
        
            
                
            
        

    
Katherine McIntyre

Charisma Check


Dungeons and Dating #6





  

  Copyright © 2023 by Katherine McIntyre


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  
    This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are      the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities      is entirely coincidental.

  

  

  
    First edition

  

  

  
    
      
        Cover art by Cate Ashwood

      
        Editing by Rebecca Fairfax

      
    

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  





  To my found family of geeks—this series always belonged to you.







  Acknowledgement



Unfortunately, all good things come to an end, whether I’m ready to let them go or not—and I was not ready to let this series go. 

For Charisma Check, I owe a huge thanks to Alex Silver, Isaiah, Ali, Sammy, and Rob for beta reading this book to make sure it was a good enough series ending. Always a shout out to my author friends for letting me troubleshoot issues and generally just whine about my characters and the whole “having to write the book” thing. A huge thanks as well to Cate Ashwood for knocking it out of the park with the cover and to Rebecca for her sharp editorial eye.

A huge thank you to my reader group and wonderful readers. This series means a lot to me personally. Anyone who knows me understands what a stubborn human being I can be, and I know mixed queer series aren’t what’s popular and yet I did one anyway. I wanted something out there that reflected my reality and what I see in my own friend group, and the reception and love I got from you all for the Tabletop Tavern crew meant more than you’ll ever know. This series will forever have a piece of my heart, and I’m so grateful you took the journey with me. 

And as always, a thank you to my wonderful author friends and my own group of geeks who keep me afloat—I wouldn’t be able to do any of this without you. 







  Content Warnings



This book contains mention of past sexual assault, mentions of homophobia, and mentions of homelessness.








  
  1

  
  
  
Chapter One

  
  







There were some days when Jasper wanted to cancel men entirely.

He rubbed at his wrists as he approached Land and Hearth, ready to focus on a damn good sandwich rather than his dismal date the night prior. Maybe he should stop hooking up with random Doms. The guy he’d gone out with last night had been yet another inflated ego in a sea of them, which never worked out well.

The wood and metal sign for the cafe complemented the oak outdoor tables rounded by wrought iron chairs, though Jasper usually ate inside. Even outside the building, the scent of fresh-baked bread wafted around, homey and comfortable. He’d been coming here for lunch ever since he, Cal, and Roxie had opened up their board game cafe, Tabletop Tavern, a little over two years ago.

He definitely came here because he loved supporting all queer-friendly businesses in their block.

Not because one of the owners was a big, sweet bear with baker’s muscles that he couldn’t help drooling over every single time.

Also straight. Very, very straight.

Whatever. Jasper could appreciate the eye candy regardless. And maybe he needed a little hope that men weren’t all garbage, since Matt Reed was just about one of the sweetest guys he’d ever met. Jasper pushed the door open, and all the warmth poured right over him. Tons of windows lit the place up, and the cozy Edison bulb lighting and oak panels along the walls and polished hardwood just soaked in the sunbeams. He meandered over toward the front counter, trying not to look too hopeful for a glimpse of Matt.

He didn’t need to search far—Matt leaned against the counter, a gray T-shirt with Land and Hearth’s logo printed on the front straining on his broad-shouldered frame. His finger-length auburn hair lay in messy strands, and his beard was a similar ginger color, albeit with a few blond streaks that glinted in the light. His blue eyes shone with a summer-day warmth at whoever was the recipient of his attention, and Jasper basked in every second.

“Hey,” Matt called over, his deep voice echoing with the high-ceiling acoustics of this place.

Jasper lifted his hand in a wave. Around every fucking other person on the planet, he had no problem delivering a bucketload of snark, but for some reason, lobbing all his bitter cynicism at Matt felt like kicking a puppy. So instead, he got tongue-tied and sounded like a goddamn idiot.

“You getting your usual?” Matt asked, flashing a blinding grin in his direction.

A flush rose to his cheeks as he approached the counter, skimming his fingers along the smooth surface. God, he was so fucking lame, hanging around here so much that they knew his order. And yet he continued to come anyway, clearly just for the superior food—despite the fact that Tabletop Tavern had a great menu.

“Yeah, turkey and gouda,” he said, skimming his fingers through his strands. His stupid wrist ached with the motion, and his chest squeezed tight with irritation. He should’ve never hooked up with that wannabe Dom last night.

Matt’s gaze seized on him, and his brows drew together. “Are you okay?” His low voice sent a shiver running up Jasper’s spine, his genuine concern the sort Jasper normally ran from.

Jasper bit his lower lip, trying to restrain the laugh. Fuck, this sweetheart was as straight and vanilla as they came. “Yeah, babe,” he said, shaking his head even though amusement bubbled through him. “Just a wild night.” Around his crew, he’d start in on the lurid details, but he didn’t like the idea of talking about all that around Matt. The guy was so fucking pure, and the thought of him viewing Jasper differently made him feel like garbage.

“Oh,” Matt said, his cheeks turning a ruddy color with his blush. “Hope you had a good time.”

Jasper’s heart sped up. How was this guy so goddamn adorable? It should be outlawed. “I’ve had better. Not everyone’s cut out to be a Dom,” he said and then blinked, realizing what he’d blurted out. He took a step back, his gaze darting to the door. How fast could he run in that direction?

When he glanced at Matt though, the guy wasn’t giving him a disgusted look, so either the comment had gone over his head, or… Oh, hell no. He did not need further fodder for his spank bank. Except the intense way those blue eyes bored into him didn’t spell oblivious. Jasper licked his lips and removed his hands from the countertop before he launched himself over it.

“Let me get your sandwich started for you,” Matt said a little too fast as he turned around and bustled to the back room.

Completely forgetting to ring Jasper up.

Jasper chewed on his lower lip and mulled over the prospect of bolting out the door. Except then he’d never be able to show his face here again. And Matt and his co-owner Ryan occasionally stopped by Tabletop Tavern for a cup of coffee or a game too. Sometimes he just needed to yank up his designer boxer-briefs and do the adult thing.

Pretend the conversation never happened.

He headed over to the nearby booth he normally claimed and sank against the polished wood backing, vinyl cushions at the base. His gaze drifted to the bruises around his wrist, which served as a reminder of how fucking idiotic the Dom from last night had been. The guy had put the restraints on too tight and hadn’t been checking in often enough, which had fucked with Jasper’s circulation for a bit after he’d left.

He needed to stop playing with rando kinksters from dating apps and start meeting folks in the scene. Apart from the occasional decent orgasm, most of the guys he met sucked ass—and not in the good way. They weren’t monsters—just not as responsible as they should be and so fucking full of themselves.

Not what he was searching for.

His phone pinged over and over again, a constant cacophony of sound since he ran their marketing and social media management for the shop. Jasper didn’t bother turning his screen on and taking a look. He could deal with that shit once he got to work. Besides, if it wasn’t that, the Grindr notifications would only sour his mood more.

How hard was it to find a guy who’d help him get into a mindspace where he could let go? Where the constant vigilance would melt away, where the bullshit that buzzed in the back of his mind would fade to silence?

Half the time, he was just baffled by the incompetence of these guys. Not like the speed bumps slowed him down though. The perpetual chase kept the past from catching up—some of the time.

He spotted the door to the kitchen swinging open, and a second later, Matt strode his way with his sandwich and fries. Jasper chewed the inside of his cheek, wishing the place was busy enough that another customer would drag Matt away before Jasper said another idiotic thing. Jas snuck a sidelong glance, wanting to soak in the sight of the man since he clearly couldn’t come here again after unleashing his earlier comment. Fuck, those arms were ridiculous, all thick and muscular, the exact sort he wanted to sink his teeth into.

“So, what’s your latest bread creation?” Jasper bulldozed in the moment Matt got close enough. Operation Avoidance was in action.

Matt hesitated a second before he placed the plate in front of Jasper. Of course, the turkey and gouda on wheat was meticulously sliced and arranged because Matt had made it, and Jas had noticed long ago what a perfectionist the guy was.

“Ryan wants me to stop playing with lemon and chamomile tea loafs and get back to the normal fare,” Matt said, his eyes crinkling at the sides with his smile. His hand lingered on the plate, holding it a touch too long. He opened his mouth and shut it again, and Jasper’s brain started blaring an alarm. Fuck, he needed to divert the conversation and fast.

Before he could come up with another distraction, Matt blurted out, “So, you’re in the scene too?”

Jas blinked, stuck on a single word.

Too.

Which meant Matt—sweet, pure, innocent Matt—wasn’t vanilla.

If that didn’t wake his cock up, nothing would. He shifted in his seat, trying to ignore the inconvenience of his semi at the thought of anything sexual with this man.

Except even if he wasn’t vanilla, he was straight.

Not like his dick took the memo.

Jasper swallowed and licked his suddenly dry lips. “Uh, yeah. Though I don’t have a steady play partner or anything.” He bit back the “You offering?” that leapt into his brain because that response was a bad, bad idea.

Matt ran fingers through his thick coppery hair, his gaze darting to the side. “Do you know of any meet-ups or classes around here? Me and Haley have been getting into things, but I’d love to learn a bit more.”

Right. Matt had a girlfriend. Jasper gulped back his disappointment, even though he’d known his fantasies didn’t hold any weight here. Hard to forget about Matt’s tan Californian beauty who came and visited the shop plenty. Chances were in the next few years they’d find themselves married and child-laden, because that was clearly what straight people did. He wasn’t bitter. At all.

“There are a few local munches in the area, but the best meet-ups and classes are at the kink cafe, Whipped. I’m going to be attending the shibari class they’re holding next week,” he said and then continued as if possessed. “There’s still space in the class if you want to join.”

Well, he was a masochist.

Watching Matt be all sexy with his overly smiley girlfriend would be exquisite torture. At least he’d have the distraction of getting tied up. Maybe they could blindfold him too so he wouldn’t have to stare at Matt the whole time.

Matt’s whole face lit up, and Jasper’s stomach flip-flopped. The sheer sweetness of this man was toothache inducing.

“I’d love that,” Matt said, his blue eyes gleaming in excitement. “Thanks for the suggestion. You’re the best, Jas.”

Jasper forced a smile, glad he was sitting because all that enthusiasm levelled his way made him weak in the knees. He might target straight boys for hookups because they never wanted more, but he wasn’t even getting a hookup here, so why his stupid-ass brain fixated on Matt was beyond him. Jas grabbed a twenty from his wallet and pushed it in Matt’s direction.

“Hey, I forgot to pay,” he said, desperately needing to reroute the conversation. His brain was doing lovely things imagining Matt in a leather harness, and those thoughts weren’t helping the stiff cock situation in the slightest. Mmph.

Matt shook his head and wrapped a hand around Jasper’s before pushing the money back in his direction. The skin-to-skin contact had his chest exploding in butterflies, an electricity humming through him that he couldn’t deny.

“Keep your money,” Matt said, the smattering of freckles on his cheeks evident in the warm light of Land and Hearth. “It’s on the house today.”

Jas swallowed hard. “Thanks, babe,” he said, trying to collect his wits from the floor. If this man didn’t move his hand now, he would pass out from all the blood rerouting to his cock.

Matt finally pulled away, offering him the sort of crooked smile that Jasper wanted to replay in his head over and over again. Ugh, the disgusting, sappy train of thought this guy inspired was a problem. Matt glanced over toward the counter. “Looks like another customer’s here. Hopefully I’ll see you at the class, Jas. Thanks again.”

With that, Matt swept past him, heading over to the counter again as if he hadn’t just given Jasper insane whiplash. He let out a quiet exhale, his shoulders relaxing, even though his mind still whirled with everything he’d learned. And the idiotic move he’d made in suggesting Matt join him at the shibari class. Fuuuuck.

His phone began to buzz with a phone call and not the quick sound of a text message. Jasper grimaced. Who the hell would be calling him? Everyone he interacted with just texted. He glanced at the screen, seeing Roxie’s name.

His stomach plummeted. If she was calling, that meant something serious. He answered at once. “What’s going on, babe?”

“Do you ever check your phone?” Roxie responded.

“Was planning on it when I got to work,” Jas said, his heart thumping a mile a minute. “What did I miss?”

“The situation’s a bit too complicated to explain over the line, but I called Cal too. Emergency meeting later,” Roxie said, her tone conveying all the seriousness he worried about.

“I’ll be there,” Jas responded, rubbing his thumb along the shiny red and black case of his phone.

“I’ll see you then,” Roxie said before hanging up.

Echoing silence followed, and he stared down at the sandwich in front of him, appetite suddenly gone. The urge to tear out of here and race over to work rode him in a real way. He knew his best friend well enough to tell when something was worse than just day-to-day troubles.

And if he and Cal were getting called in, that meant it could only revolve around one thing.

Tabletop Tavern.
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Matt loved the afternoon hours, not just because it was closing time at Land and Hearth after a long shift on his feet, but also due to the hazy charm of it. Golden rays trickled in through the windows in the front of the cafe, and a cozy warmth filtered through the place even though the customers had cleared out. His shift started far too early so he could bake the bread they’d be using for the loaves, so by this point of the day, he was getting drowsy and ready for a nap.

He leaned against the counter, all but collapsing against it. The till needed to be counted, but he’d gotten the kitchen cleared up at least. Hiring some employees was next on the business agenda, but so far, he and Ryan pulled long hours to keep this train rolling. The cafe was doing well enough to afford an employee, but with their morning and early afternoon hours, they’d been trading off on days for the first couple of years.

A knock from the entrance drew his attention, and he snapped his head up.

Haley stood on the other side of the door. Matt’s face split into a grin. He hadn’t been expecting a visit, which made her arrival even sweeter. She was wearing a cute baby blue sundress that showed off a hefty amount of cleavage and clung to her waist perfectly. With her blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail and her glossed lips, she looked so damn beautiful. Way out of his league.

Matt pushed off from the counter and headed over to the door to let her in. The keys jangled as he unlocked and grabbed the handle, pulling the door open. He leaned in toward Haley, catching the scent of her perfume, but before he could snag a kiss, she squeezed his arm and stepped in past him.

“What brought you around, sweetheart?” Matt asked, his brows drawing together as he locked the door behind him. Now that the surprise of seeing her there had faded, he noticed the way her shoulders were drawn in tight, the serious expression on her features. He tended to be the King of Overthinking, but he was pretty sure that had been a dodge right there at the door. His stomach flipped with unease. Six months together and he’d thought their relationship was going great.

Clearly, he’d been mistaken.

Haley tugged on the strap of her purse as she avoided eye contact with him, another stellar sign. The pinch in his chest started up, a step above the anxiety that zipped through him on any normal day. His brain had already started whirring through the last few times they’d seen each other, nitpicking the hell out of every encounter to see where he’d gone wrong.

“I needed to talk to you,” she murmured. Another tug to the purse strap. Another zap to his nerves. Those words never spelled anything good.

Matt circled around to the counter again, searching for something to clutch before resuming his lean. He should’ve known better than to get his hopes up. He and Haley had been drama free, and she hadn’t tried to leech off him like half of his ex-girlfriends, so he’d considered that a major win.

Ryan said he should set his standards higher, but Ryan was an insufferable know-it-all.

“Well, I’m here,” Matt said, squeezing the solid oak of the counter behind him. This place was one of his main sources of comfort, and he had the feeling he might need it.

“I want to break up,” Haley blurted out, shifting her stance as she continued to stare at the floor.

Matt’s mouth went dry. He’d felt the telling prickle of awareness, but vibes and reality were entirely different. “Can I ask why?” he forced out, trying to ignore the way his chest throbbed in response. Where had this even come from? They’d just started experimenting around with kink in the bedroom lately, and he’d been so excited to start this journey with her. Haley was low-maintenance and kind, and they got along great. At least, he’d thought.

Haley let out a low breath, as if she didn’t want to continue.

Matt’s shoulders locked up as he braced himself for whatever she might lob his way. There was always something wrong, whether it was how he worked too many hours at his cafe or they didn’t like the way he alphabetized his collection of fantasy novels. One ex told him that the books took up so much space at his apartment that there wasn’t enough room for her. It had been a short-lived relationship.

“Everything was fine between us,” Haley started as she fingered the strap of her purse. “You’re great, and you’re so sweet.”

“But,” Matt filled in, needing her to spit out where the hell they’d taken a wrong turn. He swallowed the lump in his throat.

“When we started playing around with kink,” Haley continued, an active wince on her face that didn’t bode well for him. “Look, I…I’m searching for someone a little more dominant.”

Matt blinked. Out of everything she could’ve said, that wasn’t what he’d expected. Not like he was some growly picture of testosterone or broody and cold or whatever dominants were supposed to be, but he’d thought she was having just as much fun as him in their exploration. The implications of the statement punched him straight in the sternum.

He was so, so tired of not being enough.

Each girlfriend volleyed one excuse after another for leaving, and Haley wasn’t the first to want someone more take-charge instead of the anxiety-ridden mess he was. Maybe they made assumptions based on his size—burly guy like him, people expected him to have an attitude to match his bulk, but that had never been the case. He tried to ignore the shards of pain that lanced through his heart. He and Haley hadn’t been dating for an eternity, but he felt like an idiot for missing the signs.

At yet again not fitting into expectations.

Matt skimmed a hand through his hair, his stomach pitching forward as he pushed back the burning behind his eyes. Shedding a tear or two would guaranteed prove Haley right.

