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Chapter One 



Francis 



Some days the mirror depresses me. People think I have it all—good looks, a great job, plenty of money, amazing friends…and I do. However, my bed is constantly empty and I’m what my best friend Marcus calls a loser magnet. If there’s a possessive, shallow asshole within a hundred mile radius, I’ll pick him as my new lover. 

Which unfortunately leads to a constant opening for a new bedmate. And I hate dating. 

Nothing depresses me more than going to a club and having dozens of people I don’t know grab my ass. I would never presume to grope someone without at least discovering his name. 

The same can’t be said for everyone else. 

Shoving down my self-pity, I slid into a pair of fitted black jeans and a tight red T-shirt before pulling a crisp, white button-up shirt over the outfit. I’d look nice for dinner, then I could lose  a layer at the club when I got too hot from dancing. I had promised to meet Marcus and his lover Charlie at eight. We were going to dinner where I would try to enjoy eating while watching Marcus make goo-goo eyes at the love of his life. 

When Marcus had first told me years ago about his love for Charlie, I have to admit I’d thought the man was making it up—that he was another gay man in denial. However, when I dragged him to every gay bar I could find, he didn’t once drool over or show interest in even one of the beautiful men I introduced him to. Hell, the fact he never gave  me a single lustful glance should’ve been a tip off. I don’t like to brag, but I’ve never had a complaint about my looks—about many other things, but never my appearance. 

Once I met Charlie,  I sort of understood Marcus’ obsession. The man had an innate sweetness that pulled at you—making you want to wrap him up in cotton and take care of him. Add in the fact he was an amazing artist and gorgeous to boot and I kind of wished to have a Charlie of my own. 

Instead, I had an empty bed and an even emptier date book. Luckily my workload was heavy, helping combat my loneliness. Going to bed exhausted every night kept me from 
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noticing the aching emptiness of my life until morning. What I wouldn’t give to not wake up alone anymore. 

My phone rang. 

I snatched it up,  not bothering to check the readout. I didn’t need to. Marcus lacked patience, he always had. “Marcus, I told you I’d see you in a bit.” 

“Evening, Francis. Is that the same Marcus you roomed with in college?” 

I smiled as my Aunt Janie’s voice came over the line. “Evening, Aunt Janie, how are you doing?” I firmly believe there isn’t a sweeter woman on the planet than my Aunt Janie. 

“I’m doing just fine, honey.” There was a hesitation in her voice that told me I wasn’t going to like what she had to say. “I was hoping you could do me a little favour.” 

“Of course.” I didn’t hesitate. When I came out to my family, she made me cupcakes with little rainbows on them to celebrate. She said to always hold my head up and not take shit from anyone. My mother bought me a box of condoms to keep me safe, while my father signed me up for boxing classes. 

I love my family. They might not always understand me, but I can’t say they don’t try. 

“Raymond is moving and I was hoping he could stay with you for a month or two until he finds a place.” 

 Hell. 

Raymond was the exception. As much as I adored my Aunt Janie, she had a freeloading asshole for a son. I’m convinced the dictionary has a picture of him underneath the word entitled. If he moved in with me, I’d never get him out. 

“I only have a one bedroom. There’s nowhere for him to sleep.” 

A long sigh came across the line. “He can sleep on your couch. You have a couch, don’t you?” 

I could see that my dating dry spell just got extended. 

“Yes I have a couch, but I don’t think it’s very comfortable to sleep on.” 

 Please let her change her mind. 

I couldn’t in good conscience deny my aunt anything. If she insisted, I was toast. 

“Please, Francis. I promise he won’t be any trouble. I’ll tell him he only has a month then he has to leave. If you have to kick him out after that, I’ll understand.” 
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“Does he even have a job?” I asked as a last ditch effort. I wouldn’t put  it past the bastard to come just to mooch. I never had liked him. Ray was one of those kiss-ass types who said all the right things but meant none of them. Even as a kid, he’d been a slimy jerk. 

“Yes, he was hired on with a finance company which is why he’s moving. He just doesn’t have an apartment yet. I promise you,  Francis, Ray has completely turned his life around.” 

I would believe that when I saw it, but I wasn’t going to tell my aunt the truth about her only child. I was certain she must know it by now. There was no point in shoving it in her face. If she wanted to live in denial, I wasn’t going to be the one to burst her bubble. 

I let out a long sigh, knowing what I had to do but still resisting. “Fine. One month. 

After that, I don’t care if he has an apartment or not—I’m throwing him out.” 

Aunt Janie’s laughter warmed my heart. “Thank you, dear. I’ll tell Ray he has a time limit. You’re a good boy.” 

“Yeah.” I’m pretty sure ‘good boy’ translated to ‘sucker’ in family-speak, but I could put up with anyone for a month—at least that’s what I told myself. 

After a few more minutes of conversation about various family members, I hung up. 

The doorbell rang. 

Surely Ray wasn’t here already? This night just kept getting better and better. As if it wasn’t bad enough I had to go watch Marcus make doe eyes at his lover—now I had to deal with my jerk of a cousin. 

Shaking off my annoyance, I headed to answer. I didn’t hide from anyone, but I wasn’t stupid, I checked the peephole. 

With a groan, I opened the door. Bill Timmons stood on my doorstep. His dark blond hair was rumpled and he had a tempting shadow of whiskers on his wide jaw. My fingers itched to brush across the scruff—any excuse to touch him. I clenched my hands into fists to prevent the motion. 

“You aren’t returning my calls.” He marched past me without an invitation. I wished I could be surprised but somehow I wasn’t. I’d never met a more determined man. I liked Bill. 

I liked him a lot, but I didn’t want to ruin our working relationship by going out with him. 
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“Nice to see you, too.” I slammed the door behind him. Butterflies dive-bombed in my stomach as I took in his long, lean and sexy form. There was no way around it. William Timmons made me nervous. I didn’t worry about my physical safety around him, I worried about my heart. I worried that Bill could be to me what Charlie is to Marcus, that I would be willing to do anything for him if I allowed him too deeply into my life. Bill was the type to take over. If I gave him an inch, he’d be moved in and yelling at me about my socks on the floor within the week. 

He watched me with his assessing gaze and I wondered what he saw when he looked at me. Bill’s examination always felt more analytical than admiring. I had the uneasy sensation he saw far more beneath the surface than I was comfortable revealing. 

“What do you want, Bill?” 

He gave me a sexy smile I’m perfectly certain would have had  more than one man eagerly dropping to his knees. Not me. Sure I liked to suck cock, but I wasn’t going to do it without at least a first date…or drinks—hell, I was easy. I just didn’t want to be easy for Bill. 

For some reason, I wanted the man to have a good opinion of me. “You aren’t ready for what I want, Frankie.” 

I resisted the urge to punch him. I hated being called Frankie and he knew it. I sighed. 

“What brings you here?” I felt as if I were struggling through the emotional Olympics and currently going for the gold. 



Bill 



I watched Francis pace and hid my smile as he ruffled his hands through his hair and tried to deal with my presence. Even rumpled, he looked better than ninety-nine per cent of the population, but it wasn’t his looks that pulled me to Francis. 

When I had first met Francis, I admired his handsome features like everyone else, but it wasn’t until I saw him almost get hit by traffic trying to save some ducks crossing the street that I became interested in dating him. 

Francis might look like the  GQ model of the month, but he had a heart bigger than the moon. He did more pro bono work than any other lawyer at his firm and he didn’t hesitate to put himself on the line to help a friend. How could I not want a guy like that? 
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Unfortunately, Francis had men lining up around the block to date him. I needed to do something different to get his attention. So far irritation was as far as I’d got. 

Luckily, he was cute when annoyed. 

His sexy jeans and fitted shirt told me he was going out for the night. “Have plans?” I tamped down my jealousy while I waited for his  answer. No need to get riled up if he planned to have dinner with his mom or something. 

“I’m meeting Marcus and Charlie for dinner then we’re going to that new club, Whispers.” 

My jealousy flared as I thought of all the men more than willing to rub up against Francis at a club. It was stupid, I knew, to get upset about other men when Francis wouldn’t even agree to a date, but I didn’t have any sense when it came to Francis. I just wanted him. I was hopelessly, helplessly obsessed with a man way out of my league, but I refused to give up. I figure if he got used to me hanging around, he might eventually miss me when I was gone. 

“Mind if I tag along?” 

Francis’ eyes tracked up and down my body. I hardened beneath his gaze, my penis happy for any attention from the man of my dreams. “You don’t have any plans?” 

“Nope.” 

Francis shrugged. “I don’t know if it’s your kind of scene but I’m sure Marcus and Charlie would love to see you again.” 

“I’d like to see them, too.” The last time I’d seen them, Charlie’s face had been battered from his psychotic ex-boyfriend and Marcus was passed out on the floor from shock. 

“Great. Let me get my jacket.” 

I stepped forwards to help and received a curious glance for my troubles. I ignored the look as I took the jacket from him and helped him into it. My mother had taught me to have manners, and he should be used to this type of behaviour. If he wasn’t, he hung out with the wrong kind of guys. 

Well, at this point any man other than me counted as the wrong kind of guy. 

Francis opened the door. A big man with shaggy black hair stood in the hall. He wore jeans with faded knees and a large black trench covered the rest of his clothing. I grabbed Francis and yanked him back behind me. 
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The stranger looked up.  Anger flashed in his eyes before he peered around me at Francis. “Are you o-okay, F-Francis? Is this g-guy b-bugging you?” The dark-haired man bristled with antagonism. Even as he stuttered, he looked me over as if I were a mangy dog unworthy of licking Francis’ shoes. 

“I’m fine, Lenny. Bill and I were just going out to dinner.” 

The guy named Lenny gave me another once over. His lip didn’t quite curl with disdain but it was close enough. “T-take c-care of h-him.” 

“Will do.” I took it as the order he meant it be. With a final critical look, Lenny nodded then walked away down the hall. Once he’d wandered out of sight I turned to Francis. “Does he ever bother you?” 

Francis shook his head. “No, he’s harmless. He only looks scary.” 

I didn’t argue  even  though I had a different opinion of the matter. I didn’t want to irritate Francis before we had our first date. With a hand on the small of his back, I guided Francis out of the apartment then waited for him to lock up. I didn’t really care where we had dinner or even if we went to the club. All I cared about was spending time with Francis. 

It was the first step in my master plan to get him used to me being around. 

“We’ll take my car.” His tone held a challenge I didn’t understand. 

