again. Tanner had simply smiled, squeezed his hand, and reassured him they were fine. Tanner wasn’t angry, Ethan knew that. It had just been a guillotine reminder of what was headed their way. He should’ve told him and also told him why he’d been so reluctant to share, but they’d been at such pains to avoid anything to do with his looming departure. So Ethan had taken the easy way out and said nothing.

      He needed to fix things, but when everyone left and they collapsed into Ethan’s bed—whether it was the food, the discussion, or something else entirely—Tanner simply pulled Ethan close to his chest and went straight to sleep. Ethan didn’t. Happy fucking birthday.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Ethan came awake to a room stained in weak grey light and the delicious sensation of his dick in a warm wet mouth. Tanner. Relief unfurled in Ethan’s chest and his heart squeezed.

      He lifted the sheets and Tanner pulled off and grinned up at him. Tanner’s hair was adorably mussed—miles from its usual pristine styling, his eyes half-lidded with sleep. And yet somehow, he still managed to look hot as fuck.

      “Good morning, beautiful.” Tanner’s lips were plump and slick.

      Ethan smiled. “Indeed it is. Don’t let me interrupt.” He blew a kiss and threw the sheet back so he could watch, lost in a surging wave of pleasure that blossomed from the base of his spine to run in blazing ripples through his body, already so close he could go off with the puff of a cool breeze. And he did, while Tanner sucked him through till the very end, then licked him clean and pulled the covers back over them both.

      Ethan caressed Tanner’s rough stubbled cheek with the back of his fingers and smiled. “You take my breath away, Tanner Carpenter.”

      He nestled close against Ethan’s side. “As do you to me, Ethan Sharpe. And I’m sorry.”

      Ethan’s brow creased. “You have nothing to apologise for. I’m the one who should be sorry.” He pressed a kiss to Tanner’s forehead. “I shut you out, and I have no good excuse other than . . . I’m scared.”

      Tanner propped himself up on an elbow and studied Ethan. “Of?”

      Ethan’s skin grew tight and his eyes pricked. Oh, crap. He’d nearly lost one person without telling them how he felt, he was damned if he’d lose another.

      “Stay there.” He flipped to his other side and wiggled back until Tanner was spooning him.

      Tanner wrapped an arm around Ethan’s waist and pulled him close. “That bad, huh?”

      Ethan nodded. “The worst. I’m scared of what’s going to happen when you leave. I didn’t tell you about the coffee thing because I didn’t want it to remind me of . . . you.” He snorted. “And of course, now, it always will.” He took a deep breath and pulled Tanner’s hand up to rub against his cheek. “I thought if I had something that was just mine, that you’d had nothing to do with, then I could lose myself in it and it would help . . . you know . . . when you’re gone—” His voice hitched and he paused.

      Tanner’s grip tightened. “Ethan—”

      “Look, I know we agreed not to talk about it because there’s nothing we can do, but . . . fuck . . . I want you in my life, Tanner. And I don’t know how to deal with the fact that I won’t have that.”

      Tanner nestled his mouth against Ethan’s neck and pressed a kiss there. “I feel the same. I can’t get you out of my head . . . but I— Shit . . . I just . . . my life is, was in Auckland, but then there’s you . . . this new and hugely important part of my life too, and I . . .”

      Ethan swallowed hard. “I know . . . I know, but then we’ve only known each other a few months, right?”

      “And you need to be here, Ethan. I understand that. Kurt needs stability and neither of you is ready for another big change. We can keep in touch, and maybe if I come back next year, we can see how things are and . . .”

      Ethan’s throat closed over and every cell in his body wanted to scream that a year was too fucking long . . . it was too hard. “If it wasn’t for Kurt—”

      “Shhhh.” Tanner kissed his ear. “Even if that were true, I’m not sure your decision should be any different. You hate big cities. And this coffee thing . . . ? This is you. I can feel it. I think that’s why it hit me so hard. It’s such a great idea, and it’s what you’ve been looking for, your own path, a chance to find out what you can do. You need to take it, and I can’t get in the way.”

      Ethan fought more tears. “A year or two down the track?” And oh god, he couldn’t do any more of this. The words were out before he could stop them. “I love you, Tanner.”

      And the room fell silent. Deathly fucking silent.

      Shit. Shit. Shit. Ethan shuddered. Why had he said it? And now he couldn’t take it back. He spun in Tanner’s arms to find a deeply etched frown and shock paling his face.

      “Ethan, I—”

      Ethan buried the rest of Tanner’s words in a fierce kiss before putting a single finger to Tanner’s lips. “Shh.” He rested his cheek alongside Tanner’s. “Whatever you’re about to say, I’m not sure I’ll survive the aftermath, so please don’t. I shouldn’t have said anything. Maybe there’s something for us down the track, maybe not.” He pulled up, and the level of anguish in Tanner’s expression shocked him to the core.

      He cradled Tanner’s face, lost in those cloudy grey eyes.

      “But a future maybe doesn’t help us right now. Neither of us is in a place to make any promises, Tanner who is also gay.”

      Tanner’s mouth opened to argue, but Ethan pinched his lips together in an adorable duck-like bill.

      “No. It’ll hurt too much. I just wanted you to understand why I did what I did about the coffee thing. And I want us to enjoy the time we have left. Please.”

      Tanner’s eyes shone bright with tears and Ethan felt the threads holding his heart together begin to unravel. “Okay. Your bedroom, your rules, Ethan who is gay.” Tanner smiled sadly. Then he rolled on top of Ethan, pressed a bruising kiss to his lips, and settled between his legs.

      Neither of them was hard, but it didn’t take long as Ethan rocked their bodies in slow motion. No hurry, nowhere to be, just the two of them lost in their small space carved out from the world, uniquely theirs, if not forever.

      It was seductive, addictive, bewitching, and agonisingly sad. And when Ethan got to his knees and slid down on Tanner, taking him deep within, the world settled in his heart for a few minutes and everything felt at peace.

      Then he rode Tanner in the light of the dawn’s winter sun until they both crested in near silence and lay sated in a tangle of limbs between the sheets.

      And as Tanner’s breathing evened into a light sleep, Ethan clung to his side and wondered why, with more than two months to go, he felt like they’d just said goodbye?
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      Tanner glared at the boarding pass on his phone as he waited for his Uber. He hardly needed the reminder. It was all he could do not to throw his phone in the damn bin. The bin next to his suitcase. His packed suitcase. Fuck.

      Three weeks since Ethan’s birthday and a week until the Audi Games, and here he was headed home to Auckland for his sister’s birthday and a summons from his partners who wanted updates and explanations regarding the slow progress. Well, fuck ’em. And fuck ’em again for stealing time from what remained with Ethan. If they thought they could do his job any better, Tanner suggested they get their suited arses down there and do it themselves. That hadn’t gone down well. No surprises there.

      Whatever. He’d warned them it would take time. This was his arena, his speciality. Sports teams had their own way of doing things. They didn’t flit from company to company to get the best deal or to work with the latest marketing hotshot. They had finely tuned athletes to keep happy and at the top of their game. They needed to trust that the company they chose would look after those guys. You had to woo them, seduce them. You didn’t just have to take them for dinner first; you had to book them on a world fucking cruise.

      That’s why he’d been given the project in the first place, and his partners needed to stop micromanaging his pissed-off arse from fifteen hundred damn kilometres away in their cushy Parnell offices. It was pretty clear any dream he had of heading back down to Queenstown the following year to pick things up with Ethan was growing dimmer by the day. Double fuck.

      Not that he’d mentioned any of that to Ethan. He was far too busy with builders, council meetings, sanding, painting, and getting his and Adrian’s business ready to open. Even Elle had lent a hand, offering her usual blunt but welcome advice. And if that wasn’t keeping Ethan busy enough, Sidney, the new boarder, was arriving the following week and their room needed attention as well.

      Tanner was happy for Ethan. He really was. And he was so fucking proud. Ethan had taken to developing the idea into a feasible business like a damn duck to water. All the hours of prep he and Adrian had put in was paying dividends, and Adrian’s gloomy outlook had proved useful for getting all those t’s crossed and i’s dotted.

      They’d got a surprisingly quick all-clear from the bank regardless of Ethan’s prior issue with the café, in part due to Adrian’s partnership and apparent liquidity—the guy was a dark, dark horse—and the fact that Ethan had closed the café himself and paid off all monies owing rather than being forced into foreclosure. Ethan had dipped into his inheritance and Adrian’s pockets to ensure they only needed a small loan, and the remainder of both had been more than enough collateral.

      A newly retired builder was engaged and started immediately, and Adrian had sourced a second-hand roaster from a NZ contact for half what it would have cost brand new. The monster was due to arrive any day, and because they were beginning just with the roastery alone, there hadn’t been a lot of major work required to get a permit. Expanding later to a small café would necessitate more, but it was enough for now.

      The last time Tanner had laid eyes on Ethan, he was exhausted, but also vibrating with excitement. The roastery was two weeks from opening and it was all hands on deck. They’d shared a pizza with Kurt and watched some ridiculous nineties throw-back movie whose title he couldn’t even remember. Then they’d hightailed it to Ethan’s bedroom and steamed up his sheets in a down and dirty, rough and tumble race to orgasm amid much hilarity involving a Batman cape, a set of glow-in-the-dark anal beads, and more lube than any sane man could possibly need. Tanner still wasn’t convinced the sheets were salvageable.

      They’d made no further mention of that discussion or Ethan’s admission of the depth of his feelings, but Tanner regretted to his back teeth that he’d caved to Ethan’s pleas not to return the sentiment. Their relationship existed in a bubble of denial that was becoming increasingly difficult to maintain, at least for Tanner. And an awkwardness had developed between them that only vanished in the bedroom. They were playing out their lives on a shallow glass ledge, beneath which, quite visibly, the future loomed dark and threatening. And the cracks were beginning to show. He could feel Ethan pulling back, and he was conscious of doing the same. Six weeks till Tanner left, but on some days it felt like tomorrow.
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      With Tanner away for the weekend, Ethan battled with the notion of it being a trial run for Tanner’s looming departure in six weeks, and he’d hated every goddamn minute of it.

      The Southern Lights Coffee Company—damn, that was an awesome name—was open for business the next week. Between trialling test batches of beans, delivering product samples, and keeping up with emails and phone calls, Ethan and Adrian were exhausted. The business had taken on a life of its own, gathering momentum from a single idea to a fully-fledged, operational plan in less than a month.

      A lot of that was down to Adrian’s knowledge of all things coffee, including growers and distributors. Several cafés and restaurants had already phoned in small orders, which had sent a buzz of ridiculous excitement through them both. Son of a bitch. The idea looked like it was actually going to work.

      The trick would be in holding onto enough of those newly interested clients by offering a consistent product and exceptional customer service. Adrian’s job was the consistency, Ethan’s the service. And neither had any misconceptions about how tough it would be—no holidays, no swanning off for long weekends . . . no long-distance romances. But Ethan had already come to the realisation that he wasn’t built for a long-distance relationship. He wanted Tanner in his home, not a two-hour flight away. He’d had enough distance in his life. So it would have to be a clean break between them, and he could only hope Tanner agreed.

      Even Kurt had got on board with the roastery plans, using his reignited passion for graphic design to come up with a great looking logo, some promo material, and even a working website . . .  Well, mostly working—the thing needed some finessing when Kurt finished his exams. Ethan was hugely proud of Kurt and didn’t stop telling him.

      But more than all of that, Ethan was proud of himself, perhaps for the very first time. Everything was falling into place, everything except Tanner. Tanner, who was leaving.

      They’d agreed not to text while Tanner was away unless they needed to. In six weeks, he wouldn’t be around, and Ethan needed to get used to the idea. Good luck with that. Not to mention his right wrist was gonna need a splint and a script for Repetitive Strain Injury without Tanner in his bed.

      He’d know soon enough—Tanner’s flight had landed and he’d texted to say he was on his way. Kurt had a butterflied lamb on the barbecue and everyone was staying to eat. Ethan chewed his cheek wondering if it would be considered impolite to jump Tanner as soon as he walked in the door. Yeah, probably, dammit.

      Even their boarder, Sidney, tired after their first day training with the downhill ski programme, had pitched in and contributed a German cucumber salad which Kurt was eyeing warily. The boy wasn’t keen on vegetables, but the fact he seemed to be enamoured with the salad maker might spur him to try. Ethan could only hope.