“What if we went to classes?” Matt asked, remembering his conversation with Jasper a few hours ago. That had seemed like such a good idea, an opportunity to learn about the scene and how to be a better dom. He caught the resignation in her blue eyes. Right. He was just coming across as desperate.

“I’m so sorry, Matt,” she murmured. “You’re a great guy—”

He flinched at those words, ones that had been uttered time and time again. Great guy, sweet guy, good guy, but never the one who sparked a fire in them, who thrilled them, who made them feel complete. Girlfriend after girlfriend got tired of him, and he didn’t know what he was doing wrong. Why he was wrong.

“But I’m not feeling it,” Haley continued, still fidgeting with her purse strap. Her shoulders remained braced as if she was primed to race out the front door. “You’re going to make some girl really happy some day.”

“Just not you,” Matt mumbled, clutching the sturdy counter behind him. All the excitement he’d been feeling these past couple of weeks at starting into kink with a girlfriend that he’d prepared to start swapping ‘I love yous’ with fizzled down the drain. Maybe he should’ve seen the warning signs earlier—her firm stance at keeping their lives separate, her not wanting to stay over his place too often, the way they’d had sex earlier than he was comfortable with since his demi ass needed more feelings involved.

And yet even that chemistry was apparently lacking.

Haley took a step closer and opened her arms. “I’m so sorry,” she murmured. “I didn’t want to hurt you.”

Matt swallowed the golf ball in his throat. Not like she could help how she felt. At least she was being honest, unlike a lot of his exes who’d gone the cheating route instead.

“Can I give you a hug?” she asked, tilting her head to the side.

Matt nodded, unable to force the words out at the moment. She stepped in, and he wrapped her in his arms, crushing her to his chest. The citrus of her perfume wafted his way, a fragment of hurt lancing through him at the realization that this was probably one of the last times they’d be hugging like this. Haley wasn’t the type to cut out her exes, but she had a tightknit circle of her own, one she’d always kept private.

One she still hadn’t introduced him too. Probably another red flag if he’d been paying better attention.

Haley stepped away first, which was fitting, and she trailed her fingers along his forearm. “I’ll see you around, Matthew Reed.” With that, she took the first steps toward the door, leaving him standing in the middle of Land and Hearth, processing the bomb she’d dropped. The lock clicked as she undid it and walked out.

Matt sagged against the counter, his insides aching with yet another rejection.

He let people in time and time again, but they always ended up trampling his heart. His mom and Sophie always said he gave too much, that he needed to hold back a little, but he didn’t know how. When it came to the people he loved, he threw himself in headfirst every time. He might need emotion to get sexually involved, but there was no guidebook for restraining himself in the feelings department.

Matt picked up his phone and dialed the number that was always first on his recent calls.

“Hey, sweetness.” Ryan’s voice came over the speaker, and Matt let out a heavy sigh. He and Ryan had met in culinary school and hit it off at once. Ryan had become the best friend he needed when he’d been feeling alone and adrift, and they’d remained just as close through the years, eventually opening Land and Hearth together.

“Uh-oh,” Ryan continued. “What’s going on?”

The impromptu dumping still had him reeling as he tried to peel the words off the floor. “Haley and I are done,” he settled on, even though the admission scraped at the gaping wound.

“Meet me at Starlight Wine Bar,” Ryan said. “They should already be open. You clearly need a drink.”

Matt bobbed his head in a nod, even though Ryan couldn’t see. “I’ll be there.”




* * *




The low lighting and chill atmosphere of Starlight met Matt like an embrace. He wasn’t in the right headspace for bright and flashy, and Ryan had known that. He was so grateful for his best friend. Matt lumbered inside, his shoulders at a slight hunch as he navigated over to the booth in the far corner where he caught the flash of neon blue hair that signaled Ryan had beaten him here.

Quiet chatter filtered through the place, mingling with the smooth jazz strains, and the dozens of dropped ceiling lights created a starlight effect when he looked up. He wove past a few two-seater tables over to the black vinyl booths. While he’d planned a smooth slide into the seat across from Ryan, it ended up being more like a full-body sag into the spot.

“Damn, man,” Ryan said, sliding a glass of wine across the table in his direction. “She did a number on you.”

Matt ran his fingers through his hair for the five thousandth time, pretty sure it was looking ragged at this point, but he didn’t know what else to do. Or say, really. Haley had showed up, stomped on his heart, and walked out the door. “I mean, it could be worse,” he said at last. “I could’ve lent her my Lord of the Rings paperbacks and never gotten them back.”

Ryan kicked his shin from under the table. “You dick. Any time you want your books back, haul your ass over to my house and get them.”

Matt arched his eyebrow and fixed him with a look. “Or you could just return them.”

“Well, if you’re waiting for my scatterbrained ass to remember something, you’ll be waiting a long time,” Ryan countered. He leaned back in the booth, lifting the glass of wine to his lips. The man was the opposite of him in every way. Refined, sarcastic, and slimmer with more of a swimmer’s build. Matt, on the other hand, was too honest for his own good, a hot mess on a good day, and barrel-chested. Ryan said if Matt were gay, he’d be the perfect bear, but Matt was pretty sure both men and women expected big and tough when they looked at him, not preferred to do yoga over intense exercise and really into cuddling.

“I know you were invested in the relationship, but Haley had one foot out the door the whole time,” Ryan murmured, his eyes softening with sympathy.

Matt let out a sigh and grabbed the glass of wine in front of him, taking a swig. The wine tasted sweet and dark, the fruity notes good even though they didn’t take the edge off his resigned bitterness. His sister Sophie, his mom, and Ryan always noticed the flags, but they were too kind to say anything most of the time, unless the women he dated got aggressively mean. “So, you’re saying I shouldn’t have been surprised?”

Ryan fixed him with a too-knowing look. “You wouldn’t be you if you weren’t.”

Matt swallowed hard. Ryan meant it as a compliment, but fuck, he was so tired of feeling like an idiot. Of investing time, energy, and hope only to have the relationships blow up in his face.

“Next time just tell me,” he said, running his fingers through his hair. “I feel like this is a nonstop cycle.”

“You could always try batting for the other team,” Ryan said with a wink. “Though honestly, you’re not likely to get hearts and roses there either.”

Matt shook his head. He’d had guy crushes in the past, but those didn’t count, did they? They’d probably have the same damn issues that the women he’d dated did. Not aggressive enough or whatever cue he seemed to be missing here. Pushover? Too oblivious? He took another swig of the wine, which sat bitter on his tongue.

“Maybe I just need to stop dating,” Matt forced out, desperate to cut through the silence. Ryan was giving him sad eyes, which made him feel more than pathetic. His best friend approached relationships with a much more casual vibe, so they rarely dealt with Ryan’s broken heart. Just Matt’s perpetual cycle of getting dumped. On rare occasion, Matt did the dumping, but only after he’d been pushed far past his limits.

“You need someone who sees what a fucking catch all of this is,” Ryan said, pointing up and down. Matt flushed at the compliment, because even in his early thirties, he still hadn’t gotten used to accepting them. “But honestly, taking a break never hurts too. Focus on you for a while.”

Matt lifted his glass and finished the contents. “That’s the plan. Tonight, we drink.”

Except, he couldn’t bring himself to admit what had burrowed under his skin the most with the breakup. Her confession had shaken his confidence in a big way, but he didn’t want to quit their exploration into kink, even if they were no longer together.

The reminder of the class Jasper mentioned lingered in his head.

If he went to classes and learned…maybe then he could continue this new aspect to his sexuality that had awakened inside him.

Maybe then he’d be enough.
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By the time Jasper got to Tabletop Tavern, his nerves were performing capoeira.

Roxie’s whole mysterious “needing to talk about the problem in person” was freaking obnoxious given that phones and text were viable options, but that meant the situation landed in the serious category, and she probably wanted to make sure all three of them had input.

Which meant a business issue.

Maybe just a small one.

Or maybe devastating.

His palms had grown sweaty when he approached the door, which never fucking happened because he was cool as a gin and tonic, thank you very much. He wiped his hands down on his tight Tabletop Tavern tee, glad it was black at least.

When he stepped inside, the familiar scent of coffee and wood polish greeted his nose. This place had his heart, a slice of comfort from the exposed brick on the walls to the massive shelves holding hundreds of board games. The signage he’d created advertised their dozens of different nights they held through the month, from Doctor Who trivia to Magic the Gathering drafts. The stairs led up to the loft, which was designed with a tavern feel for holding one-shots that they rented out to other tabletop gamers.

Jasper spotted Hunter behind the counter. The big man hunched over, sketching something where he stood, and Jasper couldn’t help his amused smile. Hunter was one of their most loyal employees, a quiet guy with a rough past who created the most beautiful art. When Jasper approached, Hunter’s gaze snapped up, and his lips twitched.

“Roxie’s waiting for you in the back,” Hunter warned.

“Want to give me any hints?” Jasper asked, trying on a light and breezy tone for size, even though his headspace was anything but.

“She won’t say, but she’s in panic mode,” Hunter commented. “Whatever’s going on caused her to decide we needed to reorganize the front area about ten different times in the past hour.”

Jasper’s insides took a nosedive. When Roxie started trying to redecorate, she usually operated at peak anxiety. None of which spelled good news. “I’d offer you some fake reassurance, but we both know you won’t buy bullshit,” Jas said, casting Hunter a wry look. His tougher upbringing meant naïve and hopeful ideals weren’t within his grasp.

“Whatever comes our way, we’ll handle it,” Hunter said, and truer words had never been spoken. Jas clapped him on the shoulder before making his way past the front area to the corridor leading to the employee room and their offices. The office door was cracked open, and the closer he strode to it, the louder the too-familiar voices became. Cal and Roxie were already back there discussing, which meant he was the last to arrive. He sucked in a sharp breath before stepping inside, as if that might prepare him for whatever gut punch awaited him.

Not like he should be surprised. Life liked to kick him down whenever he got too comfortable. Pernicious bitch.

Jas stepped into their office.

Cal and Roxie both stopped talking and looked his way, which sent a sharp prickle of dread through him.

“All right,” he said, tossing on his mask as if it’d never slipped. “What sort of cloak-and-daggers shit have we gotten involved with now?”

“Our landlady stopped by today,” Roxie said, and instantly, Jasper snapped to alert. That was never a good sign. From the moment they’d signed the lease on this place, they pretty much contacted their landlord, Fiona Delaney, not vice versa. Mrs. Delaney was happy to collect her rent every month and leave them alone to run their business.

“And she wanted to congratulate us on being such stellar tenants?” Jasper said, clinging to bitter humor to keep the deluge of worries at bay.

Cal winced, and if that didn’t spell their fate, nothing would. “There’s a developer sweeping through the area and offering to buy properties for outrageous prices.”

Jasper wasn’t an idiot. The blanks filled themselves in. “And our dear, sweet old landlord got herself an offer she couldn’t refuse.”

Fuck.

If the building changed hands that wouldn’t be the end of the world, but if the answer were so simple, Roxie and Cal wouldn’t be looking at him like someone had died.

“Okay, so what’s the catch with all this?” he asked, walking over to his desk to find a spot to lean. Not like his legs would keep him upright once he got the whole story.

“This isn’t a regular developer,” Roxie said, tugging on strands of her dark brown hair that were a bit bedraggled from clearly doing the motion over and over. “He’s a big Christian moral-right guy, and from the sounds of it, he’s targeting SOMA district—the queer businesses.”

Jasper shot up from his lean, anger flaring through him in one furious sweep. “Oh fuck him. Fuck him and his fucking agenda.”

This was their space, one they’d carved out for themselves in a safe community. He, Roxie, and Cal had met in college and bonded hard—over board games and D&D, but also over rejection from their own families. And when they’d opened Tabletop Tavern, they wanted this to be a safe space for other queer folks like them, somewhere they could be themselves, no judgment. Part of a family.

And this asshole wanted to strip that away. As if the guaranteed older white man didn’t have any spot he wanted in this country just by stepping into it.

Jasper had never lived that.

His Japanese heritage and being gay meant he’d always had to fight for any space he walked into. Which had gotten even harder after his parents kicked him out. He owed the LGBT Youth Center his life—for getting him on a better path for the final year after he’d been not only outed but ousted out of his family.

“It’s so fucked up,” Cal growled, the anger flashing in his dark eyes. “That he can just swing in here with cash and push us out.”

“Mrs. Delaney hasn’t signed the paperwork yet,” Roxie said, tugging on the end of her hair for the five millionth time. The line between her brows broadcasted her worry. “Our lease isn’t over, which might give us a little leverage, and she said if we were willing to buy the property from her, she’d be willing to sell to us. I guess her son moved up to Seattle last year, and she’s been wanting to follow him, so this would give her the means to do so.”

Jasper’s gut squeezed tight. Ugh, he was going to vomit. “With what money, Rox?” he asked, his voice coming out harsher than intended. “We’re only two years into this business, and we’re making enough to pay ourselves now, but that’s about it. None of us have some secret fortune amassed that we can throw at this building, even for a downpayment.”

“How much would we need?” Cal asked, his lips thinning with his frown. “I mean, fuck, I’d love to buy this place, but this is SOMA district San Francisco. The going rate has to be astronomical.”

Roxie’s gaze dropped to the floor. Clearly, she’d researched the numbers and they weren’t pretty. “We can’t swing it,” she murmured.

The pit in Jasper’s stomach grew bigger. If they had to move locations, they’d be starting from scratch. After two years, they were doing better business-wise, but they’d finally paid off their start-up costs. Having to finance a move would wipe them out. He didn’t need to look to Cal, who handled most of their accounts, to know—they were so fucked.

“So…does that mean we’re done?” Jasper said, voicing the issue they all weren’t saying.

“There’s got to be another solution,” Roxie said before chewing on her nail. “Look, we just got the bomb dropped on us today, and making rash decisions or leaping to the worst isn’t going to help anything.”

“Clearly you don’t know me,” Jas said, crossing his arms. “I started catastrophizing the moment you called.” His insides wanted to riot at this news, but he plastered on a false face, refusing to break down.

Cal snorted. “Which is why we should put a pin on this discussion and wait until we’ve had time to sit on the problem.”

“Really, it’s an excellent excuse to break out the emergency whisky,” Jasper said, reaching down between his desk and the filing cabinet where he kept his bottle of Maker’s Mark. Not like he advocated drinking on the job, but this was a “might lose his fucking life’s dream” situation. Even the ramifications of this had his mind teetering toward oblivion. He’d hit some dark spells before and wasn’t eager to return there.

Before Rox or Cal could try to argue with him, he unscrewed the top and took a swig. The whisky burned on the way down, giving him a second’s distraction from the fuck-them-sideways curveball thrown their way.

“Oh hell, give me that,” Cal said, reaching out for the whisky. Jas passed it over and clutched the desk behind him again. Cal took a hearty swig before handing the Maker’s Mark to Roxie. If any of their employees happened to poke back here, they’d know something was up at once. As it stood, Hunter had an inkling that a problem had emerged.

The idea of the rest of the staff knowing landed like a blow to his fucking chest.

“We’ve got to keep this between us for the time being,” Jas spoke up, already aware Cal and Roxie would hate this request because they were both in healthy committed relationships. Ew. “Mel can’t keep a secret to save her life—sorry, Rox, but it’s true—and Jules still works here. This is going to impact him. We can’t figure this out with level heads if the whole staff knows.”

Cal let out a low breath. “I see what you’re saying, but…fuck.”

“I’m pretty sure Hunter’s already figured out something’s wrong,” Roxie said, taking one more swig from the bottle before passing it over. Jasper screwed the cap back on and returned it to its hiding spot. As much as he needed the shock to his system, he still had a shift to work tonight no matter what mental state he was in. Given the number of times he’d had to function through emotional trauma in the past, he should’ve been better at this by now.

“I’m not talking about keeping secrets for months,” Jasper said, holding firm on this one. “And yes, everyone will be gossipy bitches about it. But a little speculation is better than them going to extremes and starting to hunt for new jobs.”

Cal’s jaw dropped, as if he hadn’t considered that avenue. Jasper loved these fuckers, but sometimes Rox and Cal were both too naïve. The three of them had worked amazingly well together from the start, all contributing something to the pot. Roxie was an abundance of care and consideration—she checked in on everyone, even when some of them were reticent bastards like himself. Meanwhile, Cal had this grounded nature that calmed everyone around him, which lent a feeling of safety most folks gravitated toward. Jasper sure as fuck had.

However, unlike the other two, he’d known his role from the start.

He was the cynical bastard who’d keep the world from destroying these dreamers the way it had him.

Where Roxie and Cal might still trust that life wasn’t out to get them, Jasper was ten steps ahead of the equation. And he’d slit anyone’s throat who tried to hurt his friends. Except this problem—fuck, he didn’t even know how to approach fixing it. He hated that he understood more than most that magical solutions didn’t always exist.

Sometimes good things got destroyed, no matter how hard you tried to protect them.

“Okay, okay,” Roxie said, tugging on the end of her ponytail again. “We’ll keep the problem quiet for the time being and discuss this in the morning, after we’ve all had time to sleep on it. Deal?”

“Yeah,” Cal responded, scrubbing his face with his palms. “Talk about situations you never think are going to come up. When we found this place, signed the lease, I figured this was it. Not that we were going to get sold out to some fucker who wants to ‘cleanse’ the area of queer businesses.”