I shrugged. What did I care what car we took? That thought lasted until he walked over to a shiny black Hummer. My eco-friendly soul gave a squeal of protest. How could I not have known of his horrible taste in vehicles? Then I realised I’d only seen Francis at work or occasionally at his apartment. We’d never met any place where I’d have a chance to see his car. 

“Really! Wouldn’t it be easier to find parking if we took my car?” 

Francis laughed. “No. I’ll do valet parking. I’ve heard about what you drive. I’m not getting in that thing.” 

“Why not?” 

“Because it’s one step away from hamster wheel power.” 

I looked at Francis’ small frame and tried to figure out why he needed so much space. 

“And you need a massive vehicle…why?” 

“Obviously to assert my manliness.” His dry tone cracked me up. 

Damn, the man was adorable. 
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Deciding to save that particular battle for another day, I followed Francis to his Hummer. We drove to the restaurant in silence,  mostly because I was concentrating on keeping my panic at bay. No one had ever challenged my nerves before. In fact, most people would probably swear I’m unshakeable. Luckily none of those people were there to witness my white-knuckled grip on the panic bar. 

“Are you okay?” Francis asked, turning his head to give me a concerned look. 

“Eyes on the road!” I snapped. 

Really, how had he lived this long and not been killed in a car accident? I knew Francis had a lot of money, and as we careened around the corner I thought of an excellent way to spend it. “Have you considered hiring a driver?” 

Francis gave an evil laugh. “Have you been talking to Marcus?” 

“No. But if he survived your driving all through college,  I’m thinking he’s got the biggest set of balls I’ve ever seen.” 

“You’ll have to check with Charlie on that one,” Francis smirked. “We may have been roommates but we were never close enough for me to check.” 

I had the strange feeling I’d underestimated Francis. Evil little bastard. 

He brought the car to a screeching, swerving halt outside a small restaurant, sliding into the parking slot as if he were a baseball player who’d spotted home plate while a ball raced towards his head. 

My heart pattered loudly in my chest. I took a long breath and counted before speaking. 

“If you didn’t want me to come to dinner, you could’ve just said so. You didn’t have to give me a heart attack.” 

Francis gave me his movie star smile—the one I’d seen him often use in court. Once he’d convinced a judge that a destitute woman was a better parent than her affluent husband because he’d cheated on his taxes once, and didn’t the judge also want to award a gazillion dollars in alimony? Francis could convince anyone of anything with that smile. 

“Aww honey, if I wanted to give you a heart attack I’ve got better ways to speed up your heart.” 

I wasn’t prepared for the light kiss he placed on my cheek before he slid out of the car. 

“Are you coming?” Francis shouted as he handed his keys to the valet. 
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My cheek tingled from a touch of lips so brief I could barely even call it a kiss. A full mouth on mouth encounter might kill me, but what a way to go. 

I nodded to the valet who opened my door. I left the Hummer and joined Francis on the other side. 

“Glad you could make it.” I saw the smug look on Francis’ face and knew I couldn’t resist. If we weren’t in a public setting, I would’ve shown him what I could do with my lips. 

As if reading my mind Francis gave me another wicked smile. 

“Let’s have dinner. If you’re good, I’ll dance with you at the club,” I said. 

“You will, will you?” 

I slid my fingers through his until we were holding hands. “Only if you’re good.” 

Francis gave me a startled look at the handholding. “What? No one ever held your hand before?” 

I got a headshake. “I don’t think so.” 

The considering look I received felt like a victory. Francis might not be ready to jump into bed with me but he’d finally noticed me. 
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Chapter Two 



Francis 



I watched Marcus’ and Charlie’s expressions as they greeted Bill. Marcus quickly hid his surprised look. Charlie gave Bill a delighted smile then snatched up the small sketchbook sitting on the table beside him. I knew by the time dinner was over Charlie would  have created an amazing sketch. I made a silent vow to myself to get it from him later. 

The more time I spent with Bill, the more attractive he became. At first glance he was a man of average looks with grey eyes and dirty blond hair, but a closer look showed a man whose stormy grey eyes changed with his moods and who carried himself with the casual grace of a man in prime condition. 

Watching Bill talk to Marcus, I was struck by the fact the man actually listened. Maybe it was his skill as a private investigator but there was a stillness about him that I found incredibly appealing. My dates were usually vibrant and bubbly,  trying to show me how outgoing and personable they were…which made for exhausting outings. Bill didn’t try to do that. 

I suspected his entire approach was to just be there if I needed him or wanted a companion. Some days I suspected my entire relationship with Bill was designed expressly for him to burrow himself so deeply in my life that it would take far more effort to remove him than to accept the inevitable. 

Bill turned towards me unexpectedly. I don’t know what expression my face held but the pleased look on his told me I’d probably revealed more than I wanted. 

“Have you decided what to order?” 

I could feel the blush staining my cheeks. Surprised, I hid my face in the menu. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d blushed over anything. 

Thick fingers wrapped around the top of my menu and pulled it down, forcing me to look into Bill’s amused grey eyes. 

“What?” I snapped irritably. 
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“What were you thinking?” 

“That I need a drink.” 

“Uh huh.” 

I resisted the urge to throw my water glass at him. I thought it might undercut my credibility as a responsible adult. 

“I’ll take the steak,” I said, not looking at the menu. 

Bill smiled like he knew I’d been thinking about him instead of the food. I wrinkled my nose at him, making him laugh. 

After giving our orders to the waiter hovering nearby, I shared my news. 

“Marcus, guess who called me?” 

Marcus leant forwards, head on his hand, willing to play along. “Who?” 

“Aunt Janie.” 

A wide smile crossed my friend’s lips. “Sweet Aunt Janie, the candy queen.” 

I laughed. Marcus had dubbed my aunt the candy queen the first time she sent us homemade candy for Christmas. My aunt’s candies were famous. She won the blue ribbon for candy-making every year at the state fair, to the embarrassment of my snobbier relatives. 

“Yeah, she asked me to let Raymond stay with me for a bit.” 

“Hell no!” Marcus sat straight up. “You did not tell her you would take him, did you?” 

“It’s Aunt Janie! Refusing her is like kicking a puppy!” 

Marcus rolled his eyes and took a drink of water. 

“What’s wrong with Raymond?” Bill asked, his grey eyes sparkling. 

“Besides the fact he’s a complete and total asshole?” Marcus asked. 

Bill laughed. The waiter showed up with a bottle of red wine I hadn’t heard Bill order while I’d been daydreaming. Before I could object or agree, my wine glass was half-filled and Bill was urging me to take a sip. 

“What if I don’t drink?” I teased. 

“I know you drink. I probably know more about you than you do about yourself.” 

I didn’t know if that was good…or something I should call the police over. 

“Take a sip. I promise you’ll like it.” 

Keeping my eyes on his amused expression, I took a drink. 
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A rich oaky flavour slid across my taste buds. “Mmmm. That is good.” I set down my glass and gave Bill an appreciative smile. “I’d ask how you know I like reds but then we’d be back in that scary place again.” 

Bill laughed. 

“You were telling us about Raymond,” Marcus reminded me. 

“Oh, right. Aunt Janie asked if he could stay on my couch for the next month.” 

“No way!” Marcus shouted. 

“Shhh,” I said, frowning at my friend. “I told her yes. She swears he has a job and is looking for a place to live.” 

“Really?” 

“Really.” I could understand Marcus’ concerns since we both had the same opinion of Ray. “I figure I’m doing Aunt Janie a favour. I think this is the first time he’s moved away from home.” 

“How old is he?” Charlie looked up from his drawing to participate in the conversation. 

I resisted the urge to snatch the pad of paper away to check his progress. 

“Umm.” I had to search my mind for a bit to remember where Raymond fell in the family line-up. “I think he’s twenty-nine.” 

“Huh.” Charlie went back to his sketching. I wondered why he was curious about Ray’s age. 

Marcus gave his lover an adoring gaze that should’ve given me instant cavities. 

“Is Raymond going to be a problem?” Bill’s expression was so stern and serious I wondered what his solution would be if I said yes. Visions of Bill arranging for a hit man to knock off my annoying cousin ran through my mind. 

I shook my head to clear the happy vision. “No. I might not like him but I can tolerate him for a month. Besides, I’m not home much with my job.” 

Bill frowned. “You work too many hours. You need to take more time off.” 

“I’ll rest when I’m dead.” I didn’t do well with down time. I wasn’t one of those people who relaxed. I needed to be busy every minute. Otherwise I turned twitchy and evil. 

“Yeah, you don’t want him not working,” Marcus piped in. “He might be nuts letting Ray move in, but I’ve seen him bored.” He gave a mock shudder. “It wasn’t an experience I want to repeat.” 
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I threw half a breadstick at him. 

“Hey, no food fights,” Charlie interjected. 

Our meals arrived and we settled in with our plates of food. I had to agree with Charlie, the food was fabulous. 



* * * * 

  

Bill 



Walking into a club with Francis on my arm was an eye-opening experience. I’ve had enough successes in dating that I knew other men generally found me attractive, but jaws didn’t drop open or people walk into poles because they caught sight of me. 

Francis squeezed my hand and flashed me an amused smile. I realised this was his normal experience. Charlie was on his other side and Marcus walked protectively beside by his lover. It was as if we were bodyguards for the men beside us, even though I knew Francis could lay me out with a solid punch and Charlie had been taking self-defence lessons after having trouble with his ex-boyfriend. 

We spent the next few hours dancing and drinking bottled water to keep up our fluids. 

As I’d suspected, Francis danced like a dream. His fluid motions as he moved against me made me harder than an iron rod. I wanted Francis more than I have ever wanted anyone else before, I have to admit to being a little obsessed…but it was a healthy obsession. I didn’t follow him around or tap his phone—I just paid attention to every single thing he did. 

Okay, maybe I was more than a little obsessed. 

After our third dance, I leaned over to talk in his ear. “Let’s take a rest.” 

A large man with a wide smile slid behind him. “Hey Francis, wanna get together?” 

Francis shook his head. “I’m here with Bill.” He waved a hand in my direction. 

The guy looked me up and down and whispered something in Francis’ ear before moving away. 

“What did he say?” 

“That if I’m available later to give him a call.” 

“You won’t be available later.” 
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I pulled Francis closer until our bodies were plastered together. I wasn’t the only one excited. Hoping his excitement was owing  to me being close and not all the hard bodies surrounding us, I took a chance. 

I slid my body against Francis, rubbing against his sleek, sexy frame. We lost Charlie and Marcus in the crowd and I wasn’t in a hurry to find them again, not when I had Francis right where I wanted him. After three months of trying to get him alone, I finally had him in my arms. I was still working on the alone part. 