      The cute-as-a-button teen had arrived two days early—somehow Ethan had missed the change-in-flight email—and waltzed into all the madness only to be given a few hours to catch up on sleep before being handed a paintbrush and asked to finish off the last wall of their own bedroom. Welcome to New Zealand.

      Kurt had spent the first hour dancing warily around his new housemate, screwing up all their pronouns, something which amused Sidney to no end. He’d finally pulled his head out of his arse, and by the time the room was finished, the two were cracking jokes and singing—badly—to old Lionel Ritchie songs.

      The sound of the front door opening and a bag hitting the floor sent Ethan’s heart soaring and his stomach curling in fluttering rolls. And when he walked in, Tanner ignored everyone else and stalked right over to Ethan to deliver a stunning kiss. Then he pulled Ethan against his chest in a desperate hug that went on for days. “God, I missed you.” He nuzzled against his hair, making Ethan’s eyes suspiciously wet. Tanner only had to breathe, and Ethan was a goner.

      “I missed you too.” He buried his face in Tanner’s neck. “So fucking much.”

      They stayed like that until someone cleared their throat, and Tanner finally stepped away to greet the others while Ethan tried to compose himself.

      Adrian slapped Tanner on the back and shoved an open beer into his hand while Luce gave him a welcome hug, and Kurt high-fived him. Sidney remained standing shyly in the corner until Ethan called them over.

      They were dressed in a lime-green Henley, black tights, a short denim skirt, and Doc Martins—their impish black hair standing upright from their head in stylishly gelled tufts above a pair of large hazel eyes fringed with long dark lashes. Oh yeah, they were a beauty, and Kurt’s drippy glazed expression just screamed big-time crush. Ethan sighed. Just what he needed. But Sidney had proved to be a bit canny about these things and was handling the gawky attention with grace and firm boundaries. Good for them.

      Ethan grabbed Tanner’s hand and introduced him to Sidney. The two shook hands and spent a few minutes talking about all things skiing as Ethan drank in every inch of his lover from a distance.

      Ethan was still shocked by how much he wanted Tanner. All. The. Time. He’d never been that guy, the dreamy-eyed pushover. He’d mostly seen his dalliances with men in uncompromising sharp relief. They were about need and trust and sometimes friendship, if he was lucky. They weren’t ever this. This disconcerting zing of attraction that built instead of waned, that left him confused rather than sated. And that had him scrambling to rebuild walls he’d so dangerously allowed to fall into disrepair. And all in a couple of ridiculous, endearing, and scorching short months.

      But as he watched Tanner and Sidney laugh over some shared joke, Sidney leaning back against the wall somewhat starry-eyed over the older man—and who could blame them—Ethan saw all the warning signs he’d missed earlier. Deep lines cut around Tanner’s eyes, the strain evident even through the smiling façade. And there was a tightness to his mouth, a rigidity in the way he held himself, as if he was hanging by his fingernails. Something was up. He remembered that endless, fierce hug, like Tanner couldn’t bear to let him go, and his heart stuttered. Shit.

      The food arrived before he could pull Tanner aside and grill him, so it would have to wait. Bryn brushed past under the table to settle contentedly on Tanner’s feet, clearly pleased to have her other man back in the fold, and Ethan knew exactly how she felt. Goddamn, even the dog missed him. He glanced up at his mother’s ashes sitting next to her cookbooks and sighed.

      You’re welcome to jump in here anytime you want? Nah, didn’t think so.

      “So, how’d the first day of training go?” Ethan directed the question to Sidney whose head shot up in surprise. “Was everyone . . . welcoming?”

      Everyone at the table knew what he meant, and Ethan felt a little guilty for putting them on the spot, but this was supposed to be a family placement so Sidney could be openly supported, and family was what Ethan wanted to offer. Sidney had settled in well, and their response would tell him where they stood. He could build from there.

      They blushed. “Oh, um . . . yeah, mostly everyone was okay.” They busied themselves with their plate of food once again.

      “Mostly?” Tanner this time.

      They sat back. “Yeah. But there’s always arseholes, right? I got a few of the usual whispered moans about the pronoun thing, some stares at my makeup, and one guy gave me a hard time about why I was skiing with the men. But he sucked that up after the first few runs.”

      Tanner laughed. “I just bet he did. Sidney has all the coaches frothing at the mouth at their potential.”

      A deep blush fanned out across Sidney’s cheeks, and Kurt’s eyes widened. Ethan had picked early that Sidney wasn’t one to talk themselves up, and Kurt likely had no idea just how talented their guest was.

      “Downhill is incredibly demanding and dangerous,” Tanner went on while Sidney continued to fiddle with their food. “But everyone is sure Sidney has the goods. In a few years, we’ll be watching them on television, bragging that we knew them way back before they were a household name.”

      “That’s so cool,” Kurt said quietly. “Can I watch you train sometime?”

      Sidney’s blush hit a nice shade of crimson. “I’m sure that would be fine.”

      Ethan rolled his eyes. “You better pick that tongue up off the floor, bro, or Bryn will think it’s fair game.”

      “Shut up.” Kurt glared.

      Luce interrupted, “Leave the poor boy alone. How was your trip, Tanner?”

      Tanner’s gaze flicked to Ethan, then back to Luce. And there it was again. Shit, shit, shit.

      “The birthday went great. I got some work done, attended a few meetings, and that’s about it. You guys have been the busy ones.”

      Ethan jarred at the redirect but let it slide. Whatever this was, it was definitely not talk for the table.

      “Tell me about it. I’m gonna put a bed up in the barn,” Adrian grumbled. “I’m damn near living there as it is, may as well sleep there too. There isn’t enough time to finish what we need to before the launch, and the roaster still has a few kinks to work out—my last batch was . . . well, let’s just say charcoal would have been tastier.”

      “The timer crapped out,” Ethan explained with a wave of his arm. “It was nothing to do with you. Besides, we got it fixed. It won’t happen again.”

      A pair of deep creases formed between Adrian’s brows. “But it was an expensive mistake. I should’ve been paying more attention. I had a bad feeling about it . . .”

      The whole table groaned, and Adrian looked around, bewildered. “What?”

      Ethan sighed. “I should have been paying more attention too. Lesson learned. And goddammit, will you stop with all the bad-feeling shit. If our partnership goes bust, Ads, it’ll be because I’ll have had it with hearing that damn phrase and thrown you in the roaster myself. No more, okay? You’re gonna put a jinx on the thing before we even start.”

      Adrian stared at him wide-eyed. “But I did have a bad feeling.”

      Ethan snorted irritably. “Maybe you’re just a pessimist. Have you ever considered that?”

      Adrian’s mouth opened and then closed as if the idea was completely foreign to him. “But we do have a crap-ton to do. We have to even out that floor by the new vent and—”

      “For fuck sake, Ads.” Ethan despaired. “Are you having any fun? Because if not . . .”

      Adrian sat bolt upright in his chair. “Yes. Yes I am.”

      The sincerity of his answer caught Ethan by surprise, and judging by the stunned look on Adrian’s face, him as well. “The most fun ever.” He added a rare grin.

      Ethan picked up his fork to continue eating. “Well, alrighty then. Thank Christ for that.” And the table erupted into laughter around him.
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      When dinner was done, Tanner looked over, caught Ethan’s gaze, and held it. And oh God, there was apology written in Tanner’s expression in tall fucking capital letters. One look and Ethan almost heard the bubble burst on their little world.

      Lucy turned at Ethan’s sharp intake of breath and immediately dismissed him and Tanner from clean-up. “Get lost, you two.”

      Tanner towed Ethan down the hall and into the bedroom where he pushed him up against the closed door and kissed him like there was no tomorrow. Ethan returned the effort with equal desperation until they were both gasping. No sooner had they separated to catch their breath than Ethan heard the glass on that flimsy shelf they’d built their remaining time on hit the floor and shatter in a deafening explosion.

      He pushed Tanner back and eyed him warily. “Okay, enough. I’m not going any further until I know. What happened?”

      Tanner’s flat, dejected expression said it all. He rested his hands either side of Ethan’s head and pressed their foreheads together. “They want me back, Ethan. Straight after the Audi Games. I’m leaving before the closing ceremony. We have a little under three weeks left.”

      Panic grabbed Ethan by the throat, and he thought he might very well throw up. “What? Why?” He shoved Tanner away and stalked the room. “No. You said six weeks. We’re supposed to have six more weeks, goddammit.” He could do nothing to stop the tears that flooded his cheeks. Strong arms circled him from behind and pulled him down onto the bed. He fought to free himself, to swallow the pain that choked his breath and threatened to explode in his head. It was too fucking soon. He wasn’t ready.

      But Tanner held him tight in his arms.

      “I’ll sell Adrian my share of the business,” Ethan scrambled the words out in a broken voice, knowing he couldn’t, he wouldn’t. But he had to say something. You didn’t let something like this go, you didn’t let love slide away and not fucking fight for it. “He doesn’t need me here.”

      “He does,” Tanner argued.

      “Kurt could go to boarding school. There’s enough money.”

      “No, he can’t. Ethan, stop . . . please.” Tanner rolled him over till they were face to face and kissed his wet cheeks. “Adrian needs you, Kurt needs you, Sidney needs you, and you need to be here, for you. I’m so proud of what you’re doing. You’re so talented, and the business has big potential. It’s everything you were looking for, and I won’t ever forgive myself if I let you walk away from it.”

      “But—”

      “No. You need to do this. You’d only hate me if you didn’t at least try. I could equally say I’d leave my job and my whole life and come down here, but you’d say exactly the same thing.”

      And he was right, almost. But the sting in Ethan’s heart said Tanner didn’t have a Kurt. He could walk away, he just didn’t want to, and Ethan got it, he really did. But he wasn’t about to throw that in Tanner’s face. It was what it was. And Ethan didn’t want a man who didn’t want to be with him as badly as Ethan wanted him to be. May as well call it a day.

      Tanner was still talking. “If things don’t work out for you, or . . . when Kurt is older . . .”

      Ethan choked back an angry cry. “Why do they want you back?”

      Tanner sighed and rolled to his back to stare at the ceiling. Ethan propped himself on an elbow and stared down at the man he’d come to love more deeply than he’d thought possible, and he wanted to throttle him for not wanting Ethan enough.

      “They aren’t happy with the slow progress and say it doesn’t justify me being here full-time. They’ve got a chance at a contract with one of the North Island rugby franchises, and they want me on that. It’s a big deal. Bigger than what we have going here at the moment. Sylvia and Damon will do fine finishing out the season, and then they’ll reassess. The problem is, they’re right. I’m a partner in the business. I can’t just do what I want; it’s everyone’s money at stake.”

      “I thought you were necessary here for your contacts and expertise?”

      Tanner reached for his hand and took it to his lips. “Initially, yes. But Sylvia and Damon have those same contacts now, and my expertise doesn’t need me to have boots on the ground, not after the games.”

      Ethan eyeballed him. “You are needed. I fucking need you.”

      Tanner pulled him close for a kiss. “I need you too, baby, and believe me, I argued. But they won’t budge.”

      “You must have vacation due. Maybe you could take some time, stay on a bit . . .”

      Tanner nuzzled into his neck and peppered a line of breathtakingly tender kisses from the base of Ethan’s throat up to his jaw. “I have to be at a final contract meeting two days after I leave here. And even if I could take time off, do you really think that’s a good idea?”

      Yes, goddammit.

      No. It was the worst idea in the history of worst ideas, but Ethan still wanted it. “No, okay, no. You’re right, it’s a fucking awful idea ’cause we’d be miserable, moping around, waiting for it all to end . . . again. We’d have sad conversations, long dismal walks, and crappy sex.”

      Tanner laughed. “We aren’t capable of having crappy sex, sweetheart. Not. Possible.”

      Ethan fought the smile that threatened to make itself known and let his expression collapse into one of frustration instead. “Stop being so damn nice. I need to be angry. I am angry . . .  I want to call your fucking snotty partners and . . . fuck . . .” He closed his eyes for a moment and sighed, trying to find a balance that didn’t tip him over into pathetic and wretched right then and there. There would be more than enough time for that down the track.

      He opened his eyes to find Tanner just a breath away. He trailed his fingers along Tanner’s jaw, loving the thick rasp of stubble. “What am I going to do without you?” Ethan whispered. “And don’t answer that . . . please. I really just need you to shut your mouth and find something better to do with it so I don’t have to think about what a fucking crappy thing is about to happen.”