“That’s exactly what he’s going to try to do,” Jasper said with a growl, rage sparking to life inside him again. Every ounce of his spirit wanted to fight this, wanted to find some way to save their business and shove their success in this asshole’s face.

Hell, in his parents’ faces.

However, right now, it looked a whole hell of a lot like Tabletop Tavern was on a ticking clock.

And when the time ran out, they would have to close.
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Matt had finished the bread for today a little early this morning, coming in before the sun rose as he always did. However, this time he took out some extra emotions into the dough, pummeling it a little harder today, making one breakup bread after the next. It was a timeworn practice he went through any time he needed to process garbage feelings.

And after getting dumped yesterday, he had a lot of garbage feelings to work through.

Haley had sent him some follow-up texts, including trying to figure out a time to drop off belongings, and all that had done was hammer the misery in even further.

The scent of baked bread surrounded Matt, a familiarity to cling to despite so many changes going on. His routine gave him some solid ground, no matter how much Haley’s comment about his lack of dominance threatened to uproot him. His heart stuttered at the reminder, and he stepped out of the still-hot kitchen.

He strode through the cafe to the front door, needing to get a fresh breath of air. It wasn’t that the heat from the kitchen had overwhelmed but that he already struggled with the pressure in his chest. The moment he pushed the front door open, the brisk San Francisco breezes swept over him, prickling his skin. He sucked in a deep lungful, as if he could rid himself of the garbage swirling around inside him today.

Matt pulled out one of the seats and plunked into it. The store wasn’t opening for another hour, but he’d finished most of the preparation. As he settled back against the metal frame, a figure caught his attention from the end of the block.

Recognition dawned on Matt at once. With the number of times per week that Jasper swung by Land and Hearth, there was no way on earth Matt wouldn’t notice his favorite customer. Jasper’s visits never failed to brighten his day—the man was sharp, witty, and sweet, though Matt got the feeling Jasper didn’t often show the last one. He couldn’t pull his gaze away as Jasper jogged along the sidewalk, those powerful thighs flexing, fully visible in the skimpy red shorts he wore. Jasper’s tank top was pasted to his skin from sweat, revealing the sort of slim, toned abs that made him stare even harder.

Nothing he’d ever achieve with the amount of carbs he consumed. He had a typical burly baker’s build, and honestly, he liked himself fine, but he hated the insecurity that bubbled up after getting dumped. Again.

Jasper’s gaze met his, and as he jogged closer, he slowed his pace. His chest heaved from the exertion, and a few strands of his thick black hair slipped over his forehead. Matt itched to reach out and brush them back. With the flush from the exertion and the soft ‘o’ of Jasper’s mouth with each exhalation, Matt was having a hard time looking away.

“Hey,” Jasper said, his tone a little breathless.

A shiver rippled through Matt at the sound, one that made him blink in surprise.

“Do you always run around here this early?” Matt asked the first question that rose to mind, even though he wanted to smack himself in the head for that.

Jasper’s lips tilted in a smirk. “You do realize I live a few blocks away, right? You’re usually busy baking in the kitchen.”

Matt’s heart thudded a little harder. He hadn’t realized Jasper lived so close, but now he felt like an idiot for not figuring out sooner. Jasper shifted back and forth in front of him, still clearly cooling down from the fast pace he’d been running at. This close, Matt caught the scent of sweat and something sweet and smoky that reminded him of being in the kitchen. He glanced up, and Jasper’s gaze met his.

The man had intense eyes—dark and alluring, with a curiosity that sparked through them often. Matt had stolen more than a few glances over the years, and he couldn’t help but look now, with Jasper here and all up in his space.

“What brought you out for a break this morning?” Jasper asked, his words slicing through whatever weird tension that had descended between the two of them.

Matt scratched the back of his head as he glanced to the ground. Guess there wasn’t escaping any of the shit brewing in his head. “The kitchen was a little too stifling. All those post-breakup fumes drove me out.”

Jasper crooked an eyebrow, the movement fluid and mesmerizing. Everything this man did seemed to be calculated, a little honed, and honestly, Jasper drew his attention every time. “The girlfriend…”

“Is an ex,” Matt filled in, pinching his nape as shame flooded his cheeks. The amount the breakup had blindsided him still embarrassed the hell out of him. He should’ve been more perceptive, should’ve seen it coming.

“Her fucking loss,” Jasper tossed back, the tone decisive and firm in a way that Matt liked a bit too much.

“How do you know that?” Matt asked, daring to glance up. “Maybe I’m terrible in bed and snore too loudly.”

Jasper fixed him with a look. “Excuse me, with hands that talented, there’s no way you could be terrible in bed. And who gives a fuck about snoring?”

A flush spread through Matt from head to toe, except he clutched to the pleased curl of warmth that arose from the comment. After the crushing his self esteem had taken, he soaked up any compliments he could. Especially after Haley’s remark about not being dominant enough. Maybe he was too green to be able to dom right. Who knew. He ran his fingers through his hair as he tried not to appear a total mess in front of Jasper.

“Thanks,” Matt murmured. “Don’t know why this one’s hitting harder than normal.” As soon as the words had left his lips, he wanted to capture them back. Jasper was on a morning run, not here to listen to him bitch and moan about a breakup.

“Mind if I grab a seat?” Jasper asked, pointing at the stack of chairs beside him.

Matt nodded and made to get up to snag one, but Jasper swatted at his shoulder as he picked a chair from the top and plopped it down beside him.

“I needed a pause on all my running,” Jasper said with a wink, soothing the worries that he’d dumped his emotional damage on the guy. Jas acted light and breezy a lot of the time, but while Matt had seen him flirt before, the slick lines weren’t ever aimed at him. Not like he should care—Matt dated women and had been in a relationship. A flush still lingered from Jasper’s compliment though.

Jasper leaned back in the chair. “Honestly, the older you get, the harder each breakup hits. You’d think it’d be the opposite—what with more experience under your belt, but instead you’re left with this slow-ticking dread that you’re running out of time.”

Matt blinked, those words waking him up better than all the coffee he’d drank this morning. “That’s exactly it. Each fuck up, each missed chance, each broken relationship just makes me more exhausted. As if I’m never going to get to the shit I’m searching for. Everyone around me is racking up anniversaries while I sort through yet another breakup.”

When he looked to Jasper, the man’s eyes seemed a little darker, his expression a little more intense, unreadable.

“Well, shit, this feels more like a late-night conversation at a bar—where there’s alcohol,” Jasper said, clearly trying to lighten the seriousness that had descended between them.

Matt rolled with it. “You mean you don’t have your depressing relationship talks at six in the morning?”

“That’d mean having a relationship to talk about,” Jasper said, arching an eyebrow.

Matt’s brow wrinkled. “I’m still mystified how some gorgeous guy hasn’t swept you off your feet. You’d probably be in some hot power couple that goes running together.”

Jasper snorted. “Running is my time. I don’t want some dickwad crashing my serenity.”

“Like me?” Matt said, all too aware he’d interrupted Jasper mid-run.

Jasper shook his head. “I’m on a pause, remember? And running wasn’t doing much to clear my mind anyway.”

The quiet seriousness in Jasper’s tone had Matt asking, even though he didn’t expect an answer. “What’s going on?”

Jasper’s grin didn’t meet his eyes. “Not anything I can discuss at the moment.”

“Well, when you want to, we can pencil in our six a.m. whining session,” Matt said, understanding that whatever weighed Jasper down was big—enough that he probably didn’t have the words yet. “I’ll even bring coffee out next time.”

“Excuse me, if you’re promising me coffee, you’re not going to get rid of me,” Jasper said, his eyes crinkling at the sides with the hint of genuine that Matt didn’t realize he’d been craving. Each real reaction from this guy felt like winning an all-inclusive vacation.

“What if I up the ante with scones?” Matt asked, his pulse picking up with amusement.

“Then I’m just going to move in,” Jasper responded, those white teeth on display with his grin. “Your scones are so damn good. How did your ex leave you when she could be getting free pastries all the time?”

“The lure of carbs don’t work on everyone,” Matt said, holding back an eyeroll. He’d respected that Haley had been trying to restrict her carb intake, but later on in their relationship, she wouldn’t even taste test anything. And baking was his love language, so he’d been a little strapped.

“You’ve been going after the wrong people,” Jasper said, shaking his head. “If I had a hot guy offering me carbs…” he started before stopping, as if he swallowed the rest of his statement back.

Matt’s curiosity was piqued. “You’d what?”

“I’d be in trouble,” Jasper said, his voice going a little deeper as he glanced away, staring out at the road. “Definitely would need to do a lot more running,” he said, tapping his fingers on the tabletop. Matt’s heart pounded a little faster. Jasper had clearly rerouted, but Matt didn’t want to push.

Before he could say anything, a car pulled into one of the open spots a little up the street, snagging his attention. The slick, polished BMW glittered under the morning sun.

“Who’s the fancy bitch?” Jasper asked, casting his glance that way.

“Beats me,” Matt said, watching as the human equivalent of a BMW stepped out of the car—tailored suit, strong, almost obtrusive chin, and the sort of quick gait that belonged on the East Coast. And the man happened to be walking directly toward him. Matt didn’t budge from his spot. He didn’t have any appointments with anyone, so whatever this guy wanted, he didn’t owe him a conversation. With the man’s level of purpose and laser gaze fixed on him, Matt had the feeling BMW guy was here for a reason.

“Matthew Reed or Ryan Carmichael?” the guy asked, throwing a hand in his face to shake.

Right. This douchey-looking dude had arrived for business.

Matt sucked in a breath and pushed up from his seat, aware of Jasper sitting in the seat observing. “Matt,” he said, extending his hand. The guy gave him a firm shake, as if he was trying to rip off his arm. Good fucking luck. His grip didn’t budge.

“Preston Anderson,” he said, delivering one of those too-wide, Uncanny Valley smiles.

“What can I do for you?” Matt asked, wanting to cut to the chase so he could send him on his way.

“The question is what I can do for you. I’m with Leviticus Developers, and we’re looking to buy some of the buildings in this area and work with the city to change the landscape to make San Francisco an even better city.” The man delivered the sales pitch with the same smarmy smile, as if he hadn’t just thrown an inadvertent jab to Matt’s business.

“So, you’re saying places like Land and Hearth aren’t contributing?” Matt asked. His hackles were up. This guy was an asshole.

“We’re willing to offer well above asking price—enough that you could restart if you so chose to somewhere else or enough to invest and live an easier life,” Preston continued, as if Matt hadn’t said a damn word.

“You,” Jasper said beside him, his tone dark and quiet, like the night sky before a crack of lightning. “You’re the fucking monster who’s trying to push the queer businesses out of the SOMA district.”

Matt whipped his head in Jasper’s direction. All of a sudden, the bleakness in Jasper’s tone earlier made too much sense. “Did your landlord sell?”

“We’ve had a few savvy property owners interested already,” Preston said, as if Matt had been speaking to him. He fucking hadn’t. “It’s honestly the best business move. Deals like these don’t come every day, and there’s only so much you’re going to be making here in the long-term.”

“Stop,” Matt said, lifting a hand as he kept his voice firm. He turned his body toward Jasper to focus on him. “Is Tabletop Tavern in trouble?”

Jasper lifted his chin, his gaze blazing. “No, it isn’t. Because she hasn’t sold yet, and we’re going to find a damn way to make sure assholes like this”—he jerked a thumb in Preston’s direction—“can’t shove us out of our own spaces.”

A flare of white-hot anger rose inside Matt at knowing Jasper’s business was in danger. As much as Jasper lashed back in fight mode, Leviticus Developers would clearly put them in trouble. If these assholes pushed out most of the LGBTQA businesses from the area, it wouldn’t be the place he knew and loved.

“We’re just offering opportunities to business owners around here,” Preston persisted, a flare of something loathsome in his dark eyes. He kept his tone level, even—easy for him to do when his livelihood wasn’t at stake. “No need to start spinning conspiracy theories about it.”

“Go fuck yourself,” Jasper shot back. The vitriol in his voice was so acidic that Matt wasn’t sure how Preston resisted disintegrating before their eyes. “How’s that for a conspiracy theory?”

Rage simmered inside Matt at seeing the way this douchebag tried to manipulate the situation. However, unlike the Tabletop Tavern crew, he and Ryan weren’t reliant on a landlord. Ryan had a lucky windfall from a grandfather that he’d put into a downpayment on this place.

“You seem reasonable,” Preston said, turning his focus solely on Matt. “We’re here with a great offer.”

“I am reasonable,” Matt responded, his tone Arctic. “And if you ever show up here again, I’m calling the cops for solicitation. Get out.”

“You can’t be serious,” Preston said, his smooth veneer wrinkling with his irritation.

“I am,” Matt repeated, standing at full height. Rarely did he use his bulk to intimidate, but this was a situation where he had no problem doing so. “Get out.”

Preston spluttered, and Jasper shot him a murderously sweet smile and waved.

“You heard the man.”

Preston spun on his heel, muttering something about “overemotional” and “idiots” as he slipped back into his BMW. Just as fast as he’d arrived, he sped off, his tires screeching along the way.

Silence descended in the wake of his exit, and Matt was still processing what all had happened.

“So he’s trying to get your landlord to sell too,” Matt finally said, casting a glance to Jasper.

The man stared out at the street, pointedly not making eye contact, his arms crossed and shoulders hunched as if he attempted to curl in on himself. “She wants out,” he murmured in almost a whisper. “She’s offering to sell to us first, but we don’t have the funds.”

“Fuck,” Matt said, his insides clenching hard. He could imagine exactly what Jasper was going through. These businesses—they were their life’s blood, a heart away from their chest, and having that ripped away? Devastating. He reached over and placed a hand on Jasper’s shoulder. “Hey. Any connections Ryan and I have, anything we can do to help you guys—we’re here for you. You’re not alone.”

Matt didn’t miss the hitch in Jasper’s breath or the bob of his Adam’s apple before Jas lifted his gaze to look at him. Those dark eyes were filled with the sort of anguish he’d imagined, and the man was clearly struggling.

“Thank you,” Jasper responded. He licked his lips, turning them glossy before he glanced to Matt’s hand which still remained on his shoulder.

“Oh, sorry,” Matt apologized as he pulled it off to scratch his nape. A flush rose to his cheeks as he realized how close they stood.

“Well, I better get back to my run,” Jasper said a little too fast. The arrival of the douchebag developer had shattered their quiet escape. Jas crooked an eyebrow. “Suppose I won’t be seeing you at the shibari class this weekend?”

Matt’s brows drew together. In the wake of the news he’d just discovered, his breakup seemed trivial, muted. Part of him felt like, yeah, why attend a class if he was so garbage at dominating in the first place? However, Haley might have left him, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t keep exploring kink. And the only way to get better was to learn.

“I’ll be there.”








  
  5

  
  
  
Chapter Five

  
  







A distraction was exactly what Jasper needed this weekend.

He had sat with Roxie and Cal for dozens of brainstorming sessions, and none of their ideas were bearing any fruit but underripe bananas. Most of the avenues they could try to get out of this situation required a lot more time—either to develop the plan or to make enough money to work. And a tension lingered in the air at Tabletop Tavern that had never existed before. All three of them had always been transparent with their workers, mostly because issues were more day-to-day ones, like, hey we need to hire someone else on or the fridge broke down.

Not “hey, we might have to shut down.”

The thought made him want to vomit.

He tugged the strap of the duffel bag he carried on his way toward Whipped. The local kink cafe was another part of their happy little queer community in the SOMA district, just a ten-minute walk from Tabletop Tavern. The place had been around for a few years now, but he’d only swung by for coffee in the past, which was always delicious. This was one of his first times arriving to appreciate the downstairs level of the cafe—where they operated as a dungeon in the evening while teaching classes during the day throughout the month.

Jas wished he was coming into this with a better mindset, but he needed the distraction of some power exchange and learning new techniques more than ever.

His phone buzzed in his pocket with a call, and he plucked it out to see if it was one he could ignore. Auntie Himari’s name flashed on the screen. His stomach did a reluctant flip as he brought the phone up to his ear and answered.

His auntie was one of the few in his family who hadn’t cast him off when he’d been outed back in his senior year, and while he and Aunt Himari weren’t close by any means, they were amicable, which was more than he could say for most of the Tanaka family.

‘Hey?” Jasper answered as he continued his trek. He had a few minutes to talk before he reached Whipped, and once he got there, he would shut his phone off and escape the world for a few hours.

“Jasper,” Aunt Himari said on the other end, her tone crisp as always. “Is your business still doing well?” She always asked this by way of greeting, since she wouldn’t ask if he was seeing anyone.

“Great, Auntie,” he lied through his teeth. He just needed to figure out what she was calling about fast so he could get off the phone. “How’s the family?”

“That’s why I wanted to reach you,” she said.

Jasper’s skin tightened on instinct, the familiar fight-or-flee response rising to the fore. Not like they could hurt him more than they already had. After his parents had kicked him out, he’d constructed a life separate from them, so no one ever had the power to dismantle him like that again. One other person had almost succeeded in ruining him, and while that had fucked him up too, his fortress of defense was impenetrable now.

“Your father got a transfer at work,” Himari said. “They’ll be moving to Texas in a month.”

Jasper licked his lips. He was probably supposed to feel something about this, right? Was she fishing for him to offer to try and meet up with them? Because that wouldn’t happen in this lifetime. “Good for them.” He didn’t quite keep the bitterness out of his voice.