“Let’s go back to my place,” Francis’ hot breath brushed across my ear as he spoke. It was as if he were reading my mind. 

I nodded my agreement so there was no misunderstanding. I didn’t want my words to vanish in the club and miss my big opportunity to have the man of my dreams. 

Francis’ grip on my wrist as he dragged me through the club told me he didn’t have any second thoughts, at least not yet. 

I spotted Marcus in the crowd and waved goodbye. He nodded to indicate he’d seen me. 

“What are you doing?” Francis frowned at me. 

“Waving goodbye to Marcus.” 

“Oh good. Then we don’t have to go find him.” 

With a clear conscience, I left the club with Francis. 

The drive back to his  apartment was done in a blur. Luckily my need overcame my sense and with a tight grip on the panic bar I made it back to his apartment without having a heart attack or puking. 

My lust quickly returned as I followed Francis’ tight ass into his apartment. After kicking the door closed with my foot, I flipped the lock and stalked after him. He had the temerity to lick his lips as he slowly unbuttoned his shirt and tossed it to the floor. His T-shirt quickly followed, exposing a nicely defined chest with a drool-inducing set of abs. 

Only the sound of us panting could be heard in the room, but the sexual tension was so heavy I was surprised it didn’t create a thick cloud in the air between us. 

Francis tilted his chin at me. “You next.” 

Feeling self-conscious, I removed my shirt. Unlike Francis’, my body wasn’t a work of art. I was a big guy who kept in shape but the man before me was a force unto himself. 
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Thankfully, the look in Francis’ eyes said he liked what he saw and would like to see more. 

Francis licked his lips again, the look of lust in his eyes revving my desire higher. 

I hoped I wasn’t making a mistake. This couldn’t be a one-time thing. I needed to keep him. 

My greatest wish was to wake up every morning next to Francis. 

Crooking his finger at me, he started walking backwards—heading, I was certain, to where his bedroom would be. 

 Hell yes. 

I kicked off my shoes as I approached him. Since I didn’t fall on my ass, I thought I’d done a damned fine job of being graceful. The heated look I got agreed. 

Unable to take the brief separation, I shortened the space between us in two large strides. Wrapping my hands around Francis’ hips,  I yanked him tightly  against me. The hardness I felt brushing against mine kicked my lust into high gear. I ached for him. Leaning down, I slid one hand into his silky hair and wrapped the other around his waist. 

With a moan, Francis did a small hop. Wrapping his legs around my waist, he let out a soft whimper—the sexiest sound I’d ever heard. I held him close, not wanting to drop him. 

“Where’s the bedroom?” I asked, walking across the living room while easily carrying his weight. Francis was lean with good muscle mass but there still wasn’t a lot to him. 

“Back that way.” Francis pointed vaguely behind him before latching onto my neck with his sharp teeth. 

“Don’t leave marks!” 

Francis’ body went tight. My heart fell when he asked in a cold voice. “Why not?” 

“Because I’ve got a meeting tomorrow morning.” 

“Oh.” I saw a flash of teeth in the dim lighting. “No problem.” 

I relaxed as the warmth returned to his voice. 

We stumbled our way down the hall. I walked into more than one  wall while passionately kissing Francis in a flurry of tongue and lips. 
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Francis 



I’d thought Bill was hot before, but after dancing and having dinner with him, I’d found I genuinely liked him. He was a nice guy who happened to be strong enough to haul me around. Granted,  my thighs were  supporting  most of my weight, but I liked the fact he hadn’t hesitated when I jumped at him. Bill was a solid man in more than one way, a vast improvement over the gorgeous assholes I usually attracted. He might not be my usual type, but then my usual type never worked out. 

I forgot all about other men when Bill’s hot mouth covered mine. The guy sure knew how to kiss and he smelt amazing. I don’t know what cologne he used but I was going to buy a vat of it and send it to him. I inhaled deeply, the combination of musky arousal and cool cologne made me ache with need. 

I gave a grunt when Bill dropped me on a bouncy surface. With a bewildered look around, I realised we had made it to my room. Bill smiled at me as if he were pleased with my lack of awareness. I had paid no attention to where we were going as we kissed. 

My platform bed was  so low  that  Bill’s crotch was  aligned at a tempting level. Not hesitating, I popped the snap of his jeans and slid down the zipper, eager to get to the good stuff underneath. 

“If you touch me, I won’t last long enough to fuck you.” 

“You can fuck me later.” I didn’t really pay attention to my words, not when my entire focus was on the treasure I’d uncovered. I wasn’t really a size queen but I knew at that moment I could happily become one. 

 Damn. 

Long and thick, Bill’s cock rose to greet me, its dewy tip beckoning me to taste it. Not one to ignore an invitation, I sucked Bill down, showing off my talent for deep-throating. 

“Oh. My. God.” Bill groaned above me. I would’ve laughed but I was busy exhilarating in the sensation of his thick rod filling my throat. Closing my eyes, I concentrated on the rich musky scent of my new lover. 

“Look at me!” Bill’s hard voice had me opening my eyes. “I don’t want you imagining I’m someone else when you suck me.” 

I pulled off his shaft, swallowing to get some moisture back in my throat. 
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“Why would you think I’m doing that?” 

“I…I know I’m not what you’re used to.” 

I shook my head. “You’re better. Come pull off your pants and lay on the bed with me.” 

His hands shaking,  Bill quickly disposed of his clothing and before I could move, stripped me of the rest of mine. 

“I like a take charge guy,” I said with a smile. 

“Good. Then we’ll get along fine.” Bill’s smile showed dimples. The dips in his cheeks gave the usually solemn man a boyish appeal. I made a silent vow to try to coax their appearance out of him more often. I desperately hoped I wasn’t making a mistake. If this situation went south, I’d still have to deal with Bill when he did the occasional contract with the law firm I worked at. 

“Don’t worry so much.” He cupped my face and pulled my lower lip out from under my teeth with his thumb. “If we aren’t compatible,  there won’t be any hard feelings, I promise.” 

“But what if we are?” I confessed my real concern. What if this was the most amazing sex ever and I decided he was the one I wanted to keep…and he decided he didn’t want me? 

Bill pushed me onto my  back and yanked me out of my musings. His larger body covered me even as he kept most of his weight on his arms, careful not to crush me. 

I appreciated the consideration. I wasn’t a delicate flower, but Bill had at least forty pounds of muscle on me and I enjoyed breathing. 

With him on top pinning my arms,  all I could do was accept his soft, tender, bone-melting kisses. I wiggled beneath him, trying to get traction to rub against my aching cock, but he didn’t even allow me that much movement. 

“Stay still,” he said in a strained voice. 

“I want you inside me.” 

Wow, that had sounded a lot less whiny in my head. 

Bill gave a low, sexy laugh that didn’t help my hardness problem at all. 

“We’ll get to that part.” 

I’d never had a man who didn’t want to rush me to bed and fuck me through the mattress. Bill didn’t appear to be in any hurry to get on with it. As frustrated as I felt, it was a refreshing change. 
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As our kisses became more heated, Bill started working his way down my neck, careful not to leave marks. My breaths came in faster gasps until I started to worry I was going to blow before he even touched my shaft. 

“Touch me,” I whispered. Moaning and deep-throating him had taken away my ability to talk. 

Bill stopped nipping at my chest to look up at me. 

“You got somewhere to go?” 

Puzzled, I blinked at him hoping to clear my head. “Uh…no.” 

“Then relax, I’ll get there eventually.” 

It was hours before he got close enough to lick at my prick. Okay, maybe not hours but hell,  it felt like years, centuries. I had a vision of my friends  finding our dead bodies mummified while still in this position. 

“If you can still think, I’m doing something wrong,” Bill’s rich voice washed over me, an added eroticism in an already erotic situation. 

“I always think,” I confessed. “Sometimes I think I have adult ADHD. I can’t turn off my mind.” 

“Hmmm.” Bill looked at me a moment as if I were an exotic creature he couldn’t understand. “Then I guess I better give you something better to think about.” 

“Yes, please.” Now we were getting somewhere. 

“Lube and condoms?” 

I happily waved a hand to the drawer to the right of the bed. Bill unnecessarily slid across me to get them. I sucked in my breath as his long cock wept against my stomach, sending heat scorching through my body. Of all people to make me insane, I never would’ve pegged the quiet PI. 

“I hope they fit.” For the first time I realised I only had regular sized condoms. 

Bill laughed. “I’m big, honey, but not that big.” He moved away to put the condom on. I couldn’t stop the small protest that left my lips as his warmth and strength left me. I could happily cuddle with this man for hours. I wondered if he’d stick around after sex, and if he did, would he be a cuddler? A lot of men didn’t like to snuggle, but I wasn’t one of them. 
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“Turn over,” Bill commanded, but it was the lust in his eyes,  not his sex-roughened voice, that had me flipping over onto my stomach. “I’m going to fuck you face-to-face, but it’s easier to get the lube in this way.” 

“I could put it in for you,” I offered. 

Bill gave a short choking noise. I looked over my shoulder to see him staring at my ass as he slowly pressed in the lube with his thick fingers. “Next time I definitely want to see that.” 

I laughed. Normally I’d feel self-conscious about being ass-up on my bed with a guy behind me. I might be fit and know I look good, but there was little dignity involved in sex. 

There were always parts that were awkward or embarrassing. With Bill, though, I didn’t feel weird. We were two men having a good time exploring each other. 

Bill didn’t command me to turn over again. He just picked me up and flipped me over. 

“I’m not a pancake,” I protested for show. I really didn’t mind being manhandled…if Bill was the man. His strength really turned me on because I could sense he only used a fraction of it. 

“Nope, you’re an extremely sexy man. Do you want to be on your back or riding me?” 

“I’ll be on my back.” I wanted to see how Bill handled complete control. Most of my dates failed this test. 

“Let me know if I go too fast.” That was all the warning I got before Bill lined himself up and pressed inside. 

I took deep breaths and forced my muscles to  relax as he finally popped the big mushroom head inside. 

“Easy, love,” Bill said. The strain in his voice told me he wasn’t unaffected. His grey eyes were dark in the dim room, and I could see he was concentrating on going slow enough not to hurt me. 

“More.” 

Taking me at my word, Bill slid the rest of the way in. I’ve always scoffed at friends who claimed they could feel a lover almost in their throat, but now I understood what they meant. Bill’s thick cock filled parts of me I had previously thought inaccessible by rear entry. 

When he started moving and slid against my prostate with perfect precision, I was pretty sure I was ready to sign up to worship at the altar of Bill. 
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“Right there!” I screamed. 