      And so Tanner did. He drew Ethan flush to his body and covered his trembling mouth with his own, sweeping inside to lay claim to every quivering square centimetre of it. Not that he needed to. Ethan had belonged to Tanner since the first time they’d met, and Ethan couldn’t believe that would ever change. He inhaled sharply at the thought and Tanner pulled back.

      “Ethan?”

      His tender gaze was almost more than Ethan could handle and his eyes brimmed . . . again.

      No. He wasn’t fucking doing this.

      If he only had fourteen days, he wasn’t going to throw them away in a shitstorm of gloom and doom that he’d regret later. Tanner was the first man he’d loved, and Ethan was damn well going to scrape every wonderful moment out of that damn miracle until the very end.

      And when he was gone . . . then Ethan would let himself feel it . . . then he’d crumble . . . but when that happened, he’d let his friends help pick up the pieces for a change, because there was no way he’d manage that shitty bag of snakes on his own. And then he’d survive and get on with life . . . somehow.

      “Don’t.” He nibbled a trail of kisses across Tanner’s shoulder, while his fingers traced the heavy musculature of his spine. He loved the way Tanner was put together, all that training not lost, even over a dozen years down the track. “Just let me be. Words aren’t gonna change this, and I don’t want to spend our time tearing things apart over and over. I need to pretend this is less than it is.” He kissed each of Tanner’s nipples, smiling as they pebbled in the cool air and loving the way he arched under the touch. “Just let me love on you.”

      Tanner stole a hand down and lifted Ethan’s chin so their gazes met. “On one condition . . .”

      The man was a nightmare. “Do tell.” But when he saw the shaky smile on Tanner’s face, he knew he’d made a mistake.

      “I love you, Ethan—Ethan who is gay. And I love Kurt and this weird bunch of friends you’ve collected around you. I love your big heart and your courage, your sharp mind and the way you opened yourself to me, cared about my life, and stood with me when I needed it. And if we aren’t allowed to talk about this again, I’m not fucking leaving without saying the damn words. So you’ll bloody well hear them and remember them, because I’ve never said anything I mean more than this. I love you.”

      Son of a goddamn bitch. Ethan’s hand flew to cover Tanner’s mouth as the final thread in his brittle grip on his self-control frayed and gave way. He fell face down onto Tanner’s chest, biting his tongue, hoping the pain would hold back the tide of grief that threatened to consume him. And it worked, almost . . . at least until he felt the damp of Tanner’s tears on his hand, caught his anguished, glittering eyes.

      “Fuck you,” Ethan spat the words. “Fuck you for doing that to me. What am I supposed to do now?” He crawled up Tanner’s body and straddled his hips, gathering his cheeks in his hands and smothering his face with kisses. “Goddammit, Tanner. You’ve fucking ruined everything, you know that, right? You just had to say it, didn’t you?”

      Tanner grabbed him around the hips, gripping hard enough to leave bruises, and Ethan couldn’t care less. The more Tanner marked him, the better. He wanted to be covered in bruises for months . . . years.

      “Yes, I did have to say it,” Tanner threw the words back, edged with anger. “You don’t get to play martyr all on your own, Ethan. You don’t get to make me the bad guy in your head. You don’t get to be the only one who put it all on the table. You don’t get to pretend we were . . . less. Wasn’t that what you said? You needed this to be less?

      “Well, I’ve got news for you—” He raised his hands to Ethan’s face and pulled him down till Ethan could feel Tanner’s wild breath on his lips. “It’s anything but less, and you damn well know it. So yes, I had to say it because I’m gonna be hurting too, and I need you to understand that. And I, for one, am not gonna pretend that this is anything less or other than what it is—the best fucking thing to have ever happened to me.”

      Everything froze as Tanner’s gaze locked on his, and Ethan realised he meant every single word. And Ethan’s heart completely unfurled, stretched out, and latched on to the very thing that was going tear it open.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t think . . . I didn’t mean . . .”

      “I know you didn’t.” Tanner pulled him alongside and wrapped his body around Ethan’s trembling one. “I just needed you to know.”

      Ethan curled in and rested his head on Tanner’s chest. “Thank you.”

      Tanner pressed a kiss to his head. “You’re welcome.” His free hand traced the curve of Ethan’s hip. “How about we grab a nap and let things . . . settle. And then maybe we can get back to the bit where you wanted to love on me, I think the phrase was. Because I’m all kinds of interested in where that was heading.”

      Ethan snorted softly. “Sexy bastard.”

      Tanner smiled against Ethan’s forehead. “Only for you, love. Only for you.”

      That the words had a two-week expiry date nearly did Ethan in there and then.
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      Tanner had hardly seen the inside of his Queenstown apartment since that night, other than to grab some clean clothes. The time had just evaporated, and now D day was just around the corner.

      The whole thing between he and Ethan had grown frighteningly domestic. But even scarier was the ease with which he’d not only adjusted but revelled in it. After fourteen years living on his own, he was shocked at how effortlessly he’d given up his space to two other people, three, including Sidney, people who’d melded seamlessly into his life as if they’d always been there.

      The Audi Games had arrived, and on the only down-day for Tanner during the event, Ethan had even left the madness of the roastery and met him up the mountain for another ski lesson, this one a little more successful with Tanner at the helm. After much hilarity and grouchy impatience, Ethan had finally begun to get the swing of things, managing a nice snow plough and even a bit of actual skiing. It ripped at Tanner’s heart to know he wouldn’t get to see Ethan hit the slopes with confidence. Someone else would have that pleasure. The thought soured his stomach.

      The roastery had launched the weekend after the Audi Quattro Games opened, so both of them were hellishly busy and stressed to the max. Tanner’s small team struggled to be everywhere they needed to be, putting in long days and splitting evening networking opportunities between them so they each got some decent sleep at some point. Plus, Tanner had to fit a handover to his colleagues in that time as well, making sure they had what they needed for when he left. Another contract or two and maybe he’d get to return the next season . . . maybe.

      Southern Lights Coffee Company had clearly missed the memo about starting up slow, inundated with orders from the very first day. People were tired of getting the runaround and shoddy product from the only other local offering, keen to give the new guys in town a chance. Adrian’s name as a barista and Ethan’s mother’s name from the café didn’t hurt the surge of interest either, and the business could barely keep up with the orders. If demand kept up, they’d need another roaster or a bigger one.

      Tanner was thrilled for Ethan, happy he had something positive that would keep him busy when Tanner left. But when he thought of his own imminent return to Auckland in two days, that yawning hole in his gut became wide enough to swallow him whole. He should be excited about working the contract on the rugby deal—it was a huge thing for his career—but yeah . . . not so much.

      And now he faced his return to Auckland and home to his empty apartment. Home. Wasn’t that a loaded word? Home had quickly come to mean the four of them sat around the table, sharing their day. Kurt talked excitedly about his art classes or sat in the familiar sullen sulk perfected by teenagers the world over. Tanner didn’t care either way. Kurt had earned his spot in Tanner’s heart, and it wasn’t going anywhere.

      Just like Sidney. The teen had come out of their shell and proved to be an avid prankster, engaging Kurt in a constant and somewhat nerve-wracking battle of one-upmanship that had kept the house on its toes. Some of their efforts had unintentionally leaked onto non-participants—colour rinse in the wrong shampoo bottle a classic example. It had taken a dozen washes for Ethan’s hair to lose the green tinge, and Tanner’s side-splitting fit of giggles in response to the weird result had earned him a memorable and highly pleasurable punishment later that night—though waking up to a pair of green hairy balls the next morning had been somewhat disconcerting. Taking the sexy smirk from his lover’s mouth and replacing it with his cock immediately after . . . had not.

      They were now down to two days, but in reality, it was Tanner’s last night with Ethan. This was because, on his actual last night in Queenstown, he had to attend an early planning meeting for the next Audi Games and wouldn’t be done till late. Then he had a 7.00am flight to get him to a midday meeting with his partners back in Auckland in preparation for the rugby franchise pitch two days later. It meant a full weekend of work for Tanner, something he was immeasurably grateful for. Anything to keep his mind off Ethan. Like that was ever gonna happen.

      They’d agreed not to do the tears, angst, and no-sleep thing of a rushed send-off, and instead say goodbye a day early. That way Tanner could sleep in his rented apartment, collect the last of his stuff, and hopefully arrive in Auckland in less of a crazed state. It had been Ethan’s idea, and Tanner wondered why the hell he’d ever thought it was a good one? Giving up his last few hours with Ethan now seemed fucking crazy.
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      The last drive to Ethan’s house took forever as his thoughts circled around his imminent departure. Mundane things like calling his sister to stock his fridge with essentials and booking a dinner with his parents brought everything into sharp relief. He hadn’t even mentioned Ethan to his parents, not wanting to deal with all the questions that would undoubtedly ensue. It was self-preservation. His sister knew, but only because he was gonna need her to get through it.

      And then there was Stefan. No amount of joking around put his best friend off the scent. Keen to hear how Tanner’s winter fling had ended, Stef had caught on to his reluctance to talk and immediately got on his case. But Tanner couldn’t go there, not yet. Not while he still had time. Stefan let him off the hook, but that wouldn’t last long once he was home.

      Home. There was that fucking word again.

      He turned into Ethan’s drive and his heart squeezed. A fresh fall of snow had left a fairy-tale dusting on the cottage roof and then nestled amongst the stones of the front wall to create an almost-picture-perfect romantic scene. It was the last thing he needed. Still, he stopped the car to take a photo and even fired a copy off to Stefan.

      Everything felt like goodbye. The last drive to Ethan’s. Last glimpse of the house, and its newly installed Southern Lights Coffee Company sign by the front gate. Last look at the barn, knowing it held Ethan’s hope for his future. Last meal together . . . last kiss . . . and . . . fucking hell, he couldn’t even go there. Seriously.

      He walked in the house and inhaled the familiar aromas he’d come to associate with Ethan and Kurt. Great food, fresh baking, teenage laundry, roasted coffee beans, damp dog, and . . . hope. Bryn flew around the corner and launched herself at him as always. He fell to his knees and buried his face in her fur. He loved the ridiculous mutt. Not that she’d given him any choice. Shit. He was gonna fucking need to get a dog, wasn’t he? And that meant selling his damn apartment.

      Close at Bryn’s heels came Ethan, and yeah, this was different too. Gone were the wandering hands desperate to get Tanner into his arms, get his lips red and bruised, his dick perky and dancing. And no laughing eyes either, no pupils blown with excitement to share the cockups and successes of his day. No. This Ethan stood back, searching Tanner’s face till he held his eyes in a wistful gaze of his own—subdued, hesitant, resigned.

      Fucking hell. Tanner narrowed his gaze. “No, Ethan. We’re not doing this. We’re not walking away to a damn funeral march. Get the fuck over here. Now.”

      Ethan’s mouth quirked up and he strode over and pushed Tanner against the wall. “You’re right.” He pressed a hard kiss to his lips as his hands untucked and pushed under Tanner’s shirt to roam his stomach. “I’m gonna miss this,” he murmured in a worshipful tone as his lips slid south to nuzzle against Tanner’s neck. “You are so damn sexy.”

      Tanner enfolded Ethan in his arms and pulled him flush. “You’re not too shabby yourself, sweetheart.”

      A throat cleared behind them. “I’d say get a room, but we need to eat . . . like now. So, dial back the inappropriate sexually charged shenanigans you’ve got going on there so we can get fed.”

      He peered over Ethan’s shoulder with a nod and a grin. “Evening, Kurt. Sidney. And shenanigans? Really?”

      Kurt drummed his fingers impatiently. “Hurry up. Sidney and I are clearing out after, so you two can get up to whatever it is that you’re going to get up to—which I don’t want to know anything about by the way. I’m taking Sidney to the Murphy’s for the night. They’ve got an exchange student from the Netherlands. Thought it’d be cool for them to meet.”

      Tanner raised his brow.

      Kurt nodded. “I checked. He’s a nice guy. It’ll be fine.”
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      Tanner had been right. It was senseless to let their last night dissolve into a fucking drawn-out memorial service that they’d both want to forget. That wasn’t them. And to that end, Ethan did his best to eat at least something from the spicy pasta bake Kurt had found a recipe for while he let the chatter of the teenagers and Tanner wash over him.

      That most of the food tasted of sand and lodged in his throat before dropping like an anchor into his stomach was for no one to know but himself. But a sneaky glance at Tanner confirmed he was having digestive issues of his own—those final mouthfuls of pasta had found many homes on Tanner’s plate in the last ten minutes, with none making it to his actual mouth.