“Your mother misses you,” Himari said, her voice softening.

Jasper choked back a snort, catching a glimpse of his reflection in the glass windows of the storefronts he walked past. “You and I both know I wouldn’t be welcome in that household, Auntie.”

If his mother missed him, maybe she shouldn’t have kicked him the fuck out.

“I’m just passing the information along,” Aunt Himari said. “Do with it what you will.”

Guaranteed, she attempted to play peacemaker like she always had. He didn’t begrudge the effort—after all, she was one of the few who still stood by him—however, he knew for a fact he wouldn’t be welcome if he tried to say any goodbyes. His parents had been dead to him the day they cast him to the streets.

“Thanks, Auntie. We’ll have to get coffee soon,” he said, genuinely meaning it. As much as the reminder of his former family pained him, a masochistic part of himself relished pressing on the bruise. Maybe because he realized how precious those who remained were.

“I’d like that, Jasper,” she murmured. “Ki wo tsukete.”

He shook his head, the familiar Japanese sendoff to be safe one he’d grown used to over the years. “You too.”

With that, he hung up, and just in time. He turned onto the street where Whipped was, the rainbow flag visible from the end of the block. His skin was jittering, his mind a maelstrom with so many problems hurtling around inside him. His parents moving was the least of his concerns—hell, even nerves about seeing a now-single Matt at the class today took priority. However, the news added one more drop in an overflowing pot, and he was ready to tip over.

Everything felt out of control, and he longed with all his might for the ability to just silence the buzz for once, to find a place of calm.

The elegant script of the Whipped sign came into view, a coffee cup with a whip at the W making it clear that the only vanilla this place served was lattes. The rainbow flags were big and bold, and he half-wondered if the owner had gotten a visit from that douchebag Preston as well. Not the fucking time.

He was going to class to turn his brain off and maybe get a few more fantasies about Matt to add to the stack. Like he needed more.

Jasper squeezed the strap of the duffel bag again, attempting to look as unruffled as possible as he strode up the steps into the coffee shop. The place was cozy as hell, similar to Tabletop Tavern and yet different, with its own unique vibe. Red leather couches lined the corner, and polished black two-seater tables were all along the sides, apart from the coffee bar stationed against the back wall. The place was decked out in crimson and black accents which gave it a slick sort of modern feel.

A neon arrow pointed to the black railing leading to the steps to the lower level in the right corner of the cafe, and he made a beeline there. He tossed up a hand in a wave along the way to the bright pink-haired barista whose name he was blanking on. They gave him a nod back while they put the finishing touches on a cappuccino.

The second he reached the steps, he shut the rest of his brain off—handy little trick he’d learned over the years after dealing with buckets of trauma.

The stairs creaked as he descended, and he heard the murmur of voices from below. Excitement trickled through his veins as he got closer and closer to the entrance of the dungeon.

Jasper stepped inside the room and let the visuals wash over him. Whipped’s dungeon had a main area with marbled black-and-gray checkerboard flooring and a chandelier in the center of the room that cast honeyed hues. The vampire-lair vibes were strong, and he lapped them up. The leather furniture that Jasper assumed was convertible for…purposes…was pushed to the side wall, and exercise mats covered the main stretch. The doors stationed along the back were guaranteed to be the private rooms they rented out and used during the regular play party nights here.

A delicious shiver ran up his spine at the St. Andrew’s Cross in the corner, the multi-colored floggers, paddles, and crops hanging up on the wall. While he’d come in for coffee plenty and talked with the owner Meg a bunch, this was the first class he’d signed up for. Kink had just been an accessory to sex for the longest time, but he’d gotten the itch to dive deeper as of late. Too bad there wasn’t some hot Dom who wanted a regular play partner.

Maybe his luck would turn a corner tonight.

“Hey, Jas,” Meg called, snapping his attention to the group by the exercise mats. Eight or so folks gathered around Meg, some looking paired up already while others hung back. The owner of Whipped was tall, lean, and gorgeous, with sleeves of tattoos up her bare arms, a muscle shirt featuring the Whipped logo, and leggings that showed off impressive thighs. Her finger-length black hair was coiffed to the side, and the dark eyeliner and crimson lipstick she wore made her features even starker.

“See, I made it out,” he said, since she’d been trying to convince him to come to a class for ages now. Meg’s lips quirked, and she beckoned him over with two fingers. Too bad women didn’t make him tick, because her confidence was attractive all on its own.

“Fucking finally,” she responded. She glanced over to one of the women who pulled out coils of rope from a duffel. “We’re waiting on one more, and then we’ll pair off.”

Great, back to getting picked last for gym class. There were a few cute guys in the mix, but two looked coupled off. There was an enby babe he’d seen around here before who was built enough to wreck him and another bigger guy who leaned against the wall, his arms crossed. Jasper thought about trying to catch a glance, to gauge some interest.

Except truth be told, a secret part of him held on to the stupid, irrational hope that Matt wouldn’t mind getting paired off with a man.

And that the man would be him.

Fucking idiotic because Matt was straight and would want to partner with a woman, but until the moment came, Jasper would entertain these daydreams, however farfetched they were.

Jasper’s gaze snapped to the movement by the door.

Matt had arrived.

The man looked fucking delicious today, dressed down in a white T-shirt that clung to his broad frame and gray sweats that did the same to those massive thighs. His ginger beard stood out, and his blue eyes were even prettier with the lost-puppy look to them. One day the sight of this man would stop being a gut punch of lust, but today was not that day.

“And there’s our straggler,” Meg called out, her voice booming through the area. “Come on in. I promise you this isn’t nearly as intimidating as it seems.”

“Hilarious coming from you,” a cute girl with teal hair mouthed back.

“Keep that attitude up and I’ll take it out on your ass later,” Meg responded, her voice lowering.

Teal Hair batted her lashes provocatively, and Jasper couldn’t help the smirk that rose to his lips. He liked this crew already.

Matt walked up to Jasper, which he didn’t mind in the slightest. If the guy wanted to cling to him through the whole class, all the better.

“Okay,” Meg said, striding over to where Teal Hair had pulled out the rope. “Pixie here is going to be my rope bunny today. We’re going for comfort first with these pairings, so if anyone has come with partners, you’ll stay with them. I made sure there were an even number of riggers and rope bunnies booked for the class today, so the rest of you will be able to divide evenly.”

Already, the folks who were part of a couple or at least play partners split off to the side, which left him and Matt along with about four others. Before he could even scope out who was left, Matt clapped a hand on his shoulder.

“I don’t know anyone else,” he murmured, his blue eyes wide with the slightest hint of fear. “Would you partner up with me?”

Jasper’s mouth dried up. Holy hell.

“Yeah,” he found himself rasping out, even as the realization settled over him.

Partnering up with the guy he’d been crushing on from afar for close to two years?

Oh, he was so fucked.
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Matt’s anxiety had turned up to full boil the second he arrived in front of Whipped.

Playing around with some restraints in the bedroom was one thing, but here—these people were experienced and knew what they were doing. He understood that was the whole purpose of going to a class. To learn something new. But that’d be a lot easier to do if he’d been arriving the way he’d planned—as part of a couple.

At least Jasper was here.

He’d rushed in Jasper’s direction the second he arrived, and he genuinely hoped he wasn’t annoying the guy or cockblocking him. But at least partnering with Jasper meant he could trust him to not be an asshole while he learned the ropes, ha, literally. Despite Meg’s friendliness, the woman was intimidating as hell—mostly because she had one of those larger-than-life personalities that filled a room.

“Now that we’re all paired off, I’m going to go over the different types of rope you’ll encounter, though we’ll be working with jute today, unless you marked off any kind of allergies.” Meg snapped the length of rope in her hand with enough force that the sound reverberated through the room, and he didn’t miss the slight glint in her eyes at the few folks who jumped at the sound.

“Want me to put on a wig and bat my lashes a bunch?” Jasper teased, casting Matt a look. “That’s about as femme as I get.”

Matt rolled his eyes and nudged Jasper’s shoulder with his own. “You just be you.” He didn’t miss how Jasper’s gaze lingered a little bit, his eyes growing even darker.

Once Meg went through all the types of rope and then the safety measures, Matt was feeling a little more comfortable. The classroom environment was one he settled into well, a bit of guidance to latch onto compared to the free fall of walking into a brand-new place like this. He couldn’t help but steal greedy glances at all the BDSM equipment around the room and the toys and implements on the walls. He licked his lips, which had suddenly grown too dry.

Jasper shifted his hip, which brushed against Matt’s, and he caught the scent of vanilla and musk, delicious enough that he was tempted to lean in and take another inhale. Matt had looked at plenty of images of shibari before, and the idea of seeing everyone trussed up in gorgeous ropes did it for him in a big way. Except the stress of getting each tie right infiltrated, threatening to steal away his good time.

He got in his head too easily to begin with, and ever since Haley had made the comment about his ability as a Dom…it had fucking crippled him.

“Okay,” Meg said, drawing everyone’s attention front and center again. “Rope bunnies, kneel on the mats beside your partner. We’re going to start with a basic chest harness.” She cast a discerning glance around the room. “Before we begin, riggers, you need to have conversations with your bottoms. Get them comfortable.”

Right. He could do this.

Jasper had rested onto his knees, but unlike some of the other bottoms who looked almost serene about their role, there was a rigid tension to Jasper’s shoulders. Had he not wanted to pair with Matt? Maybe Matt shouldn’t have pushed him. After all, he wasn’t some hot guy who Jasper could’ve flirted with—just his big, obnoxious friend who koala-clung to him. Matt glanced around the room to see what the other tops were doing—most crouched in front of the bottoms, giving them some sort of body contact.

He settled in front of Jasper and reached out to place a palm on his shoulder. Jasper’s breath hitched, and something panicky briefly flashed in his dark eyes.

“Hey, is everything okay?” Matt asked, realizing Jasper’s shoulders still hadn’t relaxed. His stomach clenched tight. Maybe coming here today in the first place had been a bad idea.

Jasper swallowed hard enough that his Adam’s apple bobbed. “Yeah, we’re fine.”

Except that felt like a lie. Matt tugged at his beard, not quite sure how to handle this. Playing with someone, even with something as simple as learning rope, while they weren’t in a good headspace didn’t seem like a good idea. Yet he didn’t want to breach Jasper’s trust by calling him out in front of the class either.

Panic began to prickle through him. He was fucking this all up and they hadn’t even started. This would be another failure, just like his attempt with his ex had been.

A shadow fell overtop of them, and he glanced up to see Meg standing there, hands on her hips.

The woman arched an elegant brow. “Hey, guys,” she said before crouching low and keeping her voice down. “Mind if I talk with you for a second here?”

Matt glanced around at the others, but the paired-off couples seemed to be drawn into their own bubbles—no one was looking their way.

“Sure,” Jasper said, the mask of placidness slipping into place, like the panic was only a figment of Matt’s imagination.

“I saw you both had specific roles listed,” Meg said, “but I wanted to ask if those are flexible. Matt, are you willing to bottom here, and Jasper, are you willing to top? I know we get comfortable with certain dynamics and roles, but rope can be different and evoke other responses.”

Her words were careful, but Matt didn’t miss the way her gaze lingered on Jasper. So, Matt hadn’t imagined the panic. He wasn’t sure what was going through Jasper’s mind, but if trying the sub role here meant making sure his friend was okay, he’d be happy to get tied up instead. He could always make mental notes of the techniques to use later when he decided to rig for a partner.

“I’m okay with it if you are,” he said first, trying to ease things for Jasper, who was clearly uncomfortable. Matt’s palms had grown a little sweaty while he and Jasper were figuring this out, and he cast another anxious glance to the other folks in the class. To his relief, they still weren’t paying him any mind.

“I haven’t topped before,” Jasper said, his brows drawing together.

“No time like the present to try, right?” Meg winked, her easy demeanor smoothing over a lot of the tension that had been percolating through the air. Consider him impressed. The woman was far more astute than he had realized on first glance. He wasn’t as averse to the idea of getting tied up as he first believed he might be—truth be told, he just hadn’t entertained the idea of being anything but in charge.

Jasper sucked in a sharp breath, and for a moment, Matt thought he might up and bolt.

“Okay,” Jasper said as he rose from kneeling. He fixed his gaze on Matt, as intense as ever. “And you’re okay with me topping?”

“I trust you,” Matt said on automatic, realizing once the words left him that they were true. He might not hang with Jas much outside of seeing him out and about, but he’d come to believe in the man during those daily visits, their regular conversations.

A smile twitched Jasper’s lips, and he shook his head. “You are too pure for this world Matthew Reed.” Anyone else, the comment might seem like an insult, but Jasper’s voice held a note of awe, so Matt’s initial defenses settled.

Meg rose from her crouch, her dark eyes dancing with amusement. “Seems like you guys have this all figured out, so just go over limits, and we’ll get ready to start.”

“Know what this means?” Jasper said, fixing his gaze on Matt with the sort of singular focus that made him gulp. He arched a brow, pure wickedness dancing in his gaze. “Kneel for me.”

Matt swallowed as a bolt of white-hot lust raced through him at those words.

Well, fuck.

That had been unexpected.

He lowered to his knees, his skin prickling with awareness, especially with how big he was compared to a lot of the other rope bunnies here. He could feel Jasper’s gaze burning into him with the sort of intensity wildfires were made of. The moment he settled into place, Jasper’s palm came to rest on his shoulder, firm in a way that had the chaos in his mind starting to calm. Actually, once he sank to his knees, the stress he’d been under from the moment he arrived had started to drift away.

“Okay,” Jasper said, his voice taking on the sort of command Matt had never heard from him before. Conversational, light and teasing, sarcastic—all of those were familiar, but this was calm and sharp in a way that demanded attention. And Matt’s whole being snapped to it. Jasper crouched in front of him this time, his palm remaining on Matt’s shoulder.

“Any injuries I need to be aware of? Problems that might arise from rope? Do you have any hard limits with restraints?” The questions came one after another, the phrases he’d been trying to summon earlier to no avail. A shiver rolled down his spine. He couldn’t help but be impressed with the way Jas took control here.

“No injuries, and no health issues that would interfere,” Matt responded, looking up at Jasper. “As for limits—I’ve never been restrained before, so I won’t know how I’ll react?”

“You’re familiar with the stoplight system?” Jasper said, continuing to hold his gaze, the contact on his shoulder grounding him through it all.

“Yeah,” Matt replied. “Green is good, yellow if things are getting dicey, red to stop.”

“Good,” Jasper said, the firm tone and a squeeze to his shoulder making his insides spark to life in a way they hadn’t in a long, long while. Matt swallowed hard again, trying to push out the intrusive thoughts of why this affected him that way. He was here to learn. To dive a little deeper into kink. That was all.

Meg kicked off the class with the chest harness they were supposed to be practicing, and Matt perked to attention. Like this, on his knees, he could sit and absorb the information rather than dealing with the stress of potential failure looming over him, along with all the responsibility that came with it. He didn’t need to pick up the rope and start to follow along with Meg’s instruction because he was here to be a blank canvas for Jasper to work on.

He licked his upper lip and tried to ignore the flush of warmth rolling through his body at the realization. The reaction was just relief after everything he’d been stressing about. Relief that he could relax and absorb.

Jasper crouched in front of him, and like this, all Matt could do was focus on the man about to practice shibari on him. With only a few inches separating them, Matt couldn’t help but notice the graceful lines of Jasper’s neck, his shoulders. His muscles moved as he undid the coil of rope, and Matt found himself fixated on them.

“Hands behind your back to start,” Jasper murmured, and Matt drew his arms back to follow the direction.

The moment Jasper’s hands drifted against his torso, electricity rocketed through Matt’s veins. He almost jerked upright at the strength of the feeling, unexpected to say the least. However, Jasper didn’t pause for a second, his lower lip slightly jutted forward as he digested Meg’s instructions and began to wrap the rope around Matt’s midsection. A flush stained his cheeks, and he almost moved back in discomfort. He wasn’t pure muscle like the man before him, something he got self-conscious about.

However, Jasper’s hands moved with a deftness that soothed some of his discomfort—his focus on following the instructions, not analyzing Matt’s body. Which left Matt with relief and…disappointment he wasn’t about to explore.

“You’re doing great,” Jasper soothed, casting him a quick glance. The flash of his grin hit Matt like a punch to the sternum, and he had to shift. This man was inches away from him, and the constant brushes of his fingers to Matt’s torso was starting to affect his head, making him the slightest bit fuzzy.

Jasper began to move around him with ease, occasionally testing the munter hitch he made or whatever else he worked on. Matt’s plan from the second they’d switched roles was to pay close attention so he could rig with a partner in the future, but with the way every sensation heightened, how Matt noticed Jasper’s even breaths, his nimble fingers, he’d lost track of what Meg was saying a while ago.

Jasper gave another tug at the back of the harness while he worked around there, and the movement sent a jolt of pure pleasure through him. Matt bit back a moan that threatened to slip past his lips. He had no idea he would have this sort of reaction to being bound up. Maybe he wasn’t as dominant as he thought.

“How are you feeling?” Jasper asked, his tone the sort of calm that lulled him to a solid place at once. As if Matt’s nerves floated a million miles away.