“I got you, honey.” 



Bill 



I thought Francis was beautiful standing in a courtroom or dancing on the dance floor, but Francis in the throes of passion was transcendent. I fucked him with all the skill I’d learnt in my thirty-five years because if this was the only shot I got with him,  I wanted him to remember every detail. I desperately needed a repeat performance. I knew in his mind this was an audition of a kind, but I didn’t mind. I’ve always been good at tests. 

Francis’ screams told me I was doing everything right. 

“I’m gonna come,” Francis groaned. 

“Good.” I was seconds from shooting my load in the sexiest ass I’d ever seen and if Francis came first, I had a better chance of revisiting my new favourite location. 

With a scream and an arch of his elegant body, Francis came. I believe in each person’s life you only get a few perfect moments,  and this was one of mine. Francis convulsing around me proved too much for my excited body. With a loud moan,  I shot into the condom—resenting its intrusion even as I appreciated the safety it provided. I didn’t have any diseases and I knew Francis was careful, but I didn’t know any of his ex-lovers and I wouldn’t go bare unless I had a letter of health. 

It took effort but I didn’t collapse on the man below me. I tied off the condom, wrapped it in a tissue and tossed it in the trashcan beside the bed. 

“Wipes in the drawer.” 

Opening the drawer again, I did find some wet wipes. It took only a few minutes to clean us both up. “We’ll take a shower in the morning,” I promised. The wipes would take care of any immediate stickiness but didn’t clean us completely. 

I bit my lip waiting for Francis’ reply, realising I was presuming we’d spend the next day together. A soft snore made me smile. I’d worn him out. 

Pleased with myself, I wrapped my arms around my new lover and quickly fell asleep. 



* * * * 
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I  awoke to the amazing feeling  of wet suction around my cock. Unable to resist the sensation and still half asleep, I arched into the heat. Someone with strong hands gripped my hips and pinned me down. 

 Hands? 

Reaching down, my fingers encountered a head of silky hair and the night before came back to me in glorious detail. 

“Morning, Francis.” 

A muffled grunt answered me. 

I couldn’t stop the wide smile crossing my face even if I’d wanted to. If this was the way he greeted the dawn,  I could completely get on board with changing to a morning person. Since I work a lot of nights I generally don’t get up until noon, but I could definitely be persuaded to change my ways if my reward included a world-class blowjob. 

“I’m going to come,” I warned. 

The tightening of Francis’ fingers on my hips gave me permission and I came with a soft cry into the willing mouth below. 

I gasped as Francis licked my shaft clean.  I had to catch my breath again when he popped out from under the covers. Francis dressed up and spiffy was gorgeous. Francis mussed and red-lipped from sucking my cock was irresistible. 

“Good morning,” he said. 

“Hell of a morning,” I agreed. After pulling him the rest of the way up, I kissed him as I reached downwards. I yanked my hand back when I encountered his soft shaft. 

“You didn’t enjoy that?” 

Francis blushed. “Let’s just say I’ll need to change my sheets tonight.” 

I smiled down at him as warmth spread across my chest. I’d never had a guy come only from giving me head, and to have it be a guy who could have anyone made me oddly proud. 

I kissed him. I didn’t care about morning breath or the flavour of me in Francis’ mouth. I needed him. 

“Let’s take a shower and brush our teeth,” Francis said. 

“Good plan. Do you have work to do or can I take you out to breakfast?” It might be Saturday but neither of us had typical nine to five jobs. 
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Francis’ piercing gaze had me holding my breath as I waited for the verdict. 

“I’ve got some stuff to do later but I’d love to have breakfast with you.” 

“Great!” Pleased I’d get to keep him for a little longer, I got out of bed and dragged Francis with me towards the shower. 



* * * * 

  

Francis 



As we approached the small pancake house, I could see people crowded inside as if it were the last watering hole in the Sahara. Luckily most of them were families and larger groups so after we said we only had two people, the hostess quickly seated us at a little booth by the window. 

We promptly gave our orders to the impatient waitress eager to pour us coffee and get us in and out. The restaurant might have killer pancakes as Bill promised, but if their coffee had a little less water it could pass for tar. 

I exchanged an amused look with Bill after the waitress walked off in her orthopaedic sneakers. 

Bill shrugged. “I swear the food here is to die for.” 

“I hope not.” 

Bill laughed. “You know what I mean.” After last night I was completely and foolishly infatuated with the PI. I wasn’t quite ready to label it love, but there was a healthy amount of lust combined with genuine liking that I hadn’t experienced before. I could see us on more dates together. 

Bill stirred his coffee, which was kind of strange since he drank it black. “So did I pass?” 

“Pass what?” 

“The getting a second date test.” His serious grey eyes looked at me as if my answer could determine his fate. 

I tried to lighten the mood. “Well since we’re out having pancakes, I’d have to say yes.” 

Bill nudged me with his foot. “This doesn’t count. We’re still on our first date.” 
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I laughed. “Then your dates last way longer than mine usually do.” Beneath his hard gaze I relented. “Yes, you qualify for another date. I had a really good time last night.” 

“Me too.” 

We drifted into talking about our family. I learned  that  Bill was the middle child of three boys,  and I  told him about being  the only child of overly indulgent parents. We brushed lightly across the topic of work, careful not to mention anything confidential in a crowded restaurant. 

When the pancakes arrived, I wasn’t surprised to find they were every bit as amazing as Bill claimed. 

“Francis, I thought it was you.” 

An iceberg moved over my chest as I looked up into the cold gaze of my ex-lover Donald Veln. Donald was a corporate shark and just as cold in other areas of his world. He had dumped me after he discovered I had no interest in being his full time naked houseboy. 

“Hello, Donald.” I hoped my voice expressed my complete lack of enthusiasm in seeing him again. 

He looked expectantly over at Bill. “Sorry you can’t stay but we’re eating,” I interjected before he could ask for an introduction. I didn’t want my new lover sullied with contact from my old. The cold glare he flashed my way had no effect. I didn’t care if Donald disapproved of my actions. I’d come a long way with a bit of therapy. 

“I miss you, Francis. Call me.” 

“Bye,” I said. 

With nothing keeping him there and the waitress glaring at him for being in the aisle, Donald left. 

Bill’s laughter had me turning back to my dining companion. 

“What?” 

“Remind me not to piss you off, you were brutal.” 

“He’s an abusive asshole. He doesn’t deserve any consideration.” 

Bill scowled. “How abusive?” 

“Let’s just say my boxing skills came in handy.” I shuddered as I remembered how he’d tried to demean me. Fortunately I had a solid sense of self-worth given to me by my loving family. I didn’t put up with his psychological bullshit for more than a few weeks  before 
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deciding I could do much better. Donald might have good looks and wealth, but so did I and I didn’t need an asshole sugar daddy to take care of me. 

For the first time since we’d met,  I saw true fury on Bill’s face. “Let me know if he contacts you again. I don’t want him near you.” 

“I can fight my own battles.” I could see Bill mentally saddling up his white horse. 

“I’m not saying you can’t. I just don’t want you to  have to. I know people who can make life very unpleasant for him if he tries anything.” 

“My hero!” I fluttered my eyelashes at him. Grinning, he threw a piece of bacon at me. 

It landed on my plate. “Yum.” I bit into the slice and gave him a triumphant look. 

Bill squeezed the hand I had resting on the table. “I know you can protect yourself but let me know if you’d like any help.” 

I smiled. It was the first time a guy had offered to protect me.  Shit, Marcus had been right all these years. I  do  date assholes. I made a private vow never to tell him. 
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Chapter Three 

  

  

  

Francis 



I almost didn’t recognise Raymond when I saw him standing at my door. He’d grown at least two inches and had put on thirty pounds, all muscle. I sometimes wondered if there’d been  a mix-up at the hospital when he was born and while my adorable aunt raised Raymond, a sweet cherub-cheeked boy grew up with Satan. 

“Hey Francis.” He said my name like the sound soured his mouth and he could barely wait to wash out the flavour. Pushing past me, he dumped the rucksack he carried on the floor before sauntering into my living room like he planned to buy the place. 

I followed and stopped in the doorway crossing my arms. “Raymond.” He turned back to me with an insolent gaze. “I love your mother but if you give me any difficulty at all, I will kick your ass out on the street and damn the consequences.” 

A smug smile crossed his face. “You wouldn’t do that,  Cousin.  You know how that would upset Mom.” 

I let my eyes reflect the seriousness of my stance. “I absolutely would.” 

He lost his smile and held up his hands. “Hey, no worries. You won’t even know I’m here while you’re banging your boyfriend.” He looked me up and down. “You always were the prettiest one in the family.” 

“True. I’m also the one with the medals in boxing,  so remember that and don’t be bringing any of those skanky women you like around here.” 

“Wouldn’t dream of it.” His face sobered. “Really man, thanks for putting up with me for a month. I know we don’t get along and that I’m an asshole sometimes, but I’ll try to find a place to live as soon as possible.” 

I stared at him for a moment. I didn’t trust this new version of my cousin—the one where he was reasonable and looked at me like I was a real person instead of something he scraped off his shoe. 

I nodded. “Want a beer?” 
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“Gay men drink beer? Not wine coolers?” 

“The sidewalk is looking for a new vagrant.” 

“A beer would be great!” 

“Thought so.” 

After a trip to the fridge, I opened two beers and handed one over. 

Looking at the label, he smiled. “Nice.” 

“I don’t like cheap beer.” 

Raymond looked around my place,  eyeing my antiques and expensive hand-loomed rugs. “I could get used to this.” 

“Don’t get too used to it,” I warned. “You’ve got only a month before I’m kicking you out.” 

Raymond nodded. “Fair enough.” 

I didn’t trust his easy acceptance but I would deal with that when the time came. “So tell me about your job.” 

That actually earned me a smile. I grabbed the counter so I wouldn’t faint as my cousin went into an animated explanation about his new job, which actually sounded like a pretty good entry into the company. Raymond came from the middle-income branch of the family and  had  resented that fact throughout our childhood. He’d  expressed  his resentment by hanging out with the wrong people and had the juvenile record to show for it. If he’d really found his focus in life then I would be happy for him. 

We turned on an action movie and I ordered us a pizza. My phone rang halfway through the latest blow-everything-up flick. 

I smiled when I saw Bill’s name. “Hey, handsome.” 

Raymond gave a snort beside me. 

“We both know who’s the handsome one in this relationship.” Bill’s voice was dry and self-deprecating but I could tell he was pleased. 

“What’s up?” 