      Ethan cleaned the kitchen while Kurt and Sidney said their farewells to Tanner and tried not to let it get to him. They’d grown close, skied and boarded together a few more times, and Ethan had his concerns about how Kurt was gonna handle things when Tanner left. He’d become an alternative adult voice and another gay man to look up to, and Kurt had been more than clear about how much he was going to miss him. Well shit, get in line, bro. Ethan could sell tickets to that particular show.

      Both teens had come up with farewell gifts. Kurt decided on a T-shirt with his Southern Lights Coffee Company graphic on it, and Tanner immediately whipped off his shirt and tried it on for size. Ethan nearly swallowed his tongue seeing Tanner in his business swag.

      Sidney had gone for a small snow globe with Queenstown in the centre, and Tanner fired Ethan such a pained look, it nearly dropped him to his knees. Tanner and Kurt shared a few quiet words, too low for Ethan to hear, and then Kurt and Sidney headed off, leaving Tanner and Ethan alone.

      “I have something for you too.” Ethan reached below the island and pulled out an envelope. “It’s nothing big. I just . . .” He took a breath to compose himself.

      Tanner closed the distance between them, cupped Ethan’s face, and pressed a gentle kiss to his lips, which escalated quickly. Ethan was happy to go with the flow and ignore the burgeoning edge of heartache hovering between them, but Tanner eventually pulled back. He caught his breath and looked down at the envelope still in Ethan’s hand.

      “I’m almost too scared to open it,” he said thickly. “I’m walking a knife-edge here.”

      Ethan nudged their noses together. “It’s nothing, really, it’s just . . .  I don’t know why I thought . . .”

      Tanner stepped back and opened his hand. “Give it here.”

      Ethan shoved the envelope in his hand and let him read. He knew it word for word.

      
        
        
        Recipe for the best passionfruit pulp pavlova ever (guard it with your life Ethan).

        Note: use only the ripest ugly wrinkled fruit . . .

      

        

      

      Tanner’s gaze flew up. “This is your mother’s recipe . . .”

      Ethan nodded with a wry grin. “I realise that.”

      Tanner frowned, still shaking his head. “But . . . Ethan . . . this isn’t a copy. This is the real thing . . . from her notebook.”

      He sucked in a hesitant breath. “Again, I know. But don’t worry, I’ve checked with Kurt. He’s okay with it, and we’ve got a copy. I just wanted you to have this. I didn’t want to give you something to stick on a shelf and make you sad or gather fucking dust for forty years because you feel too guilty throwing it away.

      “But that—” Ethan glanced at the recipe. “—that’s our journey in a nutshell, right? You, me, Mum’s death, the café, Kurt, everything. Tuck it in a book somewhere you don’t have to look at and give a copy to your mum. You said she’d love it, and it’s a great recipe. And my mum would approve. You loved . . . me . . .” He swallowed hard. “And I’m not sure I would have got through it all without you. She’d definitely approve.”

      He crushed Ethan to his chest and moulded his entire body around him, shaking. “I don’t know what to say. I don’t . . .” He stopped and ran his hands down Ethan’s back, still holding him close. “I’ll treasure it. I’ll give my mother and sister a copy and tell them the story. But if you ever want it back—”

      “I’ll know where to find it.” They swayed together for a bit before Ethan finally pushed off, found Tanner’s haunted gaze, and came up with the best smile he could manage. “And you better tell your family and everyone you know to buy our damn coffee.”

      Tanner snorted. “Deal. And when you come up . . . you’ve got my number. Call.”

      Ethan nodded even though they both knew that was never gonna happen.

      “Come on.” He tugged Tanner’s hand. “Let’s take this show outside. I feel like a walk. And then I want you to fuck me through that damn mattress so I can’t walk until Christmas.”

      Tanner laughed. “I can probably manage New Year with the right incentive.”

      Ethan smirked. “I’ll take that bet.” He bundled Tanner into the back porch, shoved him into a heavy winter coat, pulled his own over his shoulders, handed off scarves, gloves, and gumboots, and then dragged Tanner out onto the back porch to sit on the stairs. He sat between Tanner’s knees, tucked safely inside his arms, and Tanner rested his head on Ethan’s shoulder. They looked up at the stars as they’d done so many times and took turns pointing out the constellations.

      It was a glittering night, and even the light in the barn’s roasting room couldn’t dull the impact of a velvet sky smothered in dazzling stars with the vastness of the Southern Alps pressed against it in jagged black relief. Breathtaking.

      They sat quiet for the longest time until something over Tanner’s right shoulder caught Ethan’s eye. A glow—

      “Oh my god.” He leapt to his feet and dragged Tanner around to the opposite side of the house where streaming waves of green and pink layered deep in the skies to the south. The Aurora Australis. The Southern Lights.

      “Holy shit, Tanner.” Ethan clambered to the top of the front steps and pulled Tanner down alongside, nestling against his side. “They haven’t been this bright since I got back.”

      Tanner threw an arm around Ethan’s waist, slid his hand into Ethan’s back pocket, and tugged him close. “It’s beautiful,” he breathed the words against Ethan’s hair, sending flutters of warmth over Ethan’s skin. “I remember seeing them a few times when I was training and competing, but nothing like this.”

      They watched in silence as the mesmerising fluid bands of green and pink and yellow slid along and over each other in a spectacular drama.

      Tanner’s lips brushed Ethan’s ear. “I couldn’t think of a better blessing on your new business.”

      Ethan turned and brought their lips together. “I hadn’t even thought of that, but you’re right.”

      He had no idea how long they sat there, but the cold eventually drove them back inside, teeth chattering. Laughing all the way to the bedroom, once there, they fell silent. And with gazes locked, they undressed each other slowly, almost reverently, and crawled under the covers to come exquisitely undone in the other’s hands.

      There were no words that hadn’t been said, no words that would suffice, they didn’t even try. Instead, they simply turned off the lights and made slow love in the cool dark silk of the night.

      And in the last moments of sated stillness before sleep took them both, Ethan felt the soft press of lips to his shoulder, and the words “I love you” breathed out on a shuddering sigh. Without turning, he whispered the words back, and Tanner’s arms tightened around him. They stayed that way until a restless sleep came for them both.
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      In the first light of the morning, Ethan felt the dry cool brush of Tanner’s lips over his own and the chilly rush of morning air that slid in to take Tanner’s place at his back. He felt Tanner stand, felt his stare, felt his fingers brush Ethan’s hair from his face, heard his stuttered intake of breath, his soft footsteps, and then the close of the door.

      Bile surged up his throat, and he fought the desperate yearning to yell at him to stay—to bring their bodies together one last time. But they’d agreed to do it this way, and Ethan couldn’t imagine how he’d ever let Tanner go if he got to taste him one more time. And so he said nothing and did nothing as the man he loved more than anything left him cold in his bed with his heart in pieces.

      How long he lay there, he had no idea, but eventually he found the courage to drag himself into the shower where he sat on the floor and drowned his tears while the pounding heat worked what little magic it could. As he stumbled back into the bedroom, he caught a flash of colour on the wall beside the closet and stopped in his tracks. A pair of brand-new skis stood wedged between the wall and the chair. They were tied with a black bow and a card was perched on the bureau beside them. Tanner’s ski jacket hung from their points.

      Ethan reached out a trembling hand.

      
        
        I am so thankful to have had you in my life. I love you, Ethan, and I will never forget you. I’m so proud of what you’re doing, of who you are. Use these on the mountains we both love. Tanner.

        

      

      A cry escaped his throat before he could stop it. “Fuck you, Tanner.” He collapsed on the floor beside the gift. “Fuck you.”

      Bryn appeared at his shoulder, her ears pricked forward in concern. Ethan ignored her and pulled the skis down beside him. He ran a hand over their smooth surface and heard the last echoes of Tanner’s instructions as he’d made his way gingerly down the bunny slopes. “You’re good. You’ve got this, sweetheart.”

      He dragged Tanner’s jacket over his freezing body, pulled it up to his face, and drank in the smell.

      And that was how Kurt and Sidney found and woke him an hour later—asleep on the floor, his arms still wrapped around the skis, Bryn laid out along his back, and Tanner’s jacket pulled up to his chin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 23

        

      

    

    
      Ten weeks later

      The first week without Tanner was hell. If it hadn’t been for Ads and Luce, Ethan might have scuttled up to Auckland with his tail between his legs and begged for him to come back or at least give Ethan’s sorry arse a home. Like that was even a possibility. Not to mention Ethan didn’t want to be that guy.

      It hadn’t helped that Kurt had been a nightmare—bitching mad and petulant didn’t even begin to cover the teenager’s mood, and Ethan had to drag Kurt’s arse home from two parties in the first three days. He could’ve fucking killed Tanner for that alone. It was the last thing he needed.

      Not that any of it was Tanner’s fault. Ethan had given Tanner the key to his family all on his own. And Tanner was a great guy, just not Ethan’s guy, as it turned out. But Kurt had finally calmed the fuck down, and now didn’t mention Tanner’s name at all. Neither did Ethan—so they had that in common.

      It was no use sitting around wishing things could’ve been different, and Ethan wasn’t going to force it. That alone kept him from calling or texting Tanner every time he felt the urge, which was, let’s face it, every second of the damn day.

      In daylight hours his bruised and tattered heart was more easily distracted by the business and things were . . . manageable . . . kind of. He could almost pretend he was enjoying his new life. The roastery was swamped with orders, and he and Ads were ridiculously busy. They were running three blends—all in light, medium, and dark roast—and customers were lapping it up.

      Ads was a wizard and a perfectionist, finely tuning the roasting process until he was happy. Ethan was little more than the helper, following instructions and leaving the know-how to Ads who was to coffee beans what a winemaker was to grapes. Ethan’s skills ran to dealing with clients and marketing. Together they rocked.

      Shit inevitably went wrong—a burst water pipe and a faulty heating element. But even then, they worked well as a team—Ethan charming the suppliers for quick replacement parts, and Adrian using his technical know-how to get the parts switched and things running again in record time. He coddled the roaster like it was his firstborn. And he was smiling more, or at least Ethan presumed that explained the strange and startling new expression that kept stealing over his partner’s face. Either that or Adrian was in a state of continual constipation. It had taken some getting used to. They were even tentatively discussing when to aim for opening the on-site café, with Lucy running it. She’d been ecstatic.

      And neither was pushing Ethan to talk about the whole Tanner debacle. If Ethan was having a snit and Tanner’s name happened to explode from his mouth in a spiel of curses, Ads and Luce took their cue to join in with the occasional “fuck him,” and “you’re better off without the guy,” and “it’s his loss”—all of which did what they were designed to do. They had his back.

      But he also hadn’t missed their concerned glances or the way conversation would die sometimes when he walked into the room. They were worried about him and he loved them for that too. And he wasn’t immune to the fact they missed Tanner as well.

      Fuck Tanner. Goddammit, Tanner was constantly in his thoughts. What he’d said, what he’d done, how he smelled, the feel of him in Ethan’s arms . . . dammit, dammit all to hell. Ethan wished he could just excise the bloody man from his head.

      It was the evenings and nights that sucked the worst, although first thing in the mornings were a bummer as well—when he ran a hand between the cold sheets at his back. And the dreams. Yeah, they just hurt . . . a lot. In fact, most days started and ended with Tanner fucking Carpenter in Ethan’s head. It tore at him, this deep hunger he had to see him, to touch him and be touched in return.

      He’d taken to wearing Tanner’s jacket, flooding his skin with his scent, and although Kurt had raised an eyebrow the first time—let’s face it, the thing was at least a couple of sizes too big—neither he nor anyone else had said a word since. Pathetic? Maybe. But he didn’t give a rat’s arse.

      He’d even caved and taken a couple more ski lessons with his least favourite ski instructor before the snowmelt hit—private this time, no know-it-all kids to contend with. The guy was not so bad, as it turned out. Ethan never even shed a tear putting on those damn skis and zipping up that jacket. Nope, not him. And if anyone said any different, they were fucking liars. But he’d felt closer to Tanner on the snow, in Tanner’s world. It helped.

      And when he managed his very first short but blessedly upright and almost smooth run down one of the main slopes, he was ecstatic. He had a text half-written to tell Tanner all about it before he remembered and shoved the phone back in his pocket.

      Still, the day had been magic. Ethan was super proud of himself and wondered if maybe, just maybe he’d get through this okay.

      That lasted a week.
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      “You did what?” Ethan bellowed.

      Kurt’s eyes flew wide. “I just called him, that’s all. He told me I could. It’s no big deal.”