“Green,” Matt responded, his voice breathy. Jasper had bound his hands behind his back and worked on the side straps for the front now. The tight lines of the rope embraced him like a hug, one he hadn’t realized how badly he needed after the events of the week.

“Good,” Jasper said, his eyes dancing with amusement as he gave Matt a cursory glance. “Are you already heading toward subspace on me?” The sensual, teasing note, one that Matt hadn’t heard from the man before, traveled straight through him. Matt squirmed in his spot, trying to ignore how his cock woke to life at that. Or maybe his reaction was from the rope. Something here was working far too well for him, and he was all too happy to hand over the reins to Jasper.

“Maybe a little,” Matt responded, his lips twitching with a grin.

The constant parade of worries that marched through his mind melted away, something he wished he could achieve on his own. Being around Jasper was always calming in and of itself though, mostly because when the guy turned his attention on him, it was so intense that he couldn’t focus on anything else. The same occurred here, with Jas as the rigger. All Matt could do was drown in the sensations of his competent hands weaving the rope around him, the gentle breaths puffing against him, Jasper’s furrowed brow as he continued to absorb Meg’s instruction.

Jasper tugged at the back of the harness again, clearly working on some more knots there, but Matt could barely pay attention to three feet ahead of him let alone imagine what Jasper was doing. His mind felt floaty, like he basked in a lake on a clear summer day, and he just wanted to stay in this place for as long as possible. Even the semi he sported wasn’t sending him into fits of embarrassment, and he coasted on the pleasurable feelings of each tug of the rope and each brush of skin to skin.

“There, all done,” Jasper said, stepping in front of him again. “Want to take a look?”

Matt blinked, his thoughts still distanced and everything around him muted. He slowly glanced down to see the graceful linework across his chest for the harness, the ropes tight and snug around him and his hands bound behind his back. His cock thickened a little more in response to the visual, and he licked his lips, surprised about everything that had happened today.

His preconceptions going into this could get tossed right in the garbage can.

“May I take a picture?” Jas asked. He peered at him like he could see right through him, consideration ever-present with this man. “No face, just of the ropework.”

Matt wrinkled his brow. “Do you really want a picture of all this mucking up your phone?” He gestured toward his torso.

Jasper’s chin lifted at once, and his stare burned right through Matt. “While you’re in my care, there will be none of that,” he said, his voice sharp and commanding. Matt’s spine straightened, and he swallowed as those words burrowed into him. However, Jasper wasn’t done. “You’re gorgeous and a perfect canvas for all that rope, and I won’t have you making any more derogatory comments about yourself.”

“Yes, sir,” Matt responded on instinct. His eyes widened at the same time Jasper’s did as they both realized what he’d said. Crazy thing was? Those words felt so natural on his lips in the moment, so perfect.

Matt’s throat went dry.

Apparently, he had a lot to figure out.
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Yes, sir.

Two words and yet total fucking gamechangers.

Jasper had fucked around with guys in a D/s way for the past few years, but never seriously and never with any play partners. And some of the guys loved when he called them sir, so he did it for kicks.

However, he’d never experienced this before. The headrush, the endorphins pinging through him like he’d crammed a week’s worth of a vacation into a single second, the goddamn connection that snapped into place like it had always been there. He almost staggered back from the sheer impact, but they were in a class, and Meg was currently instructing them to undo their harnesses because they were going to work on a different tie next.

Jasper’s hands began moving on instinct even as his mind reeled. Everything about today had flipped him on his head.

He’d been sure he was a staunch, slutty bottom who could hop from one guy’s bed to the next, but the moment he’d tried to bottom for Matt with those soulful eyes and the innate sweetness that blanketed him, Jasper had frozen up.

Goddamn PTSD had reared its ugly head at the worst moment. The body lock-up, mind blanking, pulse racing like he’d been transported years back. He’d fucked around with so many random guys without ever triggering a response, but of course the one person he’d been crushing on? Yeah, thanks, body.

The rope came off much faster than it took to place on, and he wrapped the cord in a loop as he undid his handiwork on Matt, hating to see it go. Neither of them addressed the “sir” from Matt, but Jasper’s cock still hadn’t calmed down from the instant effect of the word.

Honestly, everything about today had been different. From his initial response to Matt to the serenity that had seized him from the moment he started to bind Matt with the jute. He’d never experienced it while bottoming—not even once. The mythical feeling of subspace or even just the ability to surrender. He’d always thought he hadn’t met the right partner or tried the right kink.

At least until today, when it had become clear he’d been racing in the wrong direction this whole time.

Meg had seen his issue in a hot second, the perceptive bitch. No wonder this place had such a great reputation.

He finished untying Matt’s arms last, a pinch of regret in his chest at untethering the man. His pulse raced at their close proximity, the fresh scent of the man waking up his libido like nothing else—all cedarwood and oak moss. Touching him had been the best sort of torture, each brush of their bodies making his heart pound harder.

Matt pulled his arms out in front of him, rotating his wrists and then shrugging his shoulders to shake out the stiffness. Jasper caught sight of the rope marks left on Matt’s light skin, and lust detonated inside him. He sucked in a sharp breath to keep from making a comment, and before he could stop himself, he was reaching out and rubbing a thumb along those marks. The indentations—his marks on Matt’s skin—sent a thrill through him like nothing else.

“Ah, sorry,” Jasper said, drawing his hand back after realizing he fondled Matt’s arm like a creeper. Straight boy. Straight boy. Straight boy.

Even if the man melted like putty in his hands—fuck.

Matt lifted his arm, offering a soft grin. “I’m surprised by them too. Kind of cool, right?”

Mind-searingly hot was more like it.

“Yeah,” Jasper said, giving the bundle of rope a lazy tug. He didn’t miss the way Matt’s gaze zeroed in on the motion, and a delicious shiver rolled up his spine. Fuck, the man was a natural submissive, in a way Jasper had never been. Whatever woman got ahold of him…ugh, the jealousy would just about drown Jasper. Dommes were going to swarm on this one.

“Okay, now that we’ve got that down, why don’t we start on frog ties with our partners?” Meg announced, directing her overeager rope bunny. Pixie sat and spread her legs wide with a lascivious wink that elicited a chuckle from half the class.

“Need me to go down again?” Matt said, and he blinked as he realized what he’d uttered, a light blush spreading onto his cheeks.

Ugh. Binding up the chest had been bad enough, but getting his hands on those tree-trunk thighs? That would just about kill him.

“Yep, ass to the mat,” Jasper responded, attempting to inject some levity into his tone. Instead, it came out as a low command, because apparently he’d had a dominant side lurking in wait, ready to bust out of him. Matt opened his mouth and then closed it, as if he swallowed back another “yes, sir” that might break them both.

The rest of this class was going to be long as hell, but he would soak up every damn second.




* * *




After learning three ties in full, they ended the class with some quality attention, light snacks, and water for the rope bunnies. Jasper was fucking buzzing after everything that had shifted in him today, at the way the control had felt better than attempting to surrender ever did. All of these thoughts and feelings bubbled up inside him, just waiting to spill on over, but who would he share them with? As much as he went on in lurid detail about the guys he hooked up with to half the Tabletop Tavern crew, he didn’t give a fuck about those men.

However, this experience? It had been personal in a way that made his skin prickle.

Some of the couples had left, but a few folks hung out on this level still, including him and Matt. An undercurrent of excitement and discovery rippled through the air, and he wasn’t ready to quit riding this wave.

Meg sidled up and tapped his shoulder. “You doing okay?” she murmured, keeping her voice low on purpose. There was a concern in her dark eyes that he appreciated and a knowing that crept him out a bit. Seeing through people’s bullshit was his thing, damnit. “Dom drop is common too, you know,” she continued before slipping a Whipped business card into his hand. “My personal number’s on the back. Hit me up if you’re feeling wonky at all or you need to talk.”

His chest warmed at the offer. If he were smarter, he’d take her up on it instead of being such a fucking loner half the time, but putting himself out there with folks took every ounce of his sanity—and he’d already given it to Roxie, Cal, and his other wayward misfits at Tabletop Tavern. “Thanks” was all he said in return.

Meg winked and gave him an up-nod. “Looks like your boy is heading over.”

Before he could correct her, she’d slipped away, sneaking over to a few of the other lingerers. His gaze locked on Matt, who was indeed approaching. All those rope marks covering his skin gave Jasper the biggest case of blue balls on the planet right now. By the end of the class, he was hard as a rock, especially after the moments while he worked on the frog-tie where it was impossible to miss that Matt had gotten hard too.

Fuuuuck.

“Hey,” Matt said, ducking his head and pinching his nape. The sheepish motions on the guy would be adorable if Jasper wasn’t already bracing himself for the worst. Guaranteed, this class had been too much for Matt and he was about to ask Jasper to never show up at Land and Hearth again.

“How are you feeling?” Jasper asked, as if he could detour out of this conversation.

“Good,” Matt said, a telltale ruddy flush to his cheeks. “Really good. Uh, what are you doing after this?”

Jasper blinked, because he hadn’t been anticipating the question. “I’ve got a wide-open slate today.” Cleared for worrying about Tabletop Tavern, but he’d take any excuse for distraction—especially if it involved the redhead hottie who’d been starring in his fantasies for far too long.

“Want to grab a bite to eat?” Matt asked. “I don’t know about you, but I’m not quite ready to return to reality after all that.”

Yes. Yes. Yes.

Jasper’s heart lunged, foolish thing. But he’d been feeling the exact same way, and he’d take any opportunity to spend more time with Matt. “Where do you recommend?”

Matt looked up, his blues crinkling as a gorgeous smile stretched his lips. “Let’s go to As You Like It,” he said, tilting his head toward the door. “The cafe’s only a few doors down from here.

“Bye, Meg,” Jasper called out, tossing an arm up in a wave before he returned Matt’s smile. Together, they headed for the door, and Jasper couldn’t help the erratic thump, thump, thump of his heart at the idea of getting lunch with Matt. Not a date. Just a hang, he tried to remind himself over and over, despite the bucket of butterflies that had been upturned in his chest.

Matt led the way through Whipped’s upstairs cafe, and Jasper memorized the delicious pattern of the ropes imprinted on his legs and arms from the ties they’d done together. He’d been fighting with an erection through the entire experience, and he covertly pushed down to try to get his cock to chill the fuck out. Those broad shoulders, the perfect massive frame that would blanket him, the perky, round ass—Matt Reed was the hottest thing he’d ever seen.

The sun was blinding for once rather than obscured by fog as they stepped out—weird to think that it was still midday. He’d chosen a day class though because he’d hoped to connect with a hottie during and spend the rest of the night rolling around in the sheets with them.

Except this? He hated to admit this was a thousand times better.

As You Like It’s sign displayed all curly script with a picture of a book beside it—the bookstore bar was the epitome of cozy nook, and not only did it have great merchandise space with tons of bookshelves lining the place and stationed throughout, but it also had lots of private two-seaters to enjoy a snack and glass of wine with a new read.

“Want to pick a spot and I’ll grab us wine?” Matt asked, glancing back to him.

“Sounds perfect,” Jasper responded, his voice going husky in the process. Matt blinked, and the flush returned to his cheeks, one that made Jasper’s mind go haywire with wicked thoughts. Now that the Pandora’s box had opened on domming, ideas sparked to life at a rapid-fire pace. Only problem was that most of them revolved around Matt.

Jasper made a beeline for the open two-seater tucked in the corner, far away from other folks—mostly couples—and took a seat. His heart thrummed, and hell, his whole body was buzzing after the revelations that had slammed into him one after another today. Had he been doing everything wrong this whole time?

Having a moment to sit with what had happened, he couldn’t help but acknowledge how being on the topping side rather than the bottoming side felt different for him. He did have a masochistic streak, that wasn’t new, but if he were being honest, he had a sadistic one as well. And indulging in that side, the control, getting to tease, to play, brought him to life in a way the other never quite had.

However, the idea of topping some rando didn’t get his motor revving either. Everything that had happened today was because of Matt. Because Jasper had played with someone he actually gave a damn about, someone he’d known for far longer than a single night.

His mouth dried at the uncomfortable realization, because while indulging in a stupid crush was one thing, these fantasies were a whole lot more dangerous.

Matt. Wasn’t. Queer.

This was 101 level stuff—don’t try to turn the straight guy. And yet he’d gone and not only let his mind run rampant around Matt, but he’d topped him in a class and watched all those beautiful reactions surface.

“I got pinot noir, if that’s okay?” Matt said, bringing over two glasses of a dark red and thankfully interrupting Jasper’s thoughts.

“It’s perfect,” Jasper said, since he only drank reds anyway. Matt passed him the glass, and their fingers brushed together in the process. Electricity jolted through Jasper at a mere touch, and fuck, he wished with all his might he could find a connection like this with someone who wasn’t straight.

Except then he’d have to face his shit, so maybe not.

Maybe he was better off pining and continuing his daily stops to Self-Flagellation Station.

He tried a sip from the wine to cover his reaction, and the smooth and flavorful taste offered exactly what he needed in the moment. It bolstered him enough to take the reins here.

“So, I’m assuming today’s class wasn’t what you’d expected going in,” Jasper said, unable to help the amused twitch of his lips. At least he hadn’t been alone in getting thrown for a loop.

Matt shook his head. “To be honest, I’d been hoping to get some tips on how to be a better dominant. It…” He paused and sucked in a sharp breath, averting his gaze. “According to my ex, that wasn’t a talent of mine.”

“You do realize there are some subs who try for years and never sink into that headspace as naturally as you did today, right?” Jasper said, needing to counter the insecure dip in Matt’s voice. He’d been blown away by the ease at which Matt surrendered to his touch, how responsive he was, how quickly he’d drifted off into subspace with the rope. Jasper had been the exact thing he brought up—he’d tried and tried with so many different partners and never achieved the level Matt had.

However, he’d also never attempted domming before.

The control had given him a sense of peace that offered a total contrast to the maelstrom in his mind, and the act of having another person in his charge, in taking care of someone else had given him such a head rush.

Not what he’d read on the BDSM pamphlets at all. Everywhere it was like, oh, being a submissive can help you deal with your damage, blah, blah, blah. And honestly, he’d been hoping for that sort of surrender—the ability to just let go of the PTSD episodes, the slight freezes, the overwhelming memories of one terrible night. Except he’d struck out every time.

“Well, if I’m a natural at being a submissive, then you’re a natural at being dominant,” Matt challenged, lifting his glass of wine in a pseudo-salute.

Jasper ran fingers through his hair as he processed those words. Domming was right in a way he’d never expected, and he suddenly felt like an idiot for running in the wrong direction for so many years.

However, one question burned like a wildfire inside him. Had it been the fact that he’d been topping Matt, or would anyone work? He’d never tried a D/s relationship with someone close, which probably wasn’t a great idea, but hey. What was life if he wasn’t making shit harder for himself?

None of this mattered, because they’d just been paired together for a single class.

“Thanks,” Jasper said, instead of entertaining any of the questions burning inside him. “So, does this mean you’re going to tweak your search a bit? Start looking for a hot domme girlfriend?” Even as the words came out of his mouth he hated them, the sort of reality that settled like battery acid in his stomach.

“This just means I’ve got a lot to process,” Matt said, taking another sip of his wine. Jasper couldn’t help but notice the way the liquid coated his lips, and he wanted to lick it off so badly. “I mean, based on my track record with my exes, they see a big guy like me and instantly think dominant. And then they end up disappointed, one after another.”

“I don’t know how anyone could be disappointed,” Jasper said before he could rein his words back. However, when Matt looked up at him, those pretty blues so unassuming and questioning, he needed to continue. “Maybe you keep ending up disappointed because you’ve been looking for the wrong thing this whole time.”

Pot, meet kettle.

Any normal guy and this would be where he made the hard pitch to try fucking men instead, but he had a little too much at stake with this one.

Because he didn’t want Matt to go out and fuck any guy.

No, he just wanted Matt. Period.

Matt took another sip from his wineglass. “Well after today, I’m thinking you might not be entirely wrong. Never realized I might be into the submissive side of things, but…damn.” He glanced up, and their gazes locked, neither of them pulling away. Matt’s gorgeous eyes were guileless. He was one of the few people on the planet who didn’t have an agenda, and after the amount of scummy, shitty people Jas had encountered over the years, he would set anyone who tried to tarnish that on fucking fire.

The tension between them amplified a thousand degrees, and Matt wasn’t even tied up this time. Though, unf. He’d keep those images as spank bank fodder for the rest of his life. Matt licked his lips, this sexy little move that supercharged the air, and Jasper ended up looking away first. He was burning up inside for a single taste of this man, for more of what occurred in that all-too-short class.

Which he needed to shut down fast. Today had been plucked straight out of his fantasies, but he’d collected too many scars over the years to have a vulnerable side.

“What did you think of the dungeon?” Jasper said, veering away from the personal direction their conversation had taken. “Gorgeous setup, right?”

Matt blinked for a second, and the thickness in the air dissipated, like it had never cast a spell over them. “Yeah,” he murmured. ‘Makes me wish I had a place of my own to deck out like that.”

“Who can afford more than renting in the city though?” Jasper continued, knowing he needed to get on safer topics. His heart wouldn’t be able to handle anything more with the connection that had flared to life between them earlier. The way his entire being had reacted to Matt’s instant “yes, sir” and how the man had been putty in his hands.

Today had been an escape, but he of all people knew he’d never be lucky enough to catch lightning in a bottle.