“I was wondering if you’d like to have dinner tonight.” 

“Sorry—my cousin’s here and we just ordered some pizza.” 

“The jerk cousin.” 

“Yep.” 
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“Call me if you need me to knock any sense into him.” Bill’s tone told me he wasn’t kidding, not in the least. 

“I’ll keep that in mind.” 

“So are you busy tomorrow?” 

“Late meeting.”  Damn.  I would much rather go on a date with Bill than sit in a boring meeting but it was with a senior partner and couldn’t be avoided. 

There was a pause on the line. “You do want to see me again, don’t you?” 

“Yes! Yes, I definitely want to see you again. I’m just busy until Thursday. How about you?” 

“I’ve got an investigation on Thursday. How about Friday night?” 

I mentally reviewed my schedule. “Yes, Friday works.” I didn’t want Bill to think I was avoiding him. Glancing at Raymond, I saw he was listening to my conversation. 

“I’ll come get you but bring a bag. I’m not returning you until Saturday and only if you’re lucky.” 

“Sounds good.” The thought of being in Bill’s place for a few days had a lot of appeal. 

Not only would it give my cousin and me some space, but I wouldn’t be forced to spend the weekend in his presence. 

I hung up, pleased with my plans. 

“Doing some pillow biting this weekend?” Raymond sneered. 

I punched him in the stomach, pleased when he gasped for breath. I’d  used my left hand instead of my stronger right. I wanted to make a statement—not truly injure him. 

“Ow.” He blinked away tears. “For a fairy you sure can hit hard.” 

“Watch the language or I’ll show you how hard I really can hit.” 

The doorbell rang. Thinking it was the pizza, I grabbed my wallet and flung it open. 

“Oh. Sorry Lenny,  I thought you were the pizza guy.” I smiled at my neighbour. 

Lenny’s extreme shyness had him avoiding me most days, so I was surprised to find him on my doorstep for the second time in two days. 

“I-I was hoping to b-borrow some d-double A batteries. The o-ones in my r-remote ddied and my c-car is o-out of c-commission. I-I’ll p-pay you for th-them.” Lenny’s horrible stutter made conversation difficult for him. 
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“Sure, buddy. Come on in. I’ll see if I can find where I stashed mine.” I knew I had to have some somewhere. 

Lenny lumbered inside and I closed the door behind him. “I’ll be right back.” 

Rushing to the kitchen,  I pulled open my junk drawer. To my surprise the batteries were sitting on top. 

“Yay.” 

I walked back into the living room to see Lenny and Raymond glaring at each other. 

“Here they are.” I handed Lenny two batteries. I figured if he needed more he’d say. 

“Th-thanks.” 

“You’re welcome.” 

As soon as I closed the door my cousin spoke up. “What’s up with the freak?” 

I turned around. “He’s not a freak. He’s a nice guy who has some problems.” 

“Yeah, his problem is he’s a freak,” Raymond taunted. 

The doorbell rang again and this time it  was the pizza guy. I gave him a nice tip and ignored his blatant offering of anything else I might need. 

“That happen a lot?” Ray asked. 

“What?” 

“Guys hitting on you.” 

“You have no idea.” Men constantly hit on me but the few I let take me home rarely wanted to keep me. Apparently I was high maintenance because I liked pedicures and didn’t want to share my lover with every other twink on the planet. 

“Huh, that must get annoying.” 

“Yep.” I set our pizza on the table. Flipping open the box exposed a big pizza pie loaded with cheesy goodness. 

“I’d better eat most of this so you can keep your girlish figure,” Ray offered. 

“I can still hit you.” 

Ray laughed. “I’ll be good.” Taking a bite, he moaned around the pizza. “I think I found my new religion.” 

“Yeah, they’re my favourite place.” 

“I can see why.” The rest of the night passed in a marathon of bad movies and pizza eating and I didn’t even need to hit him again. 
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* * * * 

  

Bill 



The week passed in a blur. Before I knew it Friday had arrived and I was on Francis’ 

doorstep to pick him up. My hand shook as I pressed the doorbell. It was stupid, I know, but I felt like a boy picking up his best girl for the prom instead of a lovesick fool grabbing his man for the weekend. I hoped Francis’ cousin stayed longer. It gave me an excellent excuse to have him spend the night. 

When the door swung open I expected to see my elegant lover. Instead I got a big man with dark hair and fierce eyes. 

“You must be Raymond.” 

“You must be Francis’ boyfriend.” 

I wasn’t crazy about the term boyfriend—I wasn’t a boy—but I’d answer to anything that proclaimed me as belonging to Francis. “Yes.” 

“Hey, honey.” Francis shoved Raymond aside. He had a backpack slung over his shoulder and immediately headed towards me to leave. “Behave and don’t  drink all my booze,” he said to his cousin. 

“Don’t eat too many pillows,” Raymond sneered. 

I was shocked at how fast Francis moved. One minute he was facing me—the next, his cousin screamed and fell to the floor. 

“I won’t tolerate that type of talk to my date. Do we have an understanding?” 

I’d never had anyone stand up for me before. I knew I should at least object a little to Francis’ untoward violence to his cousin, but I was too busy smiling. 

“Come on, honey, let’s go.” Francis slid his hand around my arm and pulled me away from the door. 

He slammed the door behind him. 

“Problems with your cousin?” 

Francis laughed. “He’s a bigoted prick but other than that… Nope, we’re peachy.” 
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I wrapped my arm around Francis’ waist as we walked down the hall. “I’ve been looking forward to this weekend.” 

For a brief moment, Francis leaned against me. “Me too.” 

Hope filled me. Maybe my plan to become a permanent fixture in Francis’ life wasn’t too farfetched. 

We chatted about our week as I drove us to my house. It wasn’t until I opened the front door and let Francis in that I realised how much it felt like home. With Francis there, I felt complete. Stupid, I know, because while he might have had sex with me, he hadn’t agreed to any other kind of commitment. And from a few things he’d said in conversation, he was a little gun-shy, believing no man wanted to keep him long term. I would break him of that belief because I wanted everything…and I wanted it with Francis. 

“Come on in. I made a lasagne earlier for us to heat up.” 

“Yum.” Francis wandered into the kitchen after me and sat on a barstool by the counter to watch. 

“You look good there,” I blurted out without thinking. 

Francis gave me a startled look. “Um, thanks.” 

I blushed. “Okay, I’m an idiot but I like having you in my house.” 

Francis slid off the stool and approached me. With gentle hands he turned me until I had to look him in the eyes.  Shit. I’d never felt this nervous over any guy before. 

“I like being with you and I want to see where this might go.” 

“Yeah.” The ache faded from my chest. The thought of scaring off the sexy man before we even had a chance wrecked me. “You want to try to have a relationship?” 

Francis grimaced. “Why don’t we take it one date at a time? I’ve learned expectations only lead to disappointment.” 

The truth struck me then almost as hard as Francis had hit his cousin. This beautiful, kind-hearted man had little faith in relationships because no man had had faith in him. 

Wrapping my arms around Francis, I forgot all about getting lasagne or anything else I’d planned for us. The only thing important was Francis. “I can’t make any promises that our relationship will last—we are still getting to know each other. I don’t know if this will work out between us or not, but as long as we’re dating, I won’t date other men and I’d like you to promise me that, too.” 
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I held my breath as I waited for Francis’ response. I didn’t want to be the only committed person in this relationship. 

After a long moment when my damn heart almost stopped beating, Francis finally nodded. “I won’t date anyone else while we’re together.” 

I hadn’t even known a load of bricks sat on my chest until it vanished. Taking a deep breath, I picked Francis up and spun him around. 

“Whoa,” Francis said, laughing. “We’re not engaged or anything.” 

I let him slide down my body. Now wasn’t the time to break the news to him—to let him know one day I  did want him to wear my ring. Baby steps. Francis was like a feral cat that needed domestication. First I’d lure him onto my porch with some food, give him shelter until he trusted me, then I’d let him into my home to stay. 

I figured I was two baby steps from getting my finger bitten off if I pushed too far too fast. 

“No. But this is the first step to us establishing a relationship.” 

Francis gave me a wary look. I tried to return it with an innocent one of my own but he didn’t look convinced. 

So I kissed him. 

Like every other time I’d  kissed Francis, he melted against me. My ego got a boost whenever he gave himself over to me  that way. I didn’t even want to know how many people kissed Francis in the past. I was too grateful to be the one kissing him now. 

“Are you hungry?” 

Francis nodded. “I could eat.” 

“I’ll heat up the lasagne.” 

“Did you want me to help make a salad or anything?” 

“No, I’ve got that all ready, too.” 

“What about dessert?” 

I gave Francis a wicked smile. “It’s a surprise.” 

“Mmm. I love surprises.” 

“Good.” I slid the pan into the oven. “The lasagne will take at least thirty minutes to heat. Whatever will we do during that time?” 
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Francis 



As I watched Bill approach, a shiver of excitement snaked up my spine. There was something extremely sexy about the way he approached me—as if he knew all my hot buttons and  couldn’t wait to push them. The anticipation  that built  before the embrace almost had me coming before he’d done more than grab my ass and pull me tightly against him. 

I slid against his thigh, willing to get off with a simple rubbing. Bill evidently had other ideas. He held my hips to prevent further movement. 

“Hey,” I protested. 

“Let me take care of you.” Bill sank to his knees before me. 

“Oh yes.” My cock definitely liked the idea of those soft lips wrapped around me. I was so entranced with the idea that it took me a moment to register Bill had already unzipped my pants. My cock jumped out to greet him. 

“No underwear?” 

I could feel the blush staining my cheeks. “I didn’t think I’d need it.” 

Bill’s grey eyes darkened with lust. “You were right.” 

Before  I could respond,  he took me into his mouth and my mind went blank as sensation swamped my senses. His amazing mouth soon had my balls tightening and my cock ready to explode. I gripped his shoulder so he knew I was close and could pull off if he wanted. He clutched my thighs, which I took as an indication for me to go ahead. 

With a cry I came, spurting into his willing mouth. 

“Fuck,” I whispered. My eyes teared up as unexpected emotion hit me. I don’t know where the sudden vulnerability came from, but I sighed when Bill tucked me back into my pants then wrapped me in his long arms. 

Sighing again, I leaned against him. “When did I turn into a girl?” 

Bill laughed. The sound rumbled through his chest beneath my ear. “You’re not a girl, you’re just having an off day. 

I gave a watery laugh. Yeah,  that was it—an off day. It had nothing to do with the strange surge of emotions I felt whenever I was around Bill. 
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He gave me a gentle kiss on the forehead before leaving me alone to go check on the lasagne. 