      Ethan couldn’t decide if he was furious or just fucking into-the-red-zone jealous. “What do you mean he said you could call him? When?” He couldn’t believe his ears. They’d agreed not to text or call, that it would only make things harder. That was the deal. But apparently that was only meant for Ethan, and that shit fucking hurt.

      Kurt rushed to explain, “That last night, after I gave him the T-shirt. He said if I ever needed to talk, I could call him.”

      That Ethan didn’t slide to the floor in shock and general pissed-offedness was due solely to the fact he was already there, having been delving in the back of the cupboard for an omelette pan. As it was, he collapsed with his back against the dishwasher and rubbed angry hands down his face.

      “Why?” he asked bluntly. “Why would you ring him when you know we . . . when I . . . fuck, Kurt . . . why . . . ?” Ethan couldn’t finish. It was too much. Kurt had spoken to Tanner. Goddammit, Kurt. It was something Ethan so desperately wanted for himself. And now he wanted to know everything Tanner had said, his voice, how was he coping, how was work, did he ask about Ethan . . . all the things Ethan had been dying to know but was dealing with because nobody else had those answers either. But now . . .

      Kurt’s worried expression was suddenly all up in Ethan’s his face as he knelt beside him on the floor. “I’m sorry, Ethan. It was obviously the wrong thing to do, I can see that. But I was so pissed off about Graham. He was giving me shit at school. He’s in with a bunch of losers now, and I just wanted . . . I don’t know . . . to talk, I guess . . .”

      “So, what am I? Chopped liver?” But there was something in Kurt’s expression that stopped Ethan saying more. Fucking adulting.

      Kurt sighed and sat back on his heels. “I miss him, E.”

      Ethan counted to ten. “And you think I don’t? Jesus Christ, Kurt, I’d give anything to hear his voice—” He rubbed his hand over his mouth in frustration. “Why didn’t you talk to me?”

      Kurt shrugged. “I am now, aren’t I? And he said I should as well. Mike and Lachie still have my back. I just don’t know if I should tell the counsellor . . .  I didn’t mean . . .  I just wanted . . .”

      Ethan grabbed onto Kurt’s arm. “It’s fine. I’m sorry I yelled.” He sucked in a breath and let it out shakily. “Do you need me to talk to the school?”

      “Not yet. I’m . . . we’re handling it so far, but I’ll let you know.”

      He drew Kurt in for a long hug. “Just don’t leave me out of the loop again, okay?”

      Kurt nodded.

      “So, um—” He pulled at a thread on the hem of Kurt’s school jersey. “How did he seem, when you talked?”

      Kurt eyed him warily. “Good, I suppose . . . or at least that’s what he said.”

      Ethan’s stomach lurched and he closed his eyes. Good. Tanner was fucking good. Well, that pretty much said it all right there. He’d been such a fucking fool.

      Kurt continued, “He said he’d been busy. They got that rugby contract he was talking about. He asked after you.”

      Ethan’s eyes sprang open. He did? “What did you say?” Please don’t have told him I’m a godawful fucking mess without him.”

      Kurt placed his hand over Ethan’s. “I just said you were a bit quiet but really busy and that the roastery was doing really well. Was that okay?”

      Ethan caved in relief. “Yeah, that was fine. Thanks.”

      “But you’re not, are you? You’re not okay?”

      He shook his head, unable to answer without giving away the depth of the ache he carried inside.

      “I’m sorry, Ethan. I won’t call again.”

      “Thanks. It’s just . . . it’s too hard right now, okay? Maybe down the track.”

      Kurt nodded, pulled Ethan into his arms, and held him there.

      Later that evening, Ethan fired a single text to Tanner.

      I told Kurt I’d prefer if he didn’t call you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 24

        

      

    

    
      “Tanner, my man, what the fuck is wrong with you?” Stefan slid his tall, slender frame into the booth across from Tanner and threw his duffel coat alongside. “I had to park up the road ’cause my Beemer was too scared to pull into the damn car park. Too much uncouth muscle parked in there for the poor baby.” He took a leery glance at their surroundings and shuddered. “Jesus, is there a fucking bogan convention in town? If I wake up tomorrow with a mullet and driving a damn Holden, your arse is mine.”

      Tanner laughed. “I think you could fit at least a couple more stereotypes in there if you really tried.” He knew the west Auckland suburbs had a white-trash reputation they found hard to live down, but Tanner liked the earthy vibe of the place, and the small craft brewery was right up his alley. And to be honest, he found the gritty energy a refreshing change from the overblown pretentiousness of the city. But Stefan was a city boy through and through, and pretention was his middle name, right next to fabulous.

      “Didn’t your parents live out this way when you were growing up?”

      Stefan winced. “My point exactly. There’s a reason I left home at seventeen. In case you haven’t noticed, the gay isn’t strong in these suburbs. And you better be ordering some of those chicken wing thingys that table over there is digging into. And a basket of fries. I’m gonna need the layer of fat to ward off the cold stares.”

      Tanner snorted. “Drama queen.”

      “I bet I can’t even get a decent wine.” He grabbed the drinks list, held it well away, and scanned it like it offered a list of dental procedures. Then his expression mellowed. “Huh. A Spy Valley Sauvignon Blanc. There is a God after all.”

      “See?” Tanner smirked. “Don’t say I never look after you.”

      Stefan sent him a scowl. “If you looked after me, you’d have taken me to that new wine bar in the Viaduct, not bumfuck New Lynn. I had to dial the gorgeousness down in case I turned into a pumpkin when I crossed the bridge. I didn’t think I even owned a sweatshirt.”

      Tanner eyed Stefan’s vivid yellow sweatshirt and smiled to himself. He stood out like a daffodil in a thistle patch. “You couldn’t do wallflower if you tried, Stef. And quit your whingeing. I’m paying, aren’t I?”

      Stefan frowned and pulled at the sweatshirt. “You think it’s too bright? It’s the most boring thing I own. I can put my jacket back on.”

      Tanner laughed. “Oh, for fuck’s sake, don’t be ridiculous. It’s perfectly safe. You’re not gonna get mugged. I’ll protect your virtue.”

      Stefan smirked and took a more lingering look around the noisy bar. “Well, maybe it’s not that bad. There is a lot of testosterone in here, and never let it be said I run from a challenge. I bet there’s more than a few closet cases who’d fancy a bit of all this fabulousness, right?”

      Tanner rolled his eyes. “Don’t you dare. I’m not up for a fight.”

      “Spoilsport.”

      A twenty-something server appeared at their table, pen and pad at the ready. “Can I get you gentlemen anything?” His bright gaze landed on Stefan and his cheeks pinked immediately. “The IPA special of the day, perhaps . . . sir?”

      Tanner choked on his beer, which earned him a scowl from Stefan, who then answered, “I’d think I’d prefer a wine. The Spy Valley Sav perhaps?” His gaze travelled the length of the young man and back in a blatant check out that sent the server into a full-on blush.

      “That’s, of course . . . a good choice,” the young man faltered. “And I’m ah, happy to get that for you . . . but perhaps you might let me suggest . . . something else?”

      Oh boy. All Tanner needed was some popcorn.

      Stefan replied with a sultry smile. “I’d be open to any of your suggestions, sweetheart.”

      He kicked Stefan under the table but he barely blinked, continuing to ogle the increasingly nervous server. He was incorrigible.

      “Okay, well, I’ve heard good things about the ah . . . Blind River Sav.”

      Stefan’s smile was warm with a predatory edge. “Bring me a glass immediately. I’ve a thirst for something . . . new.” Stefan added the food he wanted to the order and the server scuttled off.

      Tanner barked out a laugh. “A thirst for something new? Really? You couldn’t do better than that?”

      “Shut up. It worked, didn’t it? The guy just about swallowed his tongue, which is hopefully not the only thing he’ll be swallowing before the night is done. You watch. Ten bucks says I get his phone number before we leave.”

      Tanner chuckled. “You’re on.”

      Stef relaxed against the back of the booth’s warm leather seats and eyed Tanner with interest. “So, I’m here as instructed. I even put aside that silver cuff I was etching for my new collection, just to be here. Care to share what exactly we’re celebrating, dear friend?”

      Tanner studied his beer before answering. “The senior partners offered to bump me up to an equal share role.”

      Stefan leaned forward on his elbows, eyes wide with delight. “Tanner, that’s amazing. Good for you. You’ve waited long enough. Is this because of that rugby deal with, um . . .”

      “The Highlanders, yeah. They were really happy with my presentation. And it was pretty awesome, even if I do say so myself. We beat out five other top-notch firms. Anyway, they were impressed. So, um . . . yeah.” He slumped in his seat.

      Stefan studied him with a deepening frown. “So why aren’t you smiling? Are they trying to diddle you on the numbers?”

      Tanner shook his head. “No, nothing like that. Equal thirds. It’s, ah . . . pretty amazing, actually.”

      “So why the droopy-drawers attitude?” Stefan pulled a face. “This isn’t about that guy, Evan, is it?”

      “You know damn well his name is Ethan.”

      Stefan smirked. “Maybe. Look, Tanner, you know I love you, man, but honestly, this is getting old. You have to shit or get off the pot. You can’t keep mooning about this guy you had a fling with for a couple of months. I get that he was cute and all, but you’ve been home ten weeks already.”

      Ten miserable weeks. Tanner didn’t need the reminder. “Like I don’t know that. I, um, heard from his younger brother the other day.”

      Stefan’s mouth dropped open. “Really? That’s a bit intense. Did something happen?”

      “Nah . . .” Tanner sat back as the server appeared with Stefan’s drink and slid it over on a coaster, brushing Stefan’s hand in the process. When he’d gone, Stefan lifted his glass and turned the coaster over to reveal the server’s name, cell phone number, and time he clocked off. He sent Tanner a shit-eating grin. “Pay up, sucker.”

      “Fuck.” Tanner dug in his wallet and handed over a ten-dollar bill.

      “That’s me sorted for the night.” Stefan practically purred.

      “Fucker.”

      “Yeah, well it could be you if you got your head out of your arse and made an effort. Have you gotten laid even once since you got home?”

      Tanner’s gaze slid away.

      “Thought not. So what did the kid say?”

      Tanner pushed his empty bottle away and sat back. “He’d had a bit of bother with an ex-mate. When Kurt came out, the guy walked away, and he’s become a bit . . . vocal.”

      Stefan sighed. “Fucking teenagers. So what did you tell him?”

      “Not much, just listened. His other two mates have his back, and they’re getting in this dipshit’s face about it, calming things down, but I told Kurt he needed to talk to Ethan and maybe the school counsellor. I think it was likely just an excuse to talk to me. We got on really well.”

      “Or it was a sneaky way for Ethan to find out how you were.”

      “I doubt that. Ethan texted later to say he’d told Kurt not to call again.”

      “Ouch. I don’t suppose you asked the kid how Mr Wonderful was doing?”

      Tanner grunted. “Of course I fucking asked. He said Ethan was . . . quiet but . . . okay. And the business is doing really well. So, all’s good.”

      Stefan studied him closely. “Yeah, you’d think so, if it weren’t for the kicked puppy look on your face. You’d rather he was depressed and pining after you?”

      Exactly. Tanner scowled. “Fuck off.”

      Stefan’s expression turned stony. “So, about this partnership?”

      “I’m supposed to sign tomorrow.” Tanner waved to catch another server’s attention and pointed to his empty bottle. The server nodded and headed for the bar.

      “Supposed to?” Stefan nearly coughed up his mouthful of wine. “Now, I know you aren’t gonna tell me you’re thinking of turning it down?”

      Tanner said nothing.

      Stefan slammed back in his seat with a look of disgust. “For fuck’s sake, Tanner.”

      “I haven’t decided anything yet, okay?” He held up his hands.

      Stefan waited as Tanner’s fresh beer arrived and the table was cleared. “Have you talked to your sister or your parents about this madness? They were pretty fucking relieved you weren’t tempted to stay down there, you know that.”

      Tanner did know. And he loved his parents. They’d been a huge support when he was injured, but he wasn’t that guy anymore. And yes, they wanted family close. But they had Tanner’s sister for that. Ginny was local and pregnant with her third child—more than enough family to keep his parents happy.

      “You’re the only one I’ve told. This decision is . . . important.”

      Stefan chewed on the inside of his cheek for a moment, then sighed. “Okay. This is me putting aside my I-want-my-best-fucking-friend-to-stay-in-Auckland hat and trying to understand, because none of this is making any sense. Talk to me and be honest this time.”