His entire existence had been a series of setbacks, and this impossible crush on Matt that was getting worse by the day was just another to add to the stack.
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Matt pounded at the ball of dough in the kitchen, more of his bread-therapy in action.

Except this time, his thoughts weren’t on Haley.

Normally, he didn’t make bread later in the day, but they’d gotten a catering order for different types of specialty breads and pastries, and they weren’t going to pass up the money. At least, he wouldn’t. Ryan didn’t seem thrilled with the concept of a catering arm, but Matt wanted to keep growing Land and Hearth as much as possible, and if that meant offering more catering options, he’d leap on that.

Besides, he wasn’t ready to go home yet anyway.

Not to his empty apartment where the accumulating thoughts would pounce on him.

In the week since the class, the rope marks had faded, which Matt hated. He’d run his fingers across them far too many times and had entertained more than a few guilty jerk-off sessions in the aftermath. He wasn’t sure what he’d been hoping for after they’d left Whipped and headed to the book bar together, but the conversation had switched to superficial and stayed there. Matt wasn’t about to push—he had a hell of a lot to figure out on his own anyway.

Except there had been a part of him that felt disappointed, and he couldn’t pinpoint why.

Not like he’d expected Jasper to order him on his knees in the middle of the book bar. His brain hadn’t stopped there either—the fantasies had been getting more explicit as of late, in directions his mind had never drifted before. Matt pounded at the ball of dough a little harder before forming a nice shape with it. He swallowed hard. Jasper had still stopped by for lunch this week, so the man wasn’t avoiding him, but Matt wanted the attention, the focus levelled on him again.

Craved it something fierce.

“Did you hear from some guy with Leviticus Developers?” Ryan asked as he swept into the kitchen. He was clearly assembling something for the pre-closing rush—they always got a handful of customers in the last half hour before closing, without fail.

Matt let out a huff as he took the ball of dough and placed it in a bowl, saran wrapping the top next so it could rise. “I did, and I told him to take his business elsewhere.”

“What was the deal?” Ryan asked, assembling two different sandwiches at the same time, the sort of multi-tasking they excelled at after owning this place for the past few years. “All I got in the message they left was something about insanely high market prices on businesses in the area right now.”

“The deal is that the guy’s some Christian developer who wants to cleanse SOMA district of all queer-owned businesses. They’re targeting a bunch right now,” Matt responded, a prickle crawling across his skin at the thought. Homophobia he’d witnessed in the past had always hit him square in the chest, but the feeling of unease latched on a little harder at the moment.

Mostly because the thoughts parading through his mind as of late weren’t very hetero at all. Part of him wanted to talk to Ryan about it, but Matt also wasn’t sure if this was some odd kink-related anomaly. That maybe the power dynamic had fucked with his head and that wasn’t something he was interested in. Granted, this hadn’t been the first time his brain had veered in that direction—just never this strongly before.

Maybe trying some more restraints or submission again would help get his head on straight.

Or not so straight.

Honestly, all he knew was that he’d been positively buzzing ever since the class, more keyed up than he’d been in ages.

“Matt, are you alive?” Ryan’s voice broke through his thoughts. His best friend waved a hand in his face, two baskets with completed sandwiches on the counter next to him.

Matt blinked, and a flush rose to his cheeks. Fucking busted. “Yeah, sorry. I was just distracted.”

Ryan arched a brow, clearly figuring out there was something more going on. “Right, we’ll dig into that later then. You told the guy from Leviticus Developers to get the fuck out, right? I’m not supporting that shit in the slightest.”

“Yeah, the asshole marched off to his BMW to pout,” Matt muttered, reaching for the other bowl of dry ingredients he’d prepped. “I told him we weren’t going anywhere. I feel bad for the crew at Tabletop Tavern though. Jas said their landlord’s considering selling.”

“Yeah, that’s rough,” Ryan said, shaking his head. “Hey, are you going to your sister’s fancy anniversary soiree?”

Matt blinked, the topic shift giving him whiplash. He loved his family—his dad was a teacher and his mom a nurse, and his older sister had been the typical type A success story, going to school to be a dentist and then opening her own practice. Compared to the rest of his family though, he always felt like the odd man out, chasing his dreams of being a baker, striking out in relationship after relationship. They were all sympathetic, but none of them got it.

Mom and Dad had been high school fucking sweethearts while Sophie had met her husband in college, and the pair had married early and were already hitting their ten-year anniversary.

“Yeah, you know she’d murder me if I didn’t show,” Matt said. “And if moping over getting dumped was an excuse, I’d get out of everything.”

“I can be your fake boyfriend, romcom-style,” Ryan said, batting his eyelashes. “Your parents love me.”

Matt rolled his eyes. “Hell no. My parents would be too happy, and I don’t need to get their hopes up. You’re going though, right?”

Ryan clapped a hand on his shoulder. “You know I wouldn’t miss it. Sophie’s fun as hell, and your parents have pretty much adopted me.” They had, the moment they’d met Ryan who was pretty close-lipped about his folks back home. Ryan stepped to the side to snag the baskets with the sandwiches and chips. “Well, let me get these out to the customers so you can continue your brooding and baking in peace.”

“Hey, this is a very profitable Brood and Bake,” Matt responded, starting to pull the measuring cups for the wet ingredients out. “More jobs like these could equate to entire days of pay. We might be able to even afford hiring on an employee.”

“Don’t you dare say such filthy things,” Ryan responded, taking the steps toward the door. “I don’t even want to think about the paperwork involved in adding an employee to our roster.”

Matt shook his head as he began to proof the yeast with warm water and some sugar. No matter what sort of maelstrom was going on in his mind, this brought him back to his center in a way little else did. “I told you I’d handle the paperwork,” he reminded Ryan, who was in the middle of walking through the door.

“La, la, la,” Ryan shouted back. “Not listening.”

The door shut behind him, and Matt let out a snort. That was a battle for another day. He and Ryan had pulled the heavy slog for the first few years they’d been open, but they needed to start considering the long-term of their business—which definitely involved hiring employees. Otherwise they’d stagnate, and no matter the constant upheaval in Matt’s romantic life, this was one place where he felt steady.

Matt started shaping the dough, working it with his hands with the same aggressiveness as before. No doubt, Ryan would grill him later, and he wasn’t going to have a damn response, which meant evasion. Honestly, he wished he could get an instant answer to the questions brewing in his head, but no matter how many weird internet rabbitholes he’d gone down, none had given concrete answers.

One time.

The class had been once, and yet it had felt life-altering in the way little else did.

He kneaded the dough, slamming fists into it while he processed his thoughts on yet another batch. At least he was making excellent time for this order. If Ryan was going to drag his heels about opening up a catering arm, he’d spearhead the project. More chances to bake weren’t anything he would scoff at or turn down.

Circling around in his mind would only get him so far though. At the root of everything, he needed to know if what happened Saturday was because it was the first time he’d tried the submissive side or because of Jasper.

One meant a simple shift. The other changed a whole lot more.

He rolled the balls into the buns and placed them together in a bowl to rise. The first bread would be ready for the oven by now, which was perfect. He wiped his palms down on his apron, and glanced toward his phone, which lay on the opposite side of the counter.

There was one way he might be able to get an answer. To see if his reaction was a fluke or not.

His pulse sped as he grabbed his phone and pulled up Jasper’s number. Before he lost the nerve, he shot out a text.

Want to get together sometime this week to practice shibari?

The second the message sent, a wash of anxiety swept through him, enough to rock him where he stood. Chances were, Jasper would just tell him to fuck off, but if they were able to hang out and try? Maybe then Matt could see if the same connection was there—if it was the kink or…something else entirely.

“Get it together, Reed,” he muttered to himself, forcing himself to put his phone down. The timer went off for the buns he was proving, so he set to work getting them ready for the oven as well. He still had another sweetbread, cinnamon and vanilla twists, and raspberry chocolate chip muffins to whip up before he could leave for the night. Next would be the cranberry sweetbread, and then he’d dive into the final two. Maybe he could work the jitters racing through him out into another recipe.

Before he could pull out the bowl though, his phone buzzed.

Matt shot over there and snagged it from the counter to see Jasper’s name on the screen.

Name the time and place and I’m there.

Matt’s chest exploded with flutters, and he stared at the message, as if it might somehow morph into “Fuck you, go away” if he looked at the words too long.

The idea of another rope session with Jasper had his mind spinning with fantasies, which only told him one thing.

He was in way over his head.
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Jasper fidgeted in his office for the thousandth time while glancing at the text chain on his phone.

Answering yes to rope practice had been bad enough, but then he’d gone and invited the guy over to their sacred tradition of After Hours Sunday. Maybe he could vanish off the face of the planet instead of facing what would guaranteed summon a lot of raised eyebrows and knowing looks from his friends.

On top of that, he was pretty sure their employees had figured problems were afoot. He’d been brainstorming with Roxie and Cal all week about solutions for the whole keeping-their-business issue, but they hit dead end after dead end. The most they’d achieved was reaching out to a bunch of the other queer businesses in the SOMA district—like he’d thought, they’d all received visits from Leviticus Developers, and a few were in the same sort of position as Tabletop Tavern.

“Jas, get your lazy ass out here. We’re waiting on you for Sheriff of Nottingham,” Arjun called by the door.

Jasper let out a snort before pushing himself up from his desk. “I’d ask if you talk to all your bosses this way, but I know you do.”

Arjun smirked as he waited. “No one’s paying me to talk pretty.”

“That’s for fucking sure,” Jasper responded. “Who’s here?”

“It’s a full house tonight,” Arjun said, leading the way down the corridor. “Kelly and Roxie are about to jet, but Mase and Hunter already arrived, same with Cal and Jules.”

“My friend Matt’s coming too,” Jasper muttered, trying to keep his voice low. He didn’t miss the coy look Arjun shot him.

“You mean the cute bear from Land and Hearth?” Arjun said, waggling his brows. “Can’t wait to see you get tongue-tied around him again.”

“Oh, fuck off,” Jasper said, running his fingers through his hair. Arjun was right, and he hated that Arjun was right. He should be able to throw caustic barbs at Matt like he did with everyone else, but for some reason that felt like ruining a toddler’s ice cream cone, and he just couldn’t. So instead, he talked about real shit with the guy, which made him want to vomit.

The only people he opened up to like that were Cal and Roxie, and they had to pry the information out of him with a crowbar.

The moment Jasper stepped into the main area, tension buzzed through the air. Gathering this many of their employees together had been a bad plan. It’d been a little over a week since they found out the garbage news, and by some miracle Roxie and Cal had kept the secret from their partners, but they were both ready to break. Roxie stood by the counter with Kelly, both in clear go mode to one of Mel’s derby bouts, but he didn’t miss Roxie’s pointed stare.

And then when he followed Arjun over to the tables, he caught Cal’s burning one next. The room was usually exploding with chatter, but the awkward tension that had rolled through was telltale that everyone else had picked up on the “Something Wicked This Way Comes” vibes. Matt hadn’t arrived yet, and by some twist of fate—or fucking conspiracy—their entire staff was here. He mouthed “Fine” to Cal, and when he swung back to look at Roxie, she bobbed her head in a nod.

His stomach roiled, but he’d known from the start that he was the one who’d have to spill the bad news. It wasn’t like Roxie and Cal were incapable, but out of the three of them, he could compartmentalize the best. He might be dying on the inside, but he’d look like he was having the time of his life doing so.

“Before any of you jet,” Jasper said, his voice pulling an Ash from Evil Dead and taking a chainsaw through the tension. “We’ve got something to discuss.”

“Oh thank god,” Mason exploded from over at the table. “We’ve been wondering what’s going on.” Their resident therapist-in-training sat next to their boyfriend Hunter, and their green eyes widened with worry.

“Definitely been waiting,” Julian said, his voice a little sharper around the edges. Jasper would feel bad about putting pressure on Roxie and Cal’s relationships, but this would crank the stress up a thousandfold.

No point in drawing this out. Even if he felt like he was going to retch, he’d bear their disappointment, their heartbreak, their fear the same as he bore his own.

“The woman who owns this building got an offer from a developer,” Jasper started, keeping his gaze trained on the back bookshelf of games instead of their employees—their fucking family—that he was about to devastate. “She wants to sell. Unless we can make an offer on the building, it’ll be sold to this developer. A Christian guy who’s trying to clear the SOMA district of queer businesses.”

Jasper didn’t continue with the rest—how they didn’t have the capital. How this guy would shut them down in a hot minute. Their crew was smart and would figure all that out on their own.

“And you don’t have the funds to put an offer on the building,” Hunter’s voice broke clear through the quiet that had descended. His serious gaze met Jasper’s, and Jasper gave a brisk nod. Out of anyone, Hunter would understand the way life liked to kick you while you were down.

The silence returned, just wide eyes and intense looks on everyone’s faces.

A hand settled on his shoulder, and he glanced to the side to see Roxie had stepped up beside him.

“We’re not giving this up without a fight,” Rox said, her voice firm even though the three of them were anything but.

“Right,” Cal said. He pressed a kiss to Julian’s temple before he strode from the table over to stand by Jasper and Roxie. Honestly, the gesture meant everything to him right now. He might’ve been the one to break the bad news, but his best friends were here with him the whole way.

“We’ve started to look into options,” Cal continued, offering the steadiness everyone needed. “Assholes like that developer can’t win. This area is too important for our community.”

“This place is too important,” Mase said, their voice trembling with the words.

Jasper swallowed hard, even though his give-no-fucks mask remained firmly in place.

“You guys didn’t need to carry this yourselves,” Kelly said, concern in her tone.

“Didn’t you know that’s what I’m best at?” Jasper shot back, a smirk on his lips that he didn’t feel for a second.

“What can we do to help?” Jules asked, his eyes filled with worry, the exact sort they’d been trying to keep at bay.

“Seriously, fuck that guy.” Arjun slammed a hand on the table. “Who the fuck does he think he is coming into this district and trying to shut us out?”

Jasper’s chest flared with the same rage that had been burning in him from the moment he found out. Even worse, he’d met the bastard. “Maybe we can set Leviticus Developers on fire.”

“I’m down for a little arson if you are,” Arjun responded, meeting his gaze, his eyes a little wild.

“How about we reel back on the arson,” Cal said, shaking his head. “There are other solutions rather than setting a place on fire.”

“Not according to our D&D group,” Roxie muttered, eliciting a chuckle from around the room. Jasper’s heart wrenched hard. This—this right here was worth protecting, more than anything he’d encountered in his entire life.

“Our adventure party comes to level-headed, pragmatic solutions,” Jasper said with a sniff, anything to lighten the oppressive mood that had descended over Tabletop Tavern. Despite the laughter that circled the room, he didn’t miss the worried glances, the way smiles were fleeting, how pauses lingered longer than usual. He sucked in a breath. “And since we’re so good at coming up with solutions, I expect all of you fuckers to pitch in your brilliant ideas about how to save Tabletop Tavern.”

“We’ll work on this together, okay?” Roxie responded. “No more shutting you guys out.”

“Good,” Jules responded, crossing his arms. “I’m not done here yet.”

“Clearly, we’re going to wait until you finish nursing school,” Arjun shot back, his tone dry.

“Or you could hang tough till I get my B&B running,” Kelly said, her lips upturned. “You know, like ten years from now.”

“Okay, Kels, let’s head out or we’re going to be late,” Roxie said. “We’ll catch up with the rest of you later.” She leaned in to Jas and squeezed him hard. “Thank you” came out in a whisper.

Jasper nodded, his throat going tight. His list of loved ones wasn’t the longest, but he would go to great lengths to protect those on it. “All right, let’s get this game night started.”

Before Kelly and Roxie reached the front door, it swung open.

Matt stood in the doorway, peering in as if he wasn’t sure if he should enter right now. Jasper’s heart stopped and restarted again as he stared at the man who’d been dominating every spare second not devoted to here. Tonight, he wore a gray T-shirt that showcased the broad frame and jeans that displayed his equally large thighs. Everything about him made Jasper want to rub up against his deliciousness.

However, what surprised him even more was how the sight of Matt made something in him go quiet.

“Uh, am I interrupting anything?” Matt asked, ducking his head with the shyness that had drawn Jasper in from the start. That pushed him more than anything to take control of the situation, even while his heart careened all over the place.

“You got here just in time,” Jasper announced, drawing everyone’s attention in the process. “We’re about to break out the first game.”

“Or we can do two different games,” Cal said. “Depending on what everyone’s feeling.”

“Arjun doesn’t get a vote,” Mase jumped in, and Arjun plunked down beside them to begin the time-old argument that happened every time he showed up to After Hours. Jasper shook his head with a grin, trying to ignore the waggly eyebrows Roxie was giving him as she and Kelly slipped out the door behind Matt. Jasper cut across the room, drawn to the man like a magnet seeking metal.

“Thanks for coming,” Jasper said, placing a hand on Matt’s shoulder to guide him in, since he hadn’t moved from the entrance. Bad move on his part, because the electricity that rocketed through him at a simple touch was more than he could handle at the moment.

“I’ve been wanting to play more board games for a while now,” Matt said, offering one of those genuinely sweet smiles that disarmed Jasper every time. “Besides, I’ve been looking forward to later this whole week.”