“About ten more minutes. Would you like some wine?” 

“Absolutely.” Maybe after several glasses—hell, maybe the entire bottle—I could regain my composure. 

As he handed me a glass,  he flashed me a smile as if he could read my internal dialogue. I reached down to cup his hardness through his pants. 

Bill gasped, tilting up onto his toes. “You do that, I’ll blow.” 

I released him. “Save it for after dinner and you can fuck me.” 

Giving him a kiss, I let him get past me so he could fiddle with the salad. He looked up at me from time to time as if to check where I was—as if I were a dangerous animal that could pounce at any time. 

It made me feel powerful. I drank my wine and watched him. 

“You drive me crazy, you know,” he said suddenly. 

“Why?” 

“Because I want you too much.” Bill’s grey eyes pierced through me as though he could see all of my flaws but cared for me anyway. 

“Is there such a thing?” I tried to sound casual but my heart stumbled like it was trying to tap dance on a barrel. 

Bill gave me a bittersweet smile. “I hope not.” 

The timer for the lasagne went off and while he turned his attention to the oven, I tried to remember how to breathe. I could tell from the seriousness of his expression that he meant his words. 

This loving, protective man wanted me—not for a date or a night, but to keep. 



Bill 

  

 Shit! 

I’d said too much. If I didn’t watch it, I’d scare the man off. As soon as the words left my lips I knew he would panic. Francis wasn’t the first man I’d ever wanted but he was the first I’d ever wanted to keep. 



PROTECTING FRANCIS 

Amber Kell 

37 

I set the lasagne on the stove and walked back over to him. Taking his hands in mine, I settled on the stool beside him. “Honey, we don’t have to make any permanent decisions right now. I vote we date for a while and see if we’re compatible. No pressure, no expectations, no dating other people.” 

I wanted reassurance again. To be positive he was mine alone. 

Francis gave me his movie star smile. “No dating other people.” 

“Thank you.” I wrapped my arms around him and squeezed him tight until he made a squeaky sound. “Sorry.” 

Luckily my cock had gone down during our conversation and I was able sit comfortably and eat with Francis. 

Francis took a bite and made obscene noises in his throat. “This is amazing.” 

I smiled, pleased he liked my cooking. “My father was a chef while I was growing up.” 

“What does he do now?” 

“He’s supposed to be retired but he still teaches the occasional class at the local culinary school.” 

“And your mother?” 

“She’s a stay at home mom. I guess she’s retired, too—now that we’ve all grown up.” 

We finished up the meal with Francis making small talk. The man knew how to carry on a conversation. It probably came in handy for the cocktail parties he attended for work. 

I listened to his chatter, refilled his wine and slid another small piece of lasagne on his plate. He polished off the second helping with flattering speed. 

“You can cook for me any time.” 

“I’ll keep that in mind. My hours aren’t conducive to a regular schedule so I usually cook a bunch of stuff on my free days and put them in my freezer for when I need them later.” 

“Clever. I eat out too much. I would do it your way, but I’m a horrible cook.” Francis licked a bit of sauce off his lips, making an exaggerated moan that almost had me coming in my pants. 

“Tease.” 
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“Not true.” Francis set down his fork and licked his lips  again  in a manner that would’ve looked sleazy on someone else but was sexy as hell when he did it. I was about to tell him what else he could do with his tongue when his phone rang. 

He frowned at the readout before answering. “Hello? Yes, that’s me.” 

I only heard part of the conversation but the way Francis responded to the caller told me it wasn’t a casual chat. He looked slightly green as he continued to talk into the phone. 

When he finally disconnected, his eyes were blank with shock. 

“I have to go to the police station.” I only heard his quiet whisper because I sat so close to him. 

“What happened?” 

“Raymond was stabbed. He’s in critical condition at St Luke’s. The police want to speak to me before I go see him.” 

I swallowed as a small amount of bile filled my mouth. If Francis had been home when the attacker arrived, he could’ve been hurt or even killed. “I’ll drive you.” 

When I stood up, Francis stayed seated, his pale face registering shock. The investigator part of me wanted to pump him for details but the part that loved the man sitting before me decided to wait and see. 

I hooked a hand under his arm and pulled him gently to his feet. “Come on, babe. Let’s go.” 

Without giving him the chance to protest,  I had him ready and out the door within minutes. He was pliable in my hands—too pliable. When he snapped out of it I doubted he would know how he’d got there. 

I had no problem finding the police station. I’d been there before to share tips and get the occasional snitch out of jail. Most of the cops tolerated me but only a few would I call friends. 

While escorting Francis into the station, I kept my arm around him. I wasn’t exactly out to my police connections, but there was no way I was going to remove support for my lover in his time of need. We worked our way through the station to meet with Detective Calloway, who looked at my arm around Francis but didn’t make any comment. He led us to a quiet room to talk. “Your neighbour Lenardo Brown found your cousin when he came to see you. He said the door was open.” 
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“Lenny?” 

“Does he go by Lenny?” Calloway asked gently. I could tell by his demeanour he didn’t think Francis had done  anything. I’d worked with the detective a few times—he was generally a hard ass but not an unreasonable man. 

Francis nodded. Blinking back tears,  he played with his fingers as he dealt with his distress. 

“We have some questions about your cousin’s attack.” 

Francis swallowed. “Okay.” 

I could tell Francis wanted to ask questions. I could almost hear his lawyerly  mind spinning in all directions. Reaching over, I squeezed his hand reassuringly. 

“Where were you this evening, Mr Rouse?” 

“I was with Bill,” Francis’  voice was so faint I could barely hear him. Detective Calloway leaned closer. I resisted the urge to smack him. Word around the station was that the detective liked men. I didn’t need any competition. 

Calloway gave me a long look. 

“You’ll vouch for that?” 

As if there was any question. Hell, if Francis swore we’d ridden around the room on the backs of pink elephants I’d verify that too. It didn’t speak highly of my morals but I firmly believed if Francis decided to stab someone, they probably had it coming. 

“He’s been with me since I picked him up a few hours ago,” I vouched for my man. 

Calloway stared at me for a long while. 

“If you searched the building’s security cameras you’d know when we left.” 

The detective ran a hand through his hair. “The cameras were smashed. The intruder entered through the stairwell so the recording didn’t pick them up.” 

“What?” Francis stared at the detective for a long moment. “You think this was planned?” 

The detective nodded. “But we’re not entirely certain your cousin was the focus of the attack. The assailant could’ve been looking for you. How long has your cousin been living with you?” 



Francis 
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I felt as if I were speaking through a fog. My cousin was lying in the  hospital unconscious and I had no idea how or why it happened. How could I break the news to Aunt Janie? She would be devastated. My cousin might be an ass but he was part of my family. 

I didn’t know what to do. “So what happens now?” 

“Could you tell me more about why your cousin was staying with you?” 

For the next hour, I told the detective everything I could remember Raymond saying to me about his new job. The detective’s face got grimmer and grimmer. 

“I’ve done some research on your cousin. He’s had a few run-ins with the law. Mostly minor stuff—marijuana possession, petty theft.” 

“That was all when he was younger. He’s trying to build a new life.” 

“I’ll do more research into this company he’s working for and see if they’re legitimate.” 

That caught my attention. “Do you think they might not be?” 

The detective shrugged. “In this job environment, it strikes me odd that someone with a criminal history—even a slight one—was given a position when there are plenty of jobless people without criminal records.” 

He had a good point but maybe I had a bit of Aunt Janie in me after all. I hoped his company was legit. “My family has enough connections—someone might have put a good word in for him. Did you want me to ask around if anyone helped him get the job?” Ray’s pride would prevent him from telling me someone helped him get his job. 

Calloway nodded. “That would be great.” 

“If you’re done questioning me, I need to get to the hospital.” 

Detective Calloway nodded. “Of course.” 

Bill followed me like a big supportive shadow as we left the police station. I’d tell him he didn’t need to come along but I doubted he’d listen. Besides, I didn’t want to deal with getting a taxi—not when I could have his quiet, calming presence beside me. I didn’t know what to think about what Calloway had told me. Was my cousin bringing murderers to my doorstep, or did someone come looking for me and mistakenly attack Ray? 

“I wonder if the hospital contacted my Aunt Janie?” 
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Bill didn’t look away from the road but his hand reached across the space between us and gave my hand a quick squeeze before he returned it to the wheel. “Probably, if she’s on his contact list.” 

“Hell, I don’t even know if he has insurance.” 

“I guess we’ll find out at the hospital.” 

The hospital wasn’t far from the police station, so we were pulling into the parking lot before I had too much time to worry about my cousin’s condition. After we reached the front desk, the nurse told me to sit and she would get Ray’s doctor. 

They were relieved to find a relative, any relative, since apparently Aunt Janie hadn’t answered her phone when they’d called. Luckily, Ray had put me down as an emergency contact after he’d decided to move here. 

His forethought surprised me a little. I have never taken Ray as someone who planned that far ahead…but then, what did I really know about my cousin? 

We didn’t have long to wait. A man in scrubs approached us and I caught my breath. 

The doctor’s shoulders were miles wide and he topped me by  a good six inches. With turquoise eyes and black hair, he looked like a model and smiled as if he were getting ready for his photo shoot. I hid a smirk when Bill stood along with me and protectively wrapped his arm around my waist. At least he didn’t pee on my leg to mark his territory. 

The doctor’s eyes sparkled when he took in Bill’s stance. 

“I’m Dr Jules Hamlin.” 

“Francis Rouse, this is Bill Timmons.” 

“His partner,” Bill interjected. 

The doctor and I shared amused smiles before he turned serious. 

“Due to HIPAA regulations I need to talk to Mr Rouse about his cousin alone.” 

Bill released me. “I’ll be right over there.” He pointed to a spot several feet away. 

Dr Hamlin nodded. “That’s fine.” 

He might have walked away but when I looked over my shoulder, Bill’s eyes were focused on me. 

“New relationship?” 

Surprisingly, I laughed. “How can you tell? He’s so subtle.” 
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Hamlin smiled briefly in return, giving his model perfect face a more approachable look before he sobered. “Your cousin is in critical condition. He had multiple stab wounds and has lost a lot of blood. The good news is whoever attacked him missed any major organs. The bad news is there is some muscle damage to his right shoulder where some nerves were severed. We won’t know how bad the damage is until he gains consciousness and is able to test it on his own. I repaired as much as I could but it all depends on how he heals.” 

I nodded my understanding, my throat too choked up to actually speak. 