      It was the only invitation Tanner needed. When Kurt’s name had flashed up on his phone, Tanner’s heart had lurched frantically in his chest and didn’t stop until Kurt reassured him Ethan was okay. That’s when he knew, knew he couldn’t keep pretending it was all just gonna magically get better on its own. He felt no better than the day he left.

      His apartment was a mess; his head even worse. He’d gone to the shelter to look at dogs and left five minutes later, unable to see anything but a pair of brown eyes and a shaggy brown-and-white coat. He was drinking too much and not fucking at all, and his knee was killing him—a sure sign of stress.

      The senior role had merely forced the issue when instead of a surge of excitement at the opportunity, he’d felt . . . panicked. Yeah. The thing he’d worked so damn hard for now didn’t cut it. And it terrified him.

      Stefan listened to it all without a word until he was done. Then he sat back and studied Tanner as if he were some strange new species.

      “You just gonna sit there?”

      “Zip it.” Stefan slashed a hand between them. “I need a minute to come to grips with the idea of you potentially throwing away the last fourteen years of your life for a maybe with some young guy you have the hots for. Dammit, Tanner. What the fuck would you do in Queenstown? The place has nothing to offer you, man—”

      “It has Ethan and Kurt. And I have a work idea I’ve been thinking about. Even without Ethan in the picture, I don’t know about taking this final step with the business. Queenstown got me thinking in lots of ways.”

      “But you don’t even know if it’s serious between you two.”

      “It is.”

      “Sure it is.” Stefan rolled his eyes.

      Tanner pushed to his feet. “You know what? Screw you.”

      Stefan’s hand landed on his before Tanner could leave. “Stop. I’m sorry, okay? Just . . . sit, please.”

      He hesitated a second and then sat back down. After all, it wasn’t like the holes weren’t there for Stefan to poke around in. Tanner had to give his friend what he’d asked for. Honesty. “I love him, Stef. I fucking love him. End. Of. Story.”

      There was no hiding the shock or the sting of hurt in Stefan’s expression. “Holy fuck.” He downed the rest of his glass. “Okay, I’m gonna need more wine, a lot more.”

      Tanner signalled a server to take their order.

      When he was gone, Stefan leaned forward across the table. “You absolute fucker,” he slammed Tanner in a harsh whisper.

      Tanner’s eyeballs nearly dropped out of his skull. “Hey—”

      “Why the fuck didn’t you tell me the truth? You love this guy?”

      Tanner sighed. “I doubt you missed that part. And I didn’t say anything because I had my head so far up my arse I was shitting grey matter,” he snapped. “I . . . I thought I’d get over it . . . after a bit. My whole life was here, Stef. What was I supposed to do?”

      Stefan threw his hands up in disgust. “But there’s nothing here to keep your heart warm at night, is there?”

      Right on the button. Tanner shook his head.

      Stefan sat back and studied him for a moment. Tanner couldn’t even meet his eye. Finally Stefan spoke. “So, ignoring the whole best-friend-in-Auckland-that-I-can’t-live-without thing, why did you come back?”

      “Neither of us wanted to do the long-distance thing, and there was the business, and . . .  Ugh, I know. I know. I fucked up.”

      “No kidding. Why didn’t you tell me how you felt about him?”

      Tanner swallowed hard and tried to find the right words. He settled for, “You know why.”

      Stefan glared at him for a second, then sank back into the booth and dropped his eyes to the table. “My love life fuck-ups have nothing to do with you. You should’ve told me.”

      Tanner sighed. “I didn’t know how you’d react. You’ve been so down on the whole idea of any relationship after what happened with Paul, I just—”

      “Yeah, yeah, I get it.” Stef twirled his wine glass by the stem. “I’ve been a bit . . . negative, I guess. And I’m sorry if I made you feel like you couldn’t come to me. I want you to be happy, you know that, right?”

      Tanner nodded and squeezed Stefan’s hand. “I do. And to answer your question, yes, of course it occurred to me to move down there, but with the café folded and everything, I guess I thought that maybe he’d come up here . . . eventually. I’m more settled than him . . . and he’s so much . . . younger.”

      The words sounded a lot worse outside of Tanner’s head, and Stefan’s lip curled in disappointment.

      Tanner frowned. “And I had a business to run—”

      “So does he it seems—and a brother.” Stefan arched a brow.

      “He’s still grieving—”

      “And you wanted to swoop in and save him? Bring them up here to look after them both?”

      Had he? It had been good to feel needed, sure. “Maybe.”

      “Then you wouldn’t have to change your life at all, right?”

      Tanner groaned and dropped his head. “Ah, fuck.”

      Stefan nodded sagely. “And then the guy went and got a great business idea, and guess what? He didn’t need you to save him after all.”

      Tanner’s head shot up. “But I’m so fucking proud of him for that. It just meant . . .”

      Stefan snorted. “Yeah, suddenly he couldn’t be the one to move. It would have to be you. You swapped places, and it scared the fuck out of you.”

      Something deep in Tanner’s belly blazed white-hot and said, ‘Yes.’

      “You’re right,” he croaked out. “I was back fourteen years and having to start all over again. So I told myself I couldn’t leave everything I’d built up here for . . . for a guy.”

      Stefan reached over and gave his hand a squeeze. “That worked for me too until he stopped being just a guy, and became the man you’re in love with. You’re a smart man, Tanner. You can find a way to have him if you really want to. And the place has mountains and snow, for fuck’s sake. You don’t have to have all the answers. If it doesn’t work out, you deal with that then.”

      Tanner knew that. It might not be pretty, but he’d survive. Couldn’t be any worse than what he was currently going through. “But why would he trust me again?”

      Stefan snorted. “It’ll help that you’re unemployed, I’m sure.”

      Tanner whacked him on the arm. “I guess I won’t know till I ask, right?”

      Stefan raised his glass. “Give the man a prize.”

      “Holy shit, my parents are gonna kill me.”

      “Probably. But they’ll cope . . . and visit . . .  So you better prepare him for that invasion, because there will be lots of baby talk and you know it.”

      “Fuck.”

      “And there better be a damn spare bed with lots of insulation in that ridiculously cute cottage he lives in because I see a winter pride festival in my future. You said Queenstown’s more like a small town?”

      Tanner laughed and nodded.

      “Good. Fabulousness like mine will be in short supply, and numbers will be in my favour.” He downed the rest of his wine in a single guzzle. “Now scoot. You have a lot to organise, and I have a date to keep with a rare subspecies of the Western Suburban Twink.” His gaze slid to the bar.

      Tanner laughed. “Hey.”

      Stefan met his gaze with smiling eyes.

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. Now go. You’re cramping my style.”
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      A week after Ethan’s text, and all he’d heard back from Tanner was a single word: Sorry. No surprise there. Ethan had hardly been ambiguous.

      But now he’d had time to think, he realised Tanner had only tried to be a good friend to Kurt, to be there for him, and Ethan should’ve been grateful, but he just fucking wasn’t. It wasn’t like Tanner could’ve known that one phone call would eat Ethan up and spit him out in a wave of emotion that he was still trying to recover from. But he was nearly there, finally.

      And Kurt was being pretty damn nice to him, which somehow only served to get Ethan’s hackles up even more. He needed less nice and more teenage angst and surliness. That way he could pretend he didn’t look like he needed mollycoddling or that he wasn’t drowning in self-pity every damn minute of the day.

      It had to stop. He was done with feeling sorry for himself. Tanner was gone, and he just needed to grow the fuck up. He had a business to run and a brother to get through high school.

      “Have Bluestone couriered that bean order yet?” Adrian yelled from the roastery.

      Builders and glaziers had been busy all morning installing the new glass wall between what would be the café and the roasting side of the business. Another month and they planned to open this new part as long as council approval came through, although Ethan hadn’t counted on the car park completion dragging on—basically just a glorified fenced off paddock, but it ticked the council box.

      “It should get here this afternoon,” he shouted back. “But I’ll go track it in a minute.”

      “Thanks. We’ve got three big orders on the backlist. We’ll be screwed if we don’t get it today.”

      “Okay.”

      Kurt’s head popped up from behind his laptop. He was using one of the stainless-steel prep benches as a workspace. “We need lots of promo shit to sell when the café opens.”

      “What about our shirts?” he suggested. They all wore T-shirts like the one Kurt had given Tanner with their brand, address, phone, email, and Kurt’s logo—a stylised version of the Aurora Australis. Ethan pretty much wore nothing else. They’d been a great marketing tool in the town itself, stimulating lots of enquiries. Queenstown people were proud of their little slice of heaven and bought local if they possibly could. And the cafés that were buying Ethan’s beans got free ones for their baristas.

      “Yeah, but we need other stuff as well. I was thinking branded coffee cups and smaller home-sized packets of our roasts. Maybe key rings and bottle openers?”

      Key rings? People bought some weird shit. “How about some images of the southern lights with the barn in the foreground. You must know some photographers from school? Draft some ideas and we’ll have a meeting with Ads.”

      Kurt grinned from ear-to-ear. “Hell yeah, I do. That’s a great idea.”

      The two of them were doing okay, and the positive change in Kurt packed Ethan’s heart with hope. The Graham thing had settled down after Ethan had talked to the school. Look at him, being a responsible parent figure and all. And Kurt and Ethan were still seeing the psychologist, separately and together, something Sidney’s generous boarding allowance had covered for them for a while.

      Kurt had been pretty gutted when Sidney shipped back home—first crushes were a bitch. But there was always Skype. Plus Sidney planned to return the next year, and Ethan had opened the door to them if they wanted to stay. He was even thinking of taking in a second boarder if they could find the right fit. Sidney had some ideas about that.

      “I’m gonna head to the house and check on that order.”

      Kurt nodded distractedly.

      “Shut it down and come with. We’ll sort some sandwiches for lunch.” Ethan grabbed Tanner’s—his jacket from the bench while Kurt grumbled his way into his own. Summer weather it wasn’t; the stiff breeze from the roaring forties had been rattling the windows of the barn most of the morning.

      Ethan yelled to Adrian before he left, “If the glazier needs me, send a text.” That got a grunt in reply.

      Inside the house, he satisfied himself that the order was in fact on schedule to arrive that afternoon and then headed to the kitchen to help Kurt finish lunch. Providing meals for anyone who happened to be working in the barn on any given day was his way of thanking people, especially those who did it for nothing, like Luce and Elle.

      With enough food and juice to feed the half-dozen of them working that day, Ethan and Kurt were caught in a balancing act at the back door when there was a knock at the front.

      “Shit,” he grumbled and went to slide the massive platter of sandwiches to the bench. “It’s probably the courier.”

      “I can go.” Kurt beat him to it. “If it’s the beans, do you want them round back?”

      “Please,” Ethan answered. “I’ll take these and then come back for the drink.”

      The roasting always took priority. The earlier they started, the better chance Adrian had of getting home at night to sleep. More often than not, he bunked on an air mattress in the barn, and Ethan was starting to feel all kinds of guilty about that.

      Returning for the jugs of juice, he was surprised to hear voices in the hall. “Kurt?” He opened the fridge and grabbed a bag of apples. “Was that the courier?”

      “Ah, not exactly.” Kurt appeared alongside him and pushed the fridge door shut. “How about you give me those and I’ll, ah, leave you two alone.”

      Ethan stared at Kurt. “Leave who? What are you . . . ?”

      “Him.” Kurt’s gaze slid sideways over Ethan’s shoulder, and when Ethan followed it, his knees damn near buckled. Holy fuck. Tanner.

      Kurt steadied him with a hand. “Don’t kill each other. I just cleaned this kitchen.” And with that he was gone.

      Ethan blinked twice, slowly, as Tanner kept his distance, looking for all the world like a lamb at Christmas dinner. Tanner, standing in Ethan’s kitchen in a black leather bomber, faded blue jeans, and a black Henley, looking solid and real and nervous as all hell. Not to mention . . . holy shit . . . good enough to eat.

      How the hell? What the fuck?

      Speechless, he could do nothing but return Tanner’s stare, noting how his eyes flitted anxiously over Ethan’s face, the pale sheen of his skin, the way his hands fell in soft fists at his side. He was doing a good job of holding Ethan’s gaze, but Ethan could feel the determination it took to maintain it.

      He was definitely off his game, and that immediately put Ethan on guard. His heart was finally patched—in no way healed, not yet, but not open and raw either. And he wasn’t going to let Tanner wreak that kind of havoc on him again.