Jasper swallowed hard. Fuck, the flare in Matt’s blue eyes, the way his voice dipped when he said those words. Bare hand to a hot stove, this was fucking dangerous. With breaking the news of the potential building sale to the crew, he’d gotten a brief distraction from the tension riding him about tonight.

Practicing rope.

Right, like he hadn’t jerked off over the thought most of this week.

The intensity slammed back in like it had never left, but when he glanced to see the expectant look in Matt’s eyes, he forced himself to string together words into a sentence. “Same here. We’ll play a game or two and then we can cut out.”

“No rush,” Matt said. “I’m looking forward to getting to know everyone a little better.”

“Hey, Matt,” Cal called from over at the table. “What brings you here tonight?”

Jasper debated the merits of walking into the wall a bunch of times. “I invited him.”

“You have friends?” Arjun piped up from where he and Mason were currently bickering over Betrayal. Mysterium had gotten hidden somewhere in the building, and no one could find it. And by that, he and Mason had hidden Mysterium in the loft after a shift because with Arjun’s schedule not as chaotic, he was coming to more game nights. Which meant more demands of Mysterium over and over again.

“Ha, funny,” Jasper responded as he led Matt over to the table, pulling out a chair for him before taking one for himself. If he was being a gentleman, it was just because he needed preparation for the role of being in charge later. That was all.

Cal plunked down on the opposite side of the table. “Looks like I’m playing with you guys tonight.”

“What about your boyfriend?” Jasper asked, a little forcefully because Cal was going to be a nosy fucker.

“We’re playing Blood Rage, which is four player,” Julian responded. “It was the only thing Mase and Arjun could agree on.”

“Agree is putting it lightly,” Arjun said, his arms crossed as he glared at the table.

“We could do Quacks of Quedlinburg,” Cal suggested, tugging the game from the stack they’d already brought over. He cast a sympathetic glance to Matt. “It’s not tough to learn.”

“Is it about ducks?” Matt asked, an adorable wrinkle on his brow, and oh fuck, Jasper was smitten.

“You’d think,” Jas said, reaching forward to help Cal with setup. “Trust me, it’s a fun game.” And much safer to dwell on instead of later when Matt was coming over to his place. To get tied up in rope. Jasper’s tongue felt a little too big for his mouth, and he had to check to make sure he hadn’t started panting.

“Are you sure I’m not intruding?” Matt asked, drawing his brows together. “It seems like I walked in on something big.”

Jasper shook his head. Not as if he could’ve avoided the tension in the place after that bomb dropped. Everyone was rallying as best they could, but each of his employees clearly processed the news in their own way. “We were discussing the Leviticus Developers bullshit.”

Matt nodded, clarity in his eyes. “Say no more.”

Jasper swallowed the warmth that bubbled up at having someone who understood. Who wasn’t pushing for more information but willing to give him space, just like Matt had done the day Preston fucking Anderson showed up.

“Whoa, whoa,” Cal said, his eyes darkening. “Roxie and I weren’t able to tell our partners, but you told Matt?”

Jasper opened his mouth, ready to launch into the explanation when to his surprise, Matt stepped in.

“He didn’t,” Matt said, his voice firm. “Jasper was at Land and Hearth when the asshole from Leviticus Developers tried to make a pass at our business too.”

“Oh,” Cal said, the fight deflating right out of him. “What are you guys going to do?”

Matt scratched the back of his neck. “We own the building, so there’s not much they can do. Sorry,” he said, glancing up at both of them as if realizing the mention was a sore spot. Jasper didn’t care—Matt didn’t intend any offense, and honestly, Jasper wanted to lean over and kiss the fuck out of him, but that wouldn’t happen in this lifetime.

“No need to apologize,” Cal said, his hearthfire warmth turned back on. “I’m just glad they’re not able to push out all the queer safe spaces in this area. I’m glad Jasper invited you out tonight.” Cal started setting up the game, but not before giving him a pointed look because Jasper didn’t bother with more friends than those who had already claimed him, and he sure as hell didn’t bring the guys he fucked around.

He’d be getting interrogated by Cal or Roxie for sure in the morning, but that was the least of his concerns.

Because after they left Tabletop Tavern, he and Matt were going to his house. Alone. To practice rope.

And Jasper didn’t have a hope or a prayer of surviving.
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Matt’s entire body had been humming from the moment he woke up today, and the feeling had only amplified with each passing hour.

The game night at Tabletop Tavern had been a lot of fun. The crew was noisy and boisterous, and Matt had honestly just enjoyed soaking in their chaos. However, he hadn’t been able to keep his eyes off Jasper the entire time. The man was pure charisma, all smiles and clever responses, but whenever their gazes snagged, something hot and pure raged between them. If Matt could get away with openly staring at him, he would’ve, but he hadn’t gotten any closer to figuring out the conflicting thoughts in his head.

And then Jasper had told everyone he was leaving, and Matt had attempted to inconspicuously duck out too. As if people couldn’t assess that he was up to something with Jasper. The thought had sent an illicit thrill through him. Yet now he sat parked up the street from Jasper’s apartment, and his palms were sweating as he clutched the steering wheel. Maybe he should just turn around. Head home.

Except Jasper was waiting for him, and he’d been the idiot to suggest this in the first place.

He couldn’t let Jasper down like that. Matt sucked in a sharp inhale and peeled himself out of his car. The air was crisp this time of night, and fog rolled through, smothering the stars overhead. The neighborhood was far too familiar—Jasper hadn’t been exaggerating, since he lived blocks away from Land and Hearth. Honestly, they could’ve walked here from Tabletop Tavern, but Matt liked the security blanket of his getaway car in case this night went up in flames.

The building was a pretty one, pale detailing against the dark walls, bay windows jutting out. Except his attention flickered right to the man who waited by the front door. Jasper leaned there like it was no big deal, but the sight only reconfirmed Matt’s reasons for not running.

“Nice place,” Matt said, tilting his chin up in the direction of the apartment.

Jasper flashed him a grin, the dazzling sort that demanded attention. “It’s the same shoebox size most can afford around here, but I’m attached to it.” He started off toward the door to let Matt in. “Follow me.”

Like Matt had plans of doing anything else. His feet moved before he even thought about it, like something in his body instinctively responded to this man’s commands. That sort of sway should’ve been dangerous, but Matt had been fascinated by it, since he’d never experienced the like.

Jasper led him up the dark stairwell, only illuminated by a dim light as he headed to one of the three doors on the second floor. His keys jangled as he unlocked it, and Matt had to lick his lips with how dry his mouth had become. Suggesting they practice rope had sounded like a good idea at the time, but he hadn’t considered that unlike their last encounter, tonight, they were on their own, in the privacy of Jasper’s apartment.

The place smelled clean—there was no other word for it—and Matt soaked in the details once Jasper flicked the lights on. The inside of his apartment was beautiful, with wood paneling marking out the kitchen and the living area and cream walls to match. The hardwood flooring was clear of clutter, and everything seemed to have a spot to belong—the most he noticed was a few D&D handbooks piled on a mahogany coffee table. Matt felt at ease at once. Amidst mess, the urge usually rose to start tweaking things, but Jasper clearly liked order.

Not like he should’ve been surprised. The finesse and care in which Jasper had smoothly employed the rope was cue enough. Despite the cavalier attitude Jasper wielded, he didn’t seem the type to take senseless action—every move was premeditated.

“What ties did you want to practice?” Matt asked, the sound echoing through the quiet apartment. Jasper had made a beeline for a leather trunk at the side of his tan sofa and was rummaging through.

Matt wandered closer, as if drawn by some pull he had no control over, but he stopped feet away from Jasper who rose from the trunk with a few lengths of rope in hand. The reflexive shiver that ran down Matt’s spine at the sight couldn’t be ignored.

“I saw a cross-chest box tie that looked fun,” Jasper said, his tongue darting out to slide across his lush lower lip. “A variant on the chest harness we did at the class.”

Matt’s heart was thumping so loud he could hear it in his ears, and he didn’t budge despite his close proximity to Jasper. “Whatever you want,” he murmured, trying not to sound as needy as he felt. Except the memory of Jasper sliding the rope around him, those brief touches, those commands Matt had just surrendered to—he hadn’t been able to shake them all week.

“Careful,” Jasper said, a wicked grin lifting his lips. “Don’t want to give me that much power.”

Matt was falling under the heady spell he’d been in at the class, mere moments of being in the room with Jasper, enough that his tongue loosened more than normal. “What if I do?”

Jasper’s eyes flared, the intensity there as captivating as a supernova. “Oh, you’re going to play it that way? Kneel for me,” he said, not budging an inch. The confidence in his tone was going to be the death of Matt.

“Yes, sir” slipped from his lips as he dropped to his knees right on the area rug.

Jasper’s eyes widened, and his pupils dilated with an incinerating sort of blaze.

Matt knew he was playing with fire, but right now, he didn’t care.

He needed to understand if those feelings had been a fluke. If the fantasies raging through his head ever since the workshop flirted with reality.

Based on the way his cock had already woken up from two words and a look from Jasper, he was leaning toward not a fluke.

A pillow slapped to the floor in front of him. “Here, kneel on that,” Jasper said, a slight softness to his voice that Matt drank up greedily. He had the sense this man would be cruel in one breath and kind in another, and that sort of puzzle had him captivated more than anything. Matt followed the order, his knees thanking him as he settled onto the pillow—much better since after thirty, apparently everything started deteriorating.

Jasper stood in front of him, surveying over him with a thumb to his chin. “Did you happen to pack a tighter shirt?” he asked, one brow arched. “That one’s a little baggy—the ropes are going to catch.”

Matt shook his head. He should’ve thought about that beforehand, but his brain had been more scattered than anything in anticipation of today. “I could take it off.”

Had he stepped into the kitchen? Because the room just elevated in temperature, to the point that the air boiled between them. Jasper scanned him over, the heat in his gaze undeniable before he nodded.

“Ditch the shirt.”

Matt sucked in a breath, trying to remember how Jasper had reprimanded him for the negative self-talk last time. Still, he wasn’t the sort of guy who felt comfortable strutting around shirtless—his muscles were there from his job, not from actively working on them, and he had a stomach and plenty of hair there that made him more than aware of his body.

Jasper crouched in front of him so they locked eyes. “I’m not going to make you do anything you’re uncomfortable with,” he said, his calm tone cascading over him. “But I can assure you that all the bare skin you’re hiding beneath there would be a beautiful canvas for this rope.” He lifted the black jute, and those worries melted away, like the man had some magic ability to shut off the negative voices in Matt’s head.

“I’m good,” Matt said before he tugged his shirt off and tossed it to the ground beside him. He looked up in time to catch Jasper licking his lips, which sent a bolt of lust racing through him. The man drank him up with his stare, and after the hits his ego had taken lately, he couldn’t help soaking up the attention.

“Same system as before, okay?” Jasper said, keeping eye contact. It was heady, having all that focus on him. “Red, yellow, and green.”

“Okay,” Matt repeated, his mind going a little fuzzy around the edges at being on his knees, at the sight of the rope in Jasper’s hands. Several questions had already been answered tonight, ones that he might be able to avoid in the light of day but couldn’t deny in the dark.

“All right,” Jasper said. “Stay still for me, gorgeous. I’m going to get started.”

The endearment from Jasper’s lips sent another errant shiver down Matt’s spine. His chest squeezed tight. Honestly, he hadn’t expected to feel anything good after getting dumped for the thousandth time. However, the class had come at the perfect moment, lifting him out of the slog he’d been sinking into. His perspective might’ve gotten flipped on its head, and questions arose that he could no longer avoid, but the steady fluttering inside him was more than he could’ve hoped for.

Jasper’s fingers brushed against his wrists first, and the scratch of the rope followed. The combined sensations—one soft and one rough—was enough to make his eyes roll back in pleasure. His cock had already stiffened, and there was no way his jeans would do much to hide his erection. Not like he could focus on that while Jasper began to weave the rope across his skin as if this was his thousandth time rigging and not his second. Maybe he practiced in his spare time to get this talented, or maybe he just had a natural affinity.

Jasper got Matt’s wrists bound behind him, and a second later, he was sliding the rope across Matt’s front. They were close enough that Jasper’s hot breath puffed against his skin while he worked, and goose bumps broke out at the sensations. The class had been heady last week, but this—just the two of them in Jasper’s apartment? This amplified every sensation a thousandfold.

Jasper’s mouth was inches away from his, and Matt couldn’t stop looking at the man’s lips. The bowed upper lip, the pouty lower one, the way Jasper pursed them in concentration, devoting his whole focus on the task at hand. Jasper’s gaze slipped to his, and when their eyes locked, Matt couldn’t look away if he wanted to. He was drowning in this focus, this attention, like nothing else in the world mattered. Jasper continued the work, even as their gazes didn’t break.

Matt licked his lips, unable to help it with how dry his mouth had become.

Jasper’s nostrils flared, and if Matt wasn’t already achingly hard, he would’ve gotten harder.

He’d thought being a Dom would put him in a place of power, but this? This was far headier, and his mind swirled back to the fuzzy place from before.

“Can I try something?” Jasper asked, his voice cutting through the tension between them.

Matt bobbed his head in a nod.

Jasper’s lips lifted in a smirk. “Don’t you want to know what I’m planning?”

He shook his head. “I trust you.”

Crazy thing was, he did. He might not have spent long spans of time with Jasper, but the steady drips of personality he’d seen of the man had revealed far more. He was guarded, loyal to a fault, and chose those he let into his life with care. Matt wasn’t unaware that Ryan got the friendly, removed version of Jasper who acted differently around Matt.

Jasper rested the rope on the ground for a moment before heading over to the trunk. A second later, he came back with a long black strip of cloth. “How are you feeling?”

“Green,” Matt said at once, snapping his fingers the way he’d been taught. Having them bound behind him placed him in a floaty headspace, but the strip of cloth in Jasper’s hands got him near-salivating. He’d never been blindfolded before, and the idea of being at this man’s mercy ratcheted his need higher with every passing moment.

He’d gone into this unsure if the pull was due to the kink or Jasper or both, but he could definitively say with how his gaze had drifted to the bulge in Jasper’s shorts more than a dozen times, how he was dying to close the space between them and claim his lips that it was both.

Which meant he wasn’t as straight as he’d once believed.

“All right,” Jasper said, settling in front of him. Matt couldn’t help his gaze dipping back down to the erection that showed clear as day in the loose joggers he wore. Jasper placed two fingers under Matt’s chin, tangling with his beard, and brought his gaze up in one swift move. “Eyes up here.” Jasper’s grin was impish, his tone laced with sin, and saliva pooled in Matt’s mouth. Why was his comment so hot? The idea of Jasper manhandling him, pushing him around, having his way with him.

Any more thoughts in that direction and he was liable to explode.

“Clearly this blindfold is necessary,” Jasper said, rich amusement in his tone as he brought the fabric up and around Matt’s eyes before deftly tying a knot around the back.

Matt took a moment to adjust to the sudden loss of his vision, blanketed in darkness around him. With his hands bound behind him, the rope biting against his bare skin, and the blindfold stealing his sight, he soared higher than he ever had before. A small moan escaped his lips, and he might have been embarrassed about that if he didn’t feel so damn amazing.

“You’re doing so good, beautiful,” Jasper murmured, those words stroking against him like a physical touch. That followed a moment later as Jasper resumed the cross tie he had planned, his fingers twining the rope around his body. Without his sight, all he could focus on was the sensations, which were hitting him even stronger. Jasper’s fingers brushed against his body, and the rope bit into him, even his nipples growing tight from the sheer pleasure rolling through him right now.

He tried to remain still, but the ache in his cock was constant, and he couldn’t do a damn thing about it. Matt had never realized being helpless like this would turn him on so badly, but he’d never felt a high like this before. All he could do was surrender to Jasper’s competent touch, and unable to soak in the visual details, Matt began to pay more attention to everything else. Like the slight hitch in Jasper’s breath as his deft fingers worked through another knot. Like the vanilla and amber scent of him that Matt breathed in on every inhale. Like the brushes of skin to skin that sent a zing right through him every damn time.

“Okay,” Jasper murmured, his voice drawing Matt out of whatever trance he’d been in. “All done. Do you want to see?”

Matt was tempted to say no. He wanted to stay like this, completely at Jasper’s mercy. Instead, he said, “Sure.”

Jasper slowly undid the blindfold, and even though the lights weren’t super bright, Matt found himself blinking anyway as he readjusted. The sight of Jasper crouched in front of him punched him in the sternum with lust. Jasper’s glossy dark strands drifted over his forehead, and his brows with their sharp curve were drawn in as he scanned over him.

“Not bad for practice,” Jasper murmured, his eyes roving with an intensity that made Matt shiver.

“If you want to try anything else,” Matt started, not wanting this to end.

Jasper stared at him for a moment, his mouth inches away, like he might close the distance and devour him. Then, as if snapping out of a trance, Jasper shook his head. “Better not, champ. We’re playing with fire here.”

Matt blinked as he absorbed those words while Jasper set to loosening the harness he’d completed. He wanted to protest, to sit in the comfort of this a little longer, but Jasper had already put distance between them. Playing with fire—was Jasper as into this as he was? He couldn’t imagine the connection that had flared to life between them was one-sided, but he’d also failed to read signs a thousand and one times.