“I can take you in back and show you the x-rays if you’d like.” 

I shook my head. “That’s fine. I believe you.” Looking at x-rays wouldn’t enhance my knowledge. I never could make anything out of them the few times Marcus had shown me his text book pictures. As if thinking of him made him appear, I heard my name called. 

“Francis? What are you doing here?” I turned to see Marcus rushing over. “Is there a problem?” 

“Ray was stabbed. What are you doing here? This isn’t your hospital.” 

“I have privileges here. I was consulting on a case. Who stabbed Ray? I’m guessing it wasn’t you since you’re not in jail.” 

“We don’t know.” I blinked back tears. Suddenly everything was too much. Marcus wrapped his arms around me, giving me a much needed hug. Before I knew it, Bill had deftly removed me from my friend’s arms. 

Taking a deep breath I collected myself. “Sorry.” 

“Hey, you’ve had a rough day.” Bill rubbed my back in a soothing gesture. 

I turned back to the doctor. “Can I see him now?” 

Hamlin shook his head. “It’s best if you wait. He won’t know you’re here yet anyway. 

Why don’t you go home and I can have the nurse call you once he’s out of critical care.” 

“He’s right, Francis. There’s no reason to hang around.” Marcus patted me on the back. 

“I’ll take him home with me. I’m sure his house is still a crime scene,” Bill said. 

“He was stabbed at your apartment?” Marcus frowned. 

I nodded. “The police don’t know if someone was after him, or he was just home when the attacker arrived.” 

“Call me later.” Marcus gave me a look that promised bad things would happen if I didn’t call and give him all the juicy details. 
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I’d known the man since college and I knew if I didn’t call him, I could expect him to come banging on Bill’s door. “I will.” 

Exhaustion hit me like a freight train. Dragging my feet, I let Bill take me home. 
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Chapter Four 



Francis 



Bill’s house was a welcome relief to the stress of my day. I dearly wanted to crawl into Bill’s bed and never leave again. Unfortunately, I still needed to call my aunt. 

I suspected she hadn’t answered the phone before because she didn’t recognise the ring. 

My aunt’s sight had been fading for years so she had all of the family members entered into her phone with distinctive rings. If it was the generic phone ring, she didn’t answer. 

Throwing myself on the couch,  I  dialled my aunt. Bill sat further down and repositioned me  until I was turned and my feet were  propped  up  on his legs. I watched bemusedly as he pulled off my shoes and socks then proceeded to rub my feet gently. 

I let out a groan just as my aunt answered the phone. 

“Francis,  have you started making obscene phone calls?” Aunt Janie’s amused voice spoke in my ear. 

“Sorry, Auntie. Bill rubbed my feet just as you answered.” 

“Ohhh really!” I could hear the anticipation in her voice as she prepared herself for a really good interrogation. 

“I didn’t call to talk about Bill,” I tried to cut her off before she started asking all kinds of questions. 

“You never want to tell me about your men,” she complained. 

“I’ll tell you all about him later. Right now I’ve got to tell you about Ray.” 

“What did he do now? I swear, for such a sweet child trouble finds him almost every day.” 

“He was stabbed.” There was no way to sugar coat the situation. “The doctor says no organs were pierced and he should make a good recovery.” Okay, so I could sugar coat a little. 

“What happened?” Fuck, I could hear the tears in her voice. I would rather pull out my teeth than make my sweet aunt cry. 
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“There was an intruder at my apartment. The police are looking into why someone knocked out the cameras and attacked Ray.” 

The silence on the phone stretched. 

“Aunt Janie?” 

“Where were you?” 

“I was out on a date.” 

“So while you were out clubbing, my boy was hurt?” 

For the first time Aunt Janie didn’t sound so sweet. There was a hard edge to her voice I’d never heard before. “He should’ve been safe. I live in a secured apartment. There are cameras on every floor and you need a key to get into the building.” 

“Who stabbed him?” 

“Nobody knows. The police are looking into it. I’ll get you a flight out here. When do you want to come?” 

“I’ll make my own arrangements, Francis. I think you’ve done enough.” 

The sound of the line disconnecting was loud in my ear. When I looked at the screen, it showed the call had dropped. 

“Shit.” 

“What’s wrong, babe?” 

“She hung up on me.” I stared at the screen in disbelief. “She holds me responsible for Ray getting hurt.” 

Bill made a short snorting sound. “I think it’s more likely someone from his past, but we should still go over your current cases.” 

“My cases?” I wasn’t really paying attention. I was more concerned that my Aunt Janie was holding me responsible for the injury to her son. 

Bill shook my feet. “Focus.” 

“Sorry. You know I mostly do family law, and my cases lately have been pretty run of the mill. A few amicable divorces, two child custody cases where both parents wanted the best for their children  and only needed a lawyer to draw up the proper papers. I haven’t even been in court for a month or so.” I shook my head. “Nothing is jumping out.” 
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I felt nauseous over the thought that someone could’ve attacked Ray because they wanted to hurt me. I didn’t know how many people Ray had told where he was staying, so it did make more sense for them to be after me instead of Ray. 

“What about ex-boyfriends? Anyone not appreciate being an ex?” 

I shook my head. “My boyfriends usually dump me, not the other way around.” It was the sad truth. After a while,  men who were initially interested in having some nice arm candy to walk around with decided they didn’t like all the attention I brought with me when we went out. 

“Huh. What about at that shelter you help out at sometimes?” 

“How did you know I volunteered at the women’s shelter?” 

Bill shrugged. “I asked around about you. I know you do pro bono work at the office, too.” 

It was my turn to shrug. “I like to be helpful and I inherited a lot of money when my grandfather died.” 

“Why don’t you go completely pro bono?” 

“Because then I wouldn’t be able to donate my salary to the women’s shelter and only live off the interest of my money.” 

Bill’s hands stopped his massage. 

“Hey!” I wiggled my feet imperiously at him, but he only continued to stare. I’d never had a guy give me a foot rub before and I enjoyed it immensely. 

“You donate all of your salary?” 

I nodded. 

Bill shoved my feet off the couch, slid over and took me in his arms. If I thought his kisses were hot before, now they were nuclear. 

I moaned against his lips as I drowned beneath the waves of need rushing through me. 

Eventually he lifted his mouth  so we could gasp for air. “If I hadn’t loved you before,  I would’ve fallen in love with you just then.” 

 Love.  

I froze, unable to think of a single thing to say as Bill gave me a sad smile. “I didn’t mean to say that so soon. I don’t expect you fall in love with me after a few dates.” He 
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brushed my hair back from my eyes with a gentle touch. “I only want you  to  give me a chance.” 

Give him a chance? How could I turn down this strong, sweet man who treated me as if I were someone to be treasured instead of a hot piece of ass to decorate his arm? Still, I wasn’t quite ready to move in together and start picking out china patterns. “Why don’t we see how things go?” 

“Fair enough.” The determined look in Bill’s eyes said he wouldn’t give up easily. That didn’t bother me, as long as he gave me time. 

“Come on, let’s go to bed. It’s been a long day.” Bill stood up and held out his hand. I felt perfectly comfortable taking it. For a brief second, I felt a flash of what it would be like to belong to another person. 

I liked the idea. 

A few minutes later, I was naked and snuggled in Bill’s arms. After a long emotional day it didn’t take long to fall asleep. 



* * * * 

  

Bill 



I woke up to the most beautiful face in the world. Okay, I might be a tad prejudiced, but the streams of light cutting through the twilight shadow slid across Francis’ face like an old black and white photograph, throwing his sharp cheekbones into contrast. 

The idea of putting him in a padlocked room until this psycho was caught flashed through my mind,  but I could just see him charming someone into letting him out—and where would I be then? 

I needed to get up and do some research on Francis’ cousin to see if I could dig up any dirt on the man who could’ve—knowing or not—brought a psycho to Francis’ front door. I knew little about the man and didn’t plan on giving him any quarter. 

An hour later, I sat before my computer, confused. Ray’s company appeared legitimate, and I couldn’t find that he’d got as much as a parking ticket in the past two years. 
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Finding nothing, I decided to make Francis breakfast while I thought over how to approach this next. Francis’ phone rang on the counter. Glancing at the readout, I saw it read Jane Davis. Suspicious that Francis’ aunt had called to give him a hard time, I answered. 

“Hello.” 

“Who’s this?” An elderly lady’s voice came across the line. 

“I’m Bill, Francis’ partner.” 

“Oh. I’m his Aunt Janie.” 

“What can I do for you?” 

I wasn’t going to give an inch. She’d crushed Francis last night. There were no second chances when it came to hurting my man. 

“I wanted to tell him my flight will be in at three this afternoon.” 

“I’ll tell him.” 

A long sigh came over the line. “I want to apologise. I don’t want any of my family injured. I shouldn’t have blamed Francis. He’s a good boy.” 

“Yes, he is.” 

“You’re very protective of him, aren’t you? How long have you been dating?” 

I smiled at her question. Apparently now that she’d forgiven Francis, his love life was open for discussion. “Not long. You’ll have to ask Francis for the details when you get here.” 

I’d love to be a fly on the wall for that conversation. 

A delighted laugh came over the line, but it faded quickly and she asked in a serious tone. “Do you think he’ll forgive me?” 

“Yes. I’m positive he will.” Remembering the devastated expression on Francis’ face, I knew he’d be quick to forgive. He didn’t have it in him to hold a grudge,  especially not against the lady he described as his favourite aunt. “He loves you very much.” 

“I suspect he loves you,  too,” she said. “His voice sounded softer when he spoke of you.” 

“I hope so.” 

After a few more questions where she tried to—not too subtly—find out about my family and if I was a gold digger, she let me go. 

Francis stumbled out of my bedroom wearing his underwear and nothing else. Boxers had never looked so good. 
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“Hey, honey,” I called out as he blinked owlishly at me. 

“What are you doing up so early? I thought you were an afternoon kind of person?” 

“I couldn’t sleep.” Visions of someone attacking Francis  had  filled my dreams. 

Gruesome tableaus of my lover bleeding weren’t conducive to a solid night’s sleep. 

“I’m sorry. Being with me isn’t very peaceful, is it?” 

I cupped Francis’ face between my hands. “It doesn’t matter.  You’re worth missing sleep.” 

He gave me a wicked smile. “Why don’t you come back to the bedroom and I can give you even more reasons to stay awake?” 

I started to follow Francis and his backwards walk to my room when his phone rang again. “I swear you get more phone calls than anyone I’ve ever met.” 