      Bryn appeared at his side, then headed over to Tanner, tail wagging as if he had never left. But he had. She parked her cute butt alongside Tanner’s leg and stared up in adoration. Traitor.

      Tanner cleared his throat and Ethan frowned. Tanner had never done nervous.

      Eventually he spoke. “So, how are you, Ethan?”

      Ethan almost barked out a laugh. “Really? That’s what you’re gonna lead with?”

      Tanner closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “You’re right. That was… I don’t know what that was.” He cleared his throat again and looked so serious that suddenly Ethan didn’t want to hear anything more he had to say, worried his heart wouldn’t survive it. But he couldn’t move either.

      “Can we talk?”

      No. You left, you arsehole. You fucking left. But instead he demanded, “Why?”

      It came out angry and hurt and loaded with every fucked-up emotion Ethan had been dealing with for over two months. He was being a prick, but he didn’t care. Tanner was standing in Ethan’s house as if he’d never left, and it had taken Ethan ten weeks of cleaning to get Tanner’s scent out of his sheets the first time. He couldn’t do that again. If Tanner was back in town because of his job and wanted to rekindle something for the time he was here, he was in for a nasty shock.

      Tanner blew out a long shuddering sigh. “It’s an important question.”

      “One that needs a good answer.” Ethan’s hands gripped the edge of the kitchen island. “I won’t do this again, Tanner. It hurt too damn much the first time.”

      Tanner’s expression turned slightly panicked, which gave Ethan pause. It really wasn’t like him.

      Against Ethan’s better judgement, he softened his stance . . . a little. “Okay, talk. I’m not answering any questions yet. If I hear something that interests me, I’ll consider joining in.”

      Tanner nodded and his gaze cast around the kitchen. “Can we at least sit?”

      Ethan arched a brow and tried to ignore the sting of hurt that crossed Tanner’s face.

      “Maybe not, then,” he said softly.

      After a beat of silence, Ethan found some words to string into a sentence. “Why are you here?”

      Heavy eyes met his question, and the raw need took Ethan’s breath. “I’ve missed you,” Tanner stated quietly. “I’ve missed you so fucking much, Ethan. And I can’t do it anymore. I can’t pretend that I don’t want to be with you every second of every day. I want you and I want Kurt . . .” He trailed off as if unsure how to continue.

      Ethan’s lips pressed into a thin line. “That’s it?”

      Tanner’s eyes flew wide. “No, I—”

      “Because wanting is not enough, and you know it. I want you too, Tanner. We’ve been through this. I want you. You want me. But I can’t leave here, and you won’t stay, and I’m not built for a long-distance thing. I’ve spent too many years too far away from the people I love.”

      Tanner held up his hands. “I’m not asking you to leave. The business needs you . . .”

      “Fuck the business,” Ethan snapped. “You know very well, if it weren’t for Kurt, I’d make something work. Move the business or in six months even just a branch of it up north. Or I could sell my share to Luce and lease the buildings back to them. I’d do something.”

      Tanner looked shocked. “You’d really have done that for me?”

      “I’d have at least put it on the table if we really meant what we’d said to each other.” He arched a brow Tanner’s way. “I meant it.” And there it was. The thing he hadn’t raised before, the thing that couldn’t stay unsaid any longer.

      Tanner winced as if he’d been struck, and Ethan ducked behind the island as he made his way over. If Tanner’s hands landed on him now, he wasn’t sure he’d have the strength to deny himself.

      Tanner pulled up before he got to Ethan. “I meant every word. But you’re right. I didn’t do as much as I should have to keep . . . us.”

      “And so here we are.” Ethan spoke softly, locked in on those beautiful grey eyes, remembering the rush of pleasure that coursed through them when Tanner came apart in his hands. “And, as I asked you before, why are you here? I’m only just getting my shit together after last time. I can’t—” He looked away, unable to hold those eyes any longer. “I don’t know if I—”

      “Do you still love me?” Tanner moved to within touching distance but kept his hands at his side, and Ethan could feel the nervous energy pouring off him.

      Ethan’s head jerked up and he instinctively took a step back. “What? No. You don’t get to ask me that. I’ve spent two months trying to shut the lid on you, on—”

      “Because I am definitely still in love with you,” Tanner breathed the words. “With every piece of my ridiculous frightened heart.”

      The kitchen fell silent, the declaration hovering between them like a sultry midsummer’s night—a siren call to Ethan’s bruised heart. He didn’t know whether to run the hell in the opposite direction or step into its consuming heat. His first instinct was to run.

      Having Tanner so close was doing his head in, and a stark reminder of how much he wasn’t over him. The urge to reach out and touch his face, feel the solid press of his lips, was overwhelming. Hell, it was all he could do not to climb Tanner like a tree. But lust and hope weren’t what this was about, and how to respond to Tanner’s words depended on his answer to that one question. Why was he here?

      And so he said nothing. If Tanner wanted to show up in his kitchen, he needed to explain himself with more than sugary words. Ethan folded his arms across his chest and waited.

      Tanner’s lips quirked up just a little at the corners. “Right.” He took a deep breath. “Long story short. I’ve been a total fucking jerk, and I have no excuse other than I couldn’t see past my own selfish fears.”

      Holy shit. Ethan didn’t want to feel that fluttering of hope in his chest, but it was there all the same, goddammit. He schooled his expression and kept a lid on the questions that were dancing over his tongue. Instead he said, “Okay. I’ll admit that was a good start.”

      Tanner snorted softly and continued. “I was, am, really excited about your roasting business. I know it’s gonna be a big success. But I realised something when all that started: I’d underestimated you.”

      Ethan frowned and Tanner caught it.

      “I think I kind of liked being the older supportive guy, the one who had his act together, his life in place, someone for you to lean on. Maybe even your . . . white knight.”

      Huh. Ethan bit back a smile and arched a brow instead, even though the admission was kind of adorable. “I don’t need a white knight. I don’t need saving. I don’t even need you, not in that way at least.”

      Tanner waved a hand toward the barn. “I noticed.”

      Ethan reached out and took the hand. “I didn’t need you to save me. But I needed you in my life. And I loved you.”

      Tanner drew a shaky breath. “And I didn’t hold on to that like I should have. When your business idea came together so quickly, it kind of shocked me. I already knew I loved you, but I guess I’d thought you’d eventually, maybe, come up north when Kurt was on his own.

      “But then with Kurt and the business keeping you here, that hope disappeared, and I was too scared to admit that I was the one who needed to move instead—”

      Ethan drew a sharp breath.

      “—at least until I lost you. And then all those nonsense reasons I told myself I had to stay in Auckland, that whole life I kept on believing I had up there all of a sudden meant nothing without you. And so here I am.”

      Wait. What? Holy shit. Ethan was a sparrow’s fart away from jumping Tanner where he stood, so Tanner really, really needed to get to the point before he exploded into a herd of dancing unicorns . . . or something.

      As if he’d heard all of that embarrassing internal dialogue, Tanner suddenly smiled, a huge fucking smile, the first since he’d arrived out of nowhere into Ethan’s kitchen, and it did all kinds of wonderful things to Ethan’s heart. Fuck that whole not-getting-his-hopes-up shit.

      “So, let me get this straight—”

      Tanner cocked a brow and Ethan narrowed his eyes in warning.

      “Don’t give me that sass. You’re not out of the woods yet. Are you saying you’re moving down here?”

      “I’m moving down here.”

      “What about your job?”

      Tanner shrugged. “I’ve got a plan about that.”

      “Your family?”

      “I’ll visit, we’ll visit, or they will, God help us.”

      “Your friends?”

      “I have friends here too, good friends. And the Auckland ones who matter will survive the distance.”

      “But Auckland’s your home.”

      “No. You’re my home, Ethan—if you’ll have me. That’s what I’ve learned.”

      Ethan’s mind almost drowned in the idea—everything he’d wished for and convinced himself wasn’t going to happen. “You’d really do that? You’d really think about moving here to be with me, with us?”

      “No.”

      His heart cinched tight around his chest. Oh god. He had to get out of there.

      But Tanner had him in his arms before Ethan could move a muscle. He buried his face in Ethan’s hair and Ethan was still too shocked to fight him off.

      Then he pressed his lips to Ethan’s ear. “I said no, because I won’t think about it, you nut. I’ve already done it, baby. I moved back into my old apartment yesterday. I’m in Queenstown, for good.”

      He shoved Tanner back and stared at him. “Yesterday? But . . . how . . . ? What the fuck?” It was impossible, right? Tanner had lost his mind, and Ethan felt over the moon, and . . . fucking responsible. “But what if it doesn’t work between us? I can’t be the reason you give up your life in Auckland.”

      Tanner stroked Ethan’s hair. “Of course you can be the reason. That’s what this is all about, right? I love you, and I’m hoping you still feel the same about me. But this is my choice, Ethan. I want this to work, and the best chance of that is if I’m here full-time. You deserve more than a part-time boyfriend, and I think Kurt needs that stability too. But I don’t expect you to just pick up where we left off. Hell, maybe you’re not even ready to give us another chance, but I’m committed to trying and . . .”

      Enough. Ethan fisted the front of Tanner’s jacket and yanked him close. “Just shut the fuck up and kiss me, you ridiculous, sexy, wonderful man.”

      And so he did, slanting his lips across Ethan’s and kissing him with a desperation that answered any questions Ethan might have had left. He opened immediately, and their tongues slid alongside each other, sending a dark thrill through Ethan as his body came alive just like it always did in Tanner’s arms. Jesus, what this man did to him.

      “God, I’ve missed this. I’ve missed you,” Tanner moaned into Ethan’s mouth, his hands sneaking under Ethan’s shirt, leaving a trail of fire where they touched.

      Ethan was about to return the favour when the back door crashed open and he nearly jolted back.

      Kurt choked on a laugh. “Oops, I’ll um . . . come back later.”

      “Much later,” Ethan grumbled without even looking at Kurt as the door shut behind him. He threaded his fingers through Tanner’s dark, messy locks and tugged lightly. “You do realise that all that white-knight, older-man shit has serious kink overtones?”

      Tanner scowled. “If you call me daddy just once, I’ll . . .”

      “What? Spank me?” Ethan smirked. “Cause that can be arranged.”

      Tanner laughed. “Fuck. I walked straight into that one.”

      Ethan studied him for a minute, still struggling to get his head around it. “You’re really here for good?”

      Tanner nodded and turned to kiss the inside of Ethan’s wrist. “I left the partnership—”

      “What?” Ethan gaped.

      Tanner held his face. “It’s fine. They weren’t happy and there was some finessing around the figures, but eventually they let me swap my shares in the company for the Queenstown sports venture and agreed to keep out of the snowsport market for five years. So it’s mine now. It won’t be enough on its own for me to draw a salary for a bit, though I can probably afford to keep Sylvia and Damon at least part-time, but I’ve got my apartment on the market and that’ll give me plenty for a cushion.”

      Ethan frowned. “Maybe we could find room for you—”

      “No.” Tanner kissed him firmly. “The business belongs to you and Adrian. I’ll enjoy watching you grow it, and I’ll be here to help if I can, but I don’t want to be a part of it in that way. And just so you know, if you didn’t want me or if we don’t work out, I still needed to make this change. Being down here made me realise I like being my own boss.”

      Ethan studied him a moment longer, then leaned in for a lingering kiss. “Oh, I want you, all right,” he whispered against Tanner’s mouth. “And yes, I still love you.”

      “Thank Christ.” Tanner walked Ethan back till he was pressed hard against the fridge. The whimper was out before Ethan could stop it, and Tanner chuckled. “I heard that.”

      Ethan nipped him on the chin. “Think you’re clever, don’t you? Well, for making me utter that ridiculous sound, Tanner Carpenter, your arse is mine.” He slipped a hand under Tanner’s waistband and into his crease to make his point clear. “You said you liked me bossy, right.”

      “Is that supposed to be a threat, because just the thought of you has been driving me wild. So if either of us is still walking tomorrow, I’ll be hella disappointed.”

      Goddamn. Ethan’s blood slammed south so fast he had to shove Tanner off and palm his dick before he embarrassed himself.

      Tanner smirked. “Problem?”

      Ethan spun Tanner and shunted him toward the hall. “Get your arse in that damn bedroom before I spill my load all over Kurt’s newly cleaned kitchen tiles. And I’m warning you, it ain’t gonna be pretty or long, so you better buckle up for the ride. By the way, how’s the knee?”

      “Good.”

      “Fucking awesome.”