All too fast, the ropes were sliding off him, and reality gripped him at a dizzying pace. Jasper buzzed with nerves, and Matt wanted to ask him why things had shifted, but he could barely process what had shifted between them let alone form words. Once Jasper freed the final rope around his wrists, Matt brought them up front, circling them and trying to bring the circulation back to normal. He couldn’t help but trace the impressions of the rope, which sent a silent shiver through him.

“Let me get you some water,” Jasper said, rising and heading over to his kitchen.

Matt’s phone buzzed in his pocket, the feeling jarring enough that he reached down on instinct. Ryan had texted.

Call me. It’s an emergency.

Oh, shit.

Matt tried to rise and almost went tumbling down. The room spun a little, and his whole body trembled from the adrenaline of what they’d done.

“What are you doing?” Jasper’s voice came out sharp.

“I’ve got to go,” Matt said, trying to push through the way his body was responding, how getting yanked out of the fuzziness was like dropping into ice cold water.

Jasper walked over, a glass in one hand, and he placed the other on Matt’s shoulder. “Did I do something?”

Matt swallowed hard, not able to vocalize the text from Ryan, the shift in Jasper’s demeanor, his discoveries that were rocking through him. All he knew was he felt like he was spinning out of control and needed to go help his best friend.

“I’ll explain later,” he murmured, able to manage that much. Even though he wanted to lean in to Jasper’s touch on his shoulder, he wanted to sit on his couch, sip the water and feel the man’s hands on him, he couldn’t leave Ryan hanging.

Before he could get lulled into staying here longer, Matt broke free and strode forward. He snagged his shirt from the floor, tugging it on before walking out the door.

His mind spun, dizzied with everything that had happened even as he careened down, but Ryan’s emergency text flashed in his mind like a neon light, sending him vaulting forward.
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Jasper had barely slept last night.

One quick “I’m okay—talk later” text from Matt didn’t explain why the guy had all but torn out of there, but Jasper could guess as much. He should’ve known better than fucking around with a straight guy. Guaranteed without the setting of the class, the whole being intimate with another man thing had crept in and freaked him out. The way Matt had bolted out after playing had Jasper worried as hell though, because sub drop was real, and guaranteed Matt wouldn’t understand how to handle it.

Not like he’d responded to Jasper’s texts at first, which left Jasper pacing his apartment, wondering if he should—what, wait at his storefront? He’d never been to Matt’s place and didn’t know where he lived. He all but chugged his coffee, up far too fucking early since he’d never slept.

Thank fuck he’d already set up a breakfast meeting with a few of the other shop owners around town. They were all coming to Tabletop Tavern so they could discuss the Leviticus Developer problem, and he was going to seize the distraction with everything he could.

Because last night? Before Matt bolted out, their time together had been everything he could’ve dreamed of. Getting up close on those muscles, brushing against his chest hair, watching the man tremble at his touch. And for a few seconds, he’d been able to convince himself that maybe Matt wasn’t as straight as he said—between the lingering looks, the gentle moans that escaped, and the prominent erection that hadn’t flagged through the whole session.

Except then Matt had asked to keep going, and Jasper had realized he was in way too deep. He’d been seconds away from leaning in and kissing the guy, and not only would that blow up their friendship, but they were playing around with kink, and Jasper would never take advantage.

Jasper threw on his shoes and grabbed his keys, stopping in front of his mirror before he jetted. Fresh out of the shower, his short black hair was starting to dry, and he’d even donned a nice pair of jeans and a gray tank top with an open short-sleeve button-down instead of his usual athleticwear. He needed to slip into business mode, not obsess over the straight boy who bolted from his house last night like his ass was on fire.

Without another glance, he headed for the door. Better he do something useful right now.

The temps hadn’t gotten too hot yet, so when he set to the sidewalk, the urge to run claimed him. Even though his attire wasn’t great for a jog, he could get some sprints in on the way there, burn off some of the agitation swirling through his veins. His therapist approved of his choice of physical outlet for his damage, and any time he started feeling the itch in his calves, the humming in his chest, he usually tried to squeeze a run in.

Little had he known another outlet existed—because last night had been proof positive that the whole domming thing hadn’t been a fluke. Despite his emotions stepping into the mix at the end there, being in control of the situation had calmed him like nothing else did. No matter how many times he’d attempted to surrender when he subbed, it had never impacted him like this did.

He slowed at each block, coasting back to a walk so he didn’t start sweating like a beast in his clothes—just enough movement to get the heart rate elevated. He’d done the walk and jog to Tabletop Tavern a million times over, an easy ten minutes, except this time when he reached the block of their building, the sight of their wooden sign didn’t fill him with the same comfort. No, foreboding had crept in because unless they started either coming up with a way to raise a ton of cash fast or some better avenues to secure their spot, this sign might not be here for much longer.

Watching everyone’s reactions to the news last night had crushed him. This had been a place he, Roxie, and Cal poured everything into, not just as a fun spot to play board games, but as a safe haven. The three of them knew better than most how important it was to have queer spaces free from judgment, and losing their cafe…it’d be like getting tossed out on the street all over again.

He sucked in a sharp breath as he stepped in front of Tabletop Tavern and pulled his expression into the game face he’d worn for most of his life. His emotions didn’t belong in this conversation—he and the other business owners were trying to come up with solutions today. No one else needed to carry his baggage.

Jasper grabbed the door handle and yanked it open. The scent of coffee and citrus cleaner wafted his way, most of the food smells not as prevalent this early in the morning. The majority of their morning clientele stopped here for a coffee and the occasional game or purchase on their way off to somewhere else.

He gave an up-nod to Hunter who was sketching something from his post behind the counter. The big guy offered a small smile, which he didn’t hand out to just anyone. The thought tried to pierce through the steel walls around his heart, but nothing would break through today. He slipped down the hallway to the first door into the kitchen. Jules had turned on some swoony vocalist and was lip-syncing around the place since the orders weren’t coming in much yet. When he caught sight of Jasper, he stopped and offered a wink. “Hey, boss.”

“That what you call Cal in the bedroom?” Jasper shot back as he headed over to the coffee maker to pour himself a cup. Deciding to save himself a few trips, he poured two more cups and then snagged the fixings as well.

“Please,” Jules responded, his blue eyes twinkling. “If you think I’m coherent enough for words, you’re sorely underestimating your best friend.”

Jasper pursed his lips. “Let me guess, man’s got staying power?”

Julian fanned his hand in front of his face. “God, does he.” His gaze traveled down to the multiple cups of coffee, creamer, and sugars Jasper had collected on the counter. “Meeting up with anyone?”

“Yeah, other business owners from the area,” he said, the light and easy air between them circling down the drain.

“We’ll figure out a way forward,” Julian said, reaching over to squeeze Jasper’s shoulder. “I refuse to accept a world where this place doesn’t exist.”

Jasper swallowed back his bitter words. Because they all might have to accept the inevitable. “Thanks, Jules. The owners should be here any moment, so let me go claim a table,” Jasper said, needing to get out before he rained on Jules’s parade. In two quick trips he had the coffee set up for a meeting and had snagged a few of the pastries as well. Not like theirs held a candle to Land and Hearth’s, since they ordered them in advance from a local bakery.

He plunked into a seat and took a swig of his black coffee in an attempt to not think about Matt. The liquid scorched the roof of his mouth and did a semi-decent job of distraction, even though he was tempted to look at their text chain for the thousandth time. Talk later. Those words circled around on repeat. Was that when Matt would tell him to stay far away from Land and Hearth from now on? That he never wanted to see him again? Jasper had been making regular visits for the past two years, and the idea of not getting the dose of sweetness to his day spun him off-kilter.

The front door of Tabletop Tavern swung open.

Meg entered, dressed in a muscle tank with Whipped’s logo on the front as well as a pair of black pants that clung to her powerful thighs. She flashed him a grin as she headed directly for his table.

“So, you guys have been getting harassed by Leviticus Developers too?” she said while she took a seat across from him, not bothering with niceties.

“Yeah, it’s been a dream,” Jasper responded, dripping sarcasm. “Especially with the building owner salivating over the numbers they’re offering.”

“Fuck, that sucks,” Meg swore, reaching for a cup of coffee. “That for me?” Jasper nodded, and she set to work dousing the drink in enough sugar and cream to turn it beige. The door opened again, drawing Jasper’s attention.

Benji walked in, a cabby hat on and wearing suspenders, like he’d been plucked out of a Victorian romance novel. The guy owned the knick-knack and antique shop at the end of the block, A Tale of Two Treasures, and also didn’t hesitate to announce that his was a queer-friendly establishment. Based on everyone Jasper had emailed, that was the demographic Preston fucking Anderson targeted.

“Thanks for organizing this, Jas,” Benji said as he sat beside Meg. The worry pouring off the guy was visible. “My landlord wants to sell, and I’m freaking out.”

“Ours hasn’t been swayed yet, but they also haven’t said no,” Meg murmured before taking a quick sip of coffee. “It’s clear this asshole is after queer-owned spaces. Isn’t there any way to bring up a suit against him for discrimination?”

“Not likely,” Jasper muttered. “A lot of the landlords he’s offering to buy from aren’t queer, so unless we catch him in something direct, they’ll be able to evade that.”

Benji clutched the mug in front of him, not bothering to doctor it up as he stared at the surface. “I can’t afford to start over.”

The pain in his voice punched Jasper right in the sternum, prompting him to offer a little truth. “Neither can we.”

“What about starting some sort of collective?” a voice came from one of the nearby couches.

Jasper looked up to see Mase sitting there with their laptop—the usual spot they occupied when Hunter was working and they had classwork to catch up on.

“If you’re going to jump into the conversation, come be a participating member,” Jasper said, gesturing them over. Mase had dressed down today in an oversized hoodie that was guaranteed Hunter’s and a pair of mermaid scale leggings. They cracked a grin and popped their laptop shut in a flurry of movement.

“Thought you’d never ask,” Mase said before plunking down next to Jasper. “Since I already have my laptop ready, I can take notes.”

“This is…?” Meg asked, blinking at Mason’s exuberance.

“My employee,” Jasper added with a wan smile. “They’re a golden retriever on their worst day.”

Mason stuck a finger in the air. “Jack Russell terrier, excuse me.”

Benji’s lips wobbled in the threat of a grin. “I’ll take any help we can get. This situation’s terrifying.”

“What I was saying though,” Mason jumped in again, “was that if we had a collective—a group of all the queer-owned businesses, maybe you all could help each other out. Raise funds, assist with legal situations, pretty much make sure nothing like this can happen in the future.”

Meg pursed her lips. “I like this kid. Not a bad idea at all, sweets. I honestly don’t know why we haven’t done that to begin with. We keep in contact regularly enough.”

“Sign me up,” Benji said, clutching his mug with a death grip.

Jasper’s brain whirled at the prospect. A collective was more of a long-term solution when they might not have the long-term, but gathering everyone together wasn’t a bad move. It would mean a unified front if situations arose, and it wouldn’t be the first time some homophobic asshole tried to run them out of town. Cal’s asshole ex-friend had attempted just that when he opened a cafe up the street, but the dick’s business hadn’t threatened theirs in the slightest.

“Can you give me a list of the people you’d want to contact about this?” Mase asked, all peppy good spirits.

Jasper shook his head, always amused by them. “Sure thing. And Meg, let’s still dive into any legal recourse against Leviticus Developers—even if it’s trying to dig up any dirt we can on these guys.”

“What can I do?” Benji asked.

“Look into the prospects of buying out your place from your landlord. If we all own our spaces, asshole can’t shift us out if he wanted to.” Jasper ran fingers through his hair. Despite the fact he still felt like he was grasping at straws, there were some fresh ideas here that hadn’t been in the circle of panic he, Roxie, and Cal had been regurgitating, so focused on trying to run numbers for a downpayment for their building.

His phone buzzed, and he slipped it out of his pocket on reflex. Matt.

Can we meet at your place in an hour?

Jasper chewed on his lower lip. In an hour, this would be wrapped up, so technically yes. And yet the prospect of what the conversation would entail sent a shaky, shitty sort of adrenaline circulating through his veins again.

Not like he could deny this man a damn thing.

See you there.
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Matt still hadn’t gotten his head on straight.

Which should be hilarious, because he’d realized after last night he was definitely not.

Except he’d gotten to Ryan’s place to find his best friend in tears because his dad had gotten diagnosed with stage four cancer with months left to live. Ryan and his family weren’t on the best of terms, one of the reasons he’d moved across the country, but this was clearly ripping him up. Matt had spent the rest of the night just being there for his best friend, and now, after sleeping on Ryan’s couch and making the call to close Land and Hearth for the day, he was trying to caffeinate enough to feel human again.

He still felt off after rushing out from Jasper’s the way he had, like pieces of him had been left behind or he was missing a step after every few he walked. Matt drank some more coffee as he sank into Ryan’s couch. This sense of foreboding gripped his chest, one he couldn’t erase, like his entire world was about to shatter. Though maybe this feeling was remnants because his best friend’s had.

The door creaked open, and Ryan stumbled out, his neon blue hair a mess and his eyes puffy. “Merr,” he grunted out.

“Morning,” Matt echoed back, watching his friend carefully. Ryan had always been pretty easygoing, and Matt had never seen him hit a low like this. Based on what Ryan had told him the night before, the grief wasn’t just about the thought of losing his dad but the way they’d left things. Both sides had said words they regretted, and Ryan had pushed back at his parents’ attempts to make amends.

“That coffee?” Ryan asked, pointing to the nearly full carafe.

“I helped myself,” Matt said, lifting up his cup. “Closed Land and Hearth for the day too.” Neither of them were in any shape to work after last night, which summoned another good argument for hiring employees. Honestly, if Ryan was taking time to go to the East Coast and be with his dad, hiring someone new would be non-negotiable. Matt had felt like a bit of an asshole processing through all that while Ryan was crying in his arms, but his brain had shifted into logistics mode, partially out of self-preservation.

“Thanks for that,” Ryan said, working on a cup of coffee in one of his ridiculous peacock mugs. “Fuck, thanks for everything, Matt.”

Matt jerked his head to the side. “None of that. Like you haven’t been there for me in my five thousand different breakups.”

Normally, he would’ve been bothering Ryan about everything else going on in his head too—especially the new realization that he wasn’t just into guys, but a particular guy. Because the way his heart sped up at the sight of Jasper, how he’d caught himself staring far too much? Yeah, those should’ve been the tipoffs, far earlier than the shibari session. Except he couldn’t confide in Ryan right now, not while he had so much of his own shit to process.

“I hate how torn up I am about this,” Ryan murmured. “I just thought…I had whenever to reconnect with them. Like I could wait until the hurt subsided about their garbage reaction to me coming out.”

Matt’s heart thumped a little harder at this—it was something he’d never even considered and yet now he might face that hurdle on his own horizon.

“They’d tried to reach out too,” Ryan said, white-knuckling his coffee mug. “And I was the stubborn asshole who put it off.”

“You have this time now,” Matt said firmly, sitting up to lean forward, his elbows digging into his thighs. “Take as much time as you need.”

Ryan swallowed hard and silence filled the air between them after the comment. Matt’s skin prickled with unease at this quiet, at the way Ryan wouldn’t look up at him. He wasn’t going to rush Ryan though—even if he felt like he stood on the edge of a precipice. Ryan took a sip from his coffee, and Matt just ended up looking down into his own cup in the hopes that he could be patient enough for him to comment.

Matt’s heart thumped loud enough that he was pretty sure the neighbors next door could hear it, yet he didn’t want to be the first to break this weird standoff between them.

“Fuck, Matt,” Ryan burst out. “I’ve been deliberating this for a bit now, but after this…I’ve got to move home.”

Matt looked up at him, waiting to see the wink or teasing note in his eyes that was clearly missing from his voice. Except all he saw was a somber expression and tilted, pleading eyebrows.

Which meant Ryan planned on leaving for the East Coast.

The slam to his gut hit before the realization did.

What did that mean for Land and Hearth?

Ryan placed his cup on the coffee table and wrung his hands together, still avoiding eye contact as much as possible. Matt’s insides had begun to freeze over, nothing prickling in past the weight of Ryan’s proclamation. His best friend would be gone—across the country—and he’d be, what? Here to run the business alone? Would Ryan demand he shut it down?

“I already get that you’ve got a million worries running through your head,” Ryan murmured, the guilt thick in his voice. “I’m not going to screw you over. You have to know I wouldn’t just pull the rug from under you with our business.”

Matt sucked in a sharp breath, trying to process the information even though it was all starting to turn into a tidal wave of white noise in his mind. He needed to choose his words carefully here. Ryan was already going through a lot of grief, and Matt didn’t need to add more.

“We could always hire help,” Matt said, his tone slow and even despite the turmoil inside. “I can keep the place steady until you’re ready to return.”

When he looked up, the sad expression in Ryan’s eyes slugged him in the gut.

“That’s it though,” Ryan said, his voice lowering. “I don’t think running a business is for me. I’ve loved creating this with you, but the day-to-day, the monotony—it’s begun to get under my skin. And if I’m going to start over, this is the best time to do it. I’ve got to go be with my family, and I need to figure out a lot about myself.”

Away from him.

Matt swallowed the bitterness that surged at those comments. Ryan was going to leave. His best friend since college, his ride or die who he’d started this business with—planned on abandoning him. All Matt had wanted to do was talk to his best friend about the massive changes going on in his life, but now those problems seemed trivial.

“You’re not going to try and sell the business to those Leviticus