Francis frowned at me before grabbing his phone. “It’s the hospital.” Pressing the connect button, he listened for a while, made a few responses and hung up. “Ray is awake.” 

“Great. Let’s go see if he can tell us who attacked him.” To me that was the most important part. I needed to know who to protect Francis against. 

We quickly dressed and before long we were on our way to the hospital. 



* * * * 

  

Francis 



When we reached my cousin’s hospital room, I’d never been so glad to have Bill at my side. The first sign of my cousin had me catching my breath. There were so many bandages he looked like he was trying out for a job as a movie mummy. 

Fixated on the bandages, I didn’t realise Ray was awake until he spoke. 

“I hear it looks worse than it is, but I say that’s bullshit.” 

Ray’s eyes were bloodshot and the scruff around his jaw had grown overnight, but I’d never been so happy to see someone alive in my life. 

I walked over to his bedside and dropped onto the chair by the bed. 

“Do you know who attacked you?” I mentally slapped myself across the head.  Not how are you? Are you in pain? I’m an idiot. 
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Ray gave a rough laugh. “I can’t remember. The doc says it’s probably a temporary thing.” 

“He hit you on the head?” 

“They think I hit it on your expensive tile when I fell. You should invest in nice soft carpeting.” 

I gave a small smile at his jab. “I’ll do that.” I wouldn’t, though. As soon as I could, I’d be getting the hell out of there and getting a new place. I couldn’t live in a residence where my cousin’s life had almost ended. “How are you feeling?” 

“Like crap. The bastard who attacked me did a thorough job. Luckily, my doctor says he didn’t do any irreparable damage. By the way, did you see my doctor? I don’t even like men and I’d do him.” 

I cracked up. I could hear the hysterical edge in my tone,  but I couldn’t stop. Bill crouched down beside me and gave me a hug,  halting  my descent into hysteria. “Shhh, honey.” 

“Could you guys not make out when I can’t escape from you?” 

“Shut up.” I kissed Bill on the cheek. “Thanks.” 

He dropped a soft kiss on the top of my head. “Any time.” 

I gave Ray an evil smile. “Your mother is coming to the hospital today. She blames me for the entire thing.” 

Ray scowled. “How?” 

I shrugged. “You were at my apartment when you were attacked. She thinks I should’ve kept you safe.” 

“That’s crap. If you’d been there, you’d be lying in the hospital bed.” He paused for a moment. “I remember him being insanely strong.” As he blinked his eyes,  I could tell his focus  was  internal. After a moment,  he turned to me again. “Sorry,  that’s all I can remember.” 

I patted his leg. “It’ll come to you. The man investigating your case is Detective Calloway. I’m sure he’ll be along today to question you.” 

Ray nodded. “Sounds good.” 

A nurse entered the room. “Sorry,  guys.  You need to leave so I can change his dressings.” 
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“Oh joy,” Ray said. 

“I’ll come back later when Aunt Janie does. I’ve promised to meet her here.” 

“That’ll be a fun family reunion.” 

I laughed. I could imagine my aunt fussing over Raymond while he tried to rest. He’d absolutely hate that. 

As we walked down the hall, I turned to Bill. “Now what?” 

“Well, since we can’t exactly go track down the attacker, I say we go get some waffles.” 

“You know, if I keep eating all those carbs, I’m going to have to go to the gym more often.” 

“You mean go to a place where I get to see you strip down and get all sweaty?” Bill gave a mock shudder. “Sounds horrible.” 

I punched him lightly in the shoulder. 

“Abuse,” he shouted loudly. He  was lucky the people in the hospital only gave him amused looks or I’d have hit him harder. 
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Chapter Five 



Francis 



After breakfast I called the detective to see if it was all right to return to my apartment. I didn’t want to sleep there, but I needed some work clothes for Monday. Detective Calloway said they’d gathered all the information they could,  and since it wasn’t a murder investigation, I was cleared to return. He also gave me the name of a good cleaning company. 

“You know, you could just go buy new suits.” Bill’s hands clenched the wheel until his knuckles turned white. 

“I could but I’d hate to waste the money.” I had a healthy trust fund and it stayed that way because I was relatively frugal. Sure I bought nice things, but I bought items that would last—one of the reasons I still had money while some of my trust fund friends were living with their parents, hoping for more handouts. 

My parents had taught me the value of a dollar and I’d taken those lessons to heart. 

Fingerprinting dust covered the entire place with big footprint impressions across the tile. I could see a splash of red on the floor showing me in gory detail where my cousin had fallen the night before. 

I barely resisted the urge to throw up. 

“Come on. We’ll get your stuff and get going.” Bill’s supportive hand on my back was the only thing preventing me from having a breakdown. 

I nodded my agreement and headed to my room. I gasped at the wreckage. My closet doors hung open and my suits lay in strips on the floor. It looked like they’d been cut with a pair of scissors. Hands shaking, I dialled Calloway. 

“Calloway speaking.” 

“You could’ve told me he’d trashed my suits.” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“My clothes, they’re in bits.” 

“I’m on my way. Don’t touch anything. In fact, go wait out in the hall.” 
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The detective hung up. 

“He didn’t know,” I told Bill, who stood quietly beside me. “He didn’t know my clothes were ruined.” 

“Let’s wait outside.” 

I nodded. Stepping carefully over the mess in the entryway,  we opened the door. I gasped. Lenny stood in the hallway. 

“Shit, Lenny, you scared me.” 

Before I could say anything else, Bill grabbed the back of my shirt and pulled me behind him. “I don’t suppose you have a gun?” 

“Um, no.” Why would I carry a gun? I argued cases in court, not at high noon. 

“You were supposed to be mine!” Lenny’s low growl—without a  hint of a  stutter—

chilled my bones. I peeked over Bill’s shoulder to get a look at my neighbour. Lenny’s eyes were wild and unfocused as if he were elsewhere in his mind. 

Bill scooted back slowly, keeping his larger body between Lenny and me. He swung the door closed only to have it blocked by one massive arm and shoved back open. I slid on the powder and fell on my back, hard. 

I watched with dismay as Lenny pulled out a knife from inside his trench coat. I had a bad feeling it was the same knife he’d used to stab my cousin. Bill did some fancy move and kicked Lenny in the head. It would’ve been more impressive if it had had any effect. Lenny shook his head before charging like a raging rhinoceros. 

If Bill had sidestepped he could’ve avoided being attacked, but he still fought to protect me. I carefully got to my feet and dialled 911. As I answered the operator’s questions,  I watched the action of Bill avoiding the knife while landing the occasional kick, and Lenny swinging with intent to impale. 

With the two men’s attention on each other, I rushed to my entry table and picked up a heavy brass candleholder.  After setting the phone on the table with the operator still yammering on, I sneaked behind Lenny and slammed the candleholder into his skull with all my might. 

Lenny dropped like a rock just as Detective Calloway appeared in the doorway with a dark-haired man who leaned against the doorframe panting, with his gun drawn. “I guess I’m not needed after all,” he said dryly. 
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“Good thing because that guy is huge,” the other cop said. 

“Detective Burns, this is Francis Rouse and Bill Timmons. The guy on the ground is Lenny.” 

“The one you told me about?” 

“Yep.” 

Both men stared at the fallen giant. 

Burns looked at me with piercing blue eyes. “You’re pretty strong for such a little guy.” 

“So I’ve been told.” 



* * * * 



After another visit to the police station to press charges against Lenny, we headed back to the hospital. 

“Is your life always this exciting?” Bill asked. 

“Yes. Every day is a psychotic funfest.” 

Bill snorted with laughter as he pulled into the hospital parking lot. I had a suspicion that it wasn’t an oversight we hadn’t retrieved my Hummer yet. 

Up in my cousin’s room, Aunt Janie sat at Ray’s side, sobbing. My cousin sent me a desperate pleading look. I bit back my smile as my aunt caught sight of me and rushed over to remove the oxygen from my lungs with a bone-crushing hug while I barely held back an unmanly squeak. 

“I’m so sorry,  Francis. I’m so sorry.” Peppering my face with kisses,  Aunt Janie completed my fall back to a five-year-old boy with a scraped knee. 

“It’s all right,” I muttered, trying to discreetly escape her hold. “This is Bill,” I ruthlessly threw my lover into the fray. 

“Oh, Francis’ Bill.” 

Bill gave her a weak smile and I could almost see him start to shiver beneath my aunt’s attention. I was released so she could approach him. 

“That’s right, ma’am. I’m Francis’ Bill.” 

If looks could kill, I’d be going to the hospital morgue right then. I flashed him a cheery smile. Then for the first time I could remember, I exchanged amused glances with my cousin. 
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“Call me Aunt Janie, everyone does. And since you’re going to be a member of the family…” 

I lost my amusement as Bill gave me a smug smile. I don’t know why I bothered. I knew I wanted him. I’d wanted him for months. Time would tell if it was a long-term thing, but for now I was content. 

Sitting down beside Ray, I told him what happened at the apartment. 

“You two could’ve been killed,” my aunt wailed. 

“Mother, my head. Could you keep it down?” 

“Oh, sorry.” 

I was glad I was facing Ray because she would’ve caught me smiling at my cousin’s obvious manipulation. 

“You’ll have to call your company and tell them you’re not going to be starting next week.” 

Ray nodded. 

“I think you should come back home while you get better,” his mother insisted. 

Ray paled—a remarkable feat since he already lacked colour from his injuries. 

“It would cause more damage for him to travel that far,” I defended. 

“Well he can’t stay at your apartment, not after the attack.” 

“I’m selling that place.” I wasn’t going to feel safe there again either. “He can stay at my new one.” 

“Or he could stay in my spare bedroom since I’m not going to let you get a place of your own.” Bill’s firm tone told me he expected me to argue and he wasn’t having any of it. I revved myself up for a good battle before I realised I didn’t want to fight. The idea of living with  and waking up next to the man I loved appealed far  more than asserting  my independence. 

“Okay.” 

Bill stared at me in shock. “Okay? No arguing about independence or it being too soon to live together?” 

I smiled. “No. I love you. Besides, if it doesn’t work I can move out.” 

Bill gave me a warm smile. “It’ll work out.” 

Ignoring my cousin and aunt, I walked over and gave Bill a soft kiss. 
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“Why don’t you two go and get a room?” Ray said with more amusement than malice. 

I turned to my aunt. “Do you have a place to stay?” 

She nodded. “I got a hotel room close to the hospital.” 

“Call me if you need anything.” 

“I will.” She gave me quick hug. 

Bill and I left the hospital heading for his house…which we would start to make  our house. 

A home with someone to share it with. What more did anyone need? 
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