      Tanner snorted as he fell into the bedroom and sprawled face down on the bed. “You say the sweetest things.”
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      Three months later

      Ethan watched as Tanner teetered and damn near stretched to overbalance in an attempt to unhook the multi-strings of lights still decorating the front porch of the house well past their due date. Christmas had come and gone, but only the tree had been dealt with. The rest had been left for when the roastery quietened down. Yeah right. Their beans were in demand from Kaitaia to Invercargill, and just keeping up with deliveries was becoming a nightmare. Adrian had already ordered the second roaster.

      They’d postponed opening the café side of the business for a couple of months, having run out of time to finish the car park before Christmas. But they had enough money to pay Lucy for fifteen hours a week, and she’d whipped the space into shape ready for when the time came. Ethan wasn’t quite sure what they were gonna serve alongside the coffee, but that was a worry for another time.

      “Hey, lover boy, how about giving me a hand?” Tanner grumbled from his precarious position on the stepladder.

      “Huh?” Ethan was helping . . . kind of. Well, he was observing anyways . . . closely. Tanner’s arse looked all kinds of mouth-watering in those painted-on black bike-shorts. “Sorry, what?”

      Tanner snorted. “Get your eyes off my arse and help me get these down.”

      Ethan’s gaze jerked up. “Oh, right, sorry.” He wasn’t, not one bit. It had been a few months since Tanner had arrived back in Queenstown and Ethan’s addiction to him showed no signs of letting up. If anything, it was getting worse.

      The whole Tanner-staying-in-his-own-apartment thing had lasted, oh, about six seconds flat, or more accurately, two nights. Tanner might not have wanted to rush Ethan, but Ethan hadn’t needed any time. He’d wanted Tanner in his house and in his bed. Yesterday. And when that was made patently clear—an act requiring a suitable pout, an indeterminate period of silent treatment, and a frenzied seduction in bed—Tanner had got over his attack of unseemly principles and moved in.

      A few weeks later they celebrated their first Christmas together, all three of them. It had been . . . amazing. Tanner’s family had been good about him missing their Christmas, but only on the proviso they all went north in the new year for everyone to meet. Ethan was nervous as shit about the whole thing, regardless of Tanner’s reassurance.

      All of which brought Ethan to his current state of fondly ogling Tanner’s eminently drool-worthy arse in the sweltering temperatures of a late February heatwave as they were trying to box up the seasonal shit. A cold-climate Christmas never sounded better.

      “Ethan!” Tanner threw his arms out in despair. “Are you paying any attention?”

      “Of course I am.”

      “Then look up here.” He pointed to his face.

      Ethan smirked. “Now why the fuck would I want to do that? You’re the one who chose to wear those ridiculous things.” He stalked over and stroked his hand up the back of Tanner’s leg, over the thin silky material covering his arse, and around to molest his package.

      Tanner swotted his hand. “Quit that. I chose bike pants because we’re going biking to the river for a swim after, remember? Besides, we have to behave. We’re still in trouble with Kurt after the whole elf fiasco.”

      Ethan beamed. “Don’t remind me.” He gave Tanner’s dick a lingering fondle, causing it to perk up in record speed. “Anyway, he deserved it.”

      Having dressed as elves for Ethan’s final coffee delivery before Christmas, which had garnered them more than a few smiles, they’d made it home to an empty house—a rarity not to be sniffed at—and the costumes hadn’t made it much past the front door. A trail of green and red velour led from the hallway to the fireplace, with one pair of white tights even making it onto the tree. Ethan wasn’t sure the hire firm had quite that kind of seasonal salutation in mind so had put everything through two washes before returning it the next day.

      Kurt’s unexpected arrival hadn’t actually happened until after the hallelujah chorus, but catching the two of them still snuggled naked on the rug in front of the fireplace had earned them a shit load of grumping and complaining they’d yet to live down.

      And Ethan hadn’t exactly been in Kurt’s best books to start with. True to his sex-education threat, he’d taken to hiding all sorts of pamphlets and embarrassing how-to stuff in places Kurt was bound to come across. That he did find them was evidenced by the increasingly exasperated looks he fired Ethan’s way. They’d had several talks, and questions had been asked. Kurt had fretted for a month after Sidney had left, but early in December he appeared with a brand-spanking-new boyfriend in tow—Hayden, a slim, nerdy, hella cute maths whizz who Kurt had crushed on madly for a month before striking up the nerve to ask him out.

      That had sent Ethan into mother-hen overdrive, much to Tanner’s amusement, and barely a week later, Hayden had stumbled across an STD pamphlet tucked under Kurt’s pillow. That and a truckload of condoms in every size, flavour, texture, and colour. Hayden had thought it hilarious, but it took days for Kurt to forgive Ethan, although he did notice that none had appeared in their rubbish bin.

      And regardless of all that, Kurt was still talking to both of them and the therapist. Tanner got the boyfriend and the gay questions—Ethan could admit to being a bit overprotective on that front. Ethan got the general life, career, school, and douchebag-friend or homophobe dilemmas. The therapist got the rest.

      Just then Kurt pushed through the front door with Hayden in tow, giving no time for Ethan to extricate his hand from Tanner’s shorts. Oh well.

      He pulled up immediately and fired Ethan a parent-worthy glare. “No. Front steps are public family space and therefore off limits to canoodling.”

      Tanner snorted. “Who the hell says canoodling?”

      Kurt grinned up at him. “It’s use-a-new-word Sunday. You could try desist. On him.” He tipped his head to Ethan.

      “We weren’t doing anything,” Ethan grumbled.

      “Yet,” Kurt corrected. “You weren’t doing anything . . . yet.” Kurt sniggered.

      Ethan side-eyed him. “I was only helping with the lights.”

      “Yeah, right. Since when do the Christmas lights come attached to Tanner’s . . . um . . . whatever?”

      Tanner popped a kiss on the top of Ethan’s head. “We can canoodle later, babe.”

      Ethan flashed him a smile. “Damn right.” Then to the boys, “Enjoy your swim. Phones on, and remember we’re doing the thing later. Hayden, you’re invited if you want.”

      They were burying Paula Sharpe’s ashes under her beloved passionfruit vine out back of the barn. Not all of them. Some they’d scatter on Lake Wakatipu, and some up on Cardrona before winter.

      “Thanks, Ethan. Mister C.” Hayden grabbed Kurt’s hand and hauled him off for their swim.

      Ethan turned to Tanner and took a string of lights from his hands. “Still Mr C, huh?”

      “It’s not funny,” Tanner grumbled. “He calls you Ethan.”

      “Yeah but I’m not old as shit—” He ducked as a roll of electrical tape sailed past his head. “A bit sensitive, are we?” He wound the lights into the box and grabbed another. “Better get used to it with all those young guys headed your way this season. They’ll be drooling all over their backside 180’s with you as a mentor.”

      Tanner gave him the look, which was code for, you’ve been googling all that snowboard shit again, haven’t you? He’d picked up a side role with the New Zealand Snowsports High Performance Programme, working as a mentor with their snowboard team next season, and he was excited as hell.

      In Ethan’s mind, there wasn’t a better fit for the job. No one knew better the stakes in a pro-snowboarding career—how to get to the top, how to manage stress, how to break records, and also how to cope with injury and keep a mind to the future. Ethan was so fucking proud of him.

      But Ethan was also gonna have that damn lingo down before he was dragged up to those fields again—especially if Tanner was gonna be spending most of his time at the halfpipe. He was gonna know what those guys were talking about if it killed him.

      He grabbed the red hat from the decorations box and yanked it on his head. “So.” He waggled his eyebrows. “Wanna play Santa and the electrician?”

      The lights hit the dirt in a tangle of wires as Tanner leapt from the ladder and tackled Ethan to the ground. “Now there’s a Christmas story I’m damn sure never made it to the bookstores.”

      Ethan ran his hands over that slippery arse and bit his lower lip suggestively. “Such a shame, because I can guarantee a happy ending.”

      Hands cradled his face and pulled him close. “You are my happy ending, Ethan who is gay. I don’t need another.”

      

      The End

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Author’s Note

        

      

    

    
      I want to say a huge thank you to everyone who read Powder and Pavlova. If you enjoyed this book please consider doing a review in Amazon or your favourite review spot. I didn’t realise until I was an author just how important reviews are for helping an author’s sales and spreading the word. Thank you in advance.
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        Don’t Miss the Next in the Series (coming soon)

      

        

      
        TAMARILLO TART

        Southern Lights 2

      

      

      

      CASSIDY MARTIN loves his life, he really does—really. He’s a country boy through and through. He loves his horses, his Lord of the Rings tourist business, and his perfectly isolated paradise at the foot of New Zealand’s Southern Alps. Not that everyone appreciates the seclusion he craves—take his ex-wife for example.

      

      He’d be lying if he said he wasn’t a little lonely, but that’s just the cost of keeping his soul together. Not to mention the thought of opening his heart and risking that pain again, is just plain terrifying. The sexy-as-hell guy on his latest tour might be whip-smart and push all of Cass’s buttons, but he’s about as country as a pair of Louboutin’s, and Cass has been there and done that—broken heart with the T-shirt.

      

      STEFAN HAMILTON doesn’t do ‘outdoorsy’. He’s a city boy, born and bred. The closest Stef gets to the country is ‘Cowboy Night’ at his favourite Auckland gay bar—there’s a lot to be said for a cute guy in pink chaps and not much else, even if the music makes Stef want to rip his hair out by the roots.

      

      But Stef is also a hardcore Lord of the Rings fanboy. So, when he and his best mate are gifted an overnight horse trek to visit the movies’ iconic filming locations in the Southern Alps, Stef’s happy enough to suck up his fear of the gigantic animals, and his allergy to camping and fresh air, for a chance to let his nerd flag fly.

      

      However when his mate is forced to pull out at the last minute, Stef is left by himself to negotiate the horses, the wrath of mother nature, and an inconvenient crush on the cowboy leading the tour.

      

      City meets country, and the sparks fly.
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      Have you read Jay’s Auckland Med. Series?

      

      http://mybook.to/firstimpressions-jh

      
        
        FIRST IMPRESSIONS

        by Jay Hogan

        Auckland Med. 1

      

      

      Michael:

      

      Two years ago, I made a mistake, a big one. Then I added a couple more just for good measure. I screwed up my life, but I survived. Now I have the opportunity for a fresh start. Two years in NZ. Away from the LA gossip, a chance to breathe, to rebuild my life. But I’m taking a new set of rules with me.

      I don’t do relationships.

      I don’t do commitment.

      I don’t do white picket fences.

      And I especially don’t do arrogant, holier-than-thou, smoking hot K9 officers who walk into my ER and rock my world.

      

      Josh:

      

      One thing for certain, Dr. Michael Oliver is an arrogant, untrustworthy player, and I barely survived the last one of those. He might be gorgeous, but my daughter takes number one priority. I won’t risk her being hurt, again. I’m a solo dad, a K9 cop and a son to pain-in-the-arse parents.

      I don’t have time for games.

      I don’t have time for taking chances.

      I don’t have time for more complications in my life.

      

      And I sure as hell don’t have time for the infuriating Dr. Michael Oliver, however damn sexy he is.
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          More by Jay Hogan

        

      

    

    
      
        
        JAY HOGAN’S BOOKS

      

        

      
        AUCKLAND MED. SERIES

      

        

      
        First Impressions

        Crossing the Touchline

        Up Close and Personal (coming soon)

      

        

      
        SOUTHERN LIGHTS SERIES
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          About the Author

        

      

    

    
      Jay Hogan is a New Zealand author writing in mm romance and romantic suspense. She has traveled extensively and lived in many countries including the US, Canada, France, Australia and South Korea. She has degrees in Nursing and Theology, and in another life, she was an Intensive Care Nurse, Counsellor and Lecturer.

      

      She is a cat aficionado especially of Maine Coons, and an avid dog lover (but don’t tell the cat). She loves to cook (pretty damn good), loves to sing (pretty damn average), and as for loving writing, absolutely—depending of course on the day, the word count, the deadline, how obliging her characters are, the ambient temperature in the Western Sahara, whether Jupiter is rising, the size of the ozone hole, and how much coffee she’s had.

      Join Jay’s reader’s Group for updates, promotions, her current writing projects and  special releases

      

      www.facebook.com/groups/hoganshangout/

      

      Sign up to her newsletter:

      

      https://mailchi.mp/adc01f36b9b6/jayhoganauthor

      

      Or visit her website:

      

      https://www.jayhoganauthor.com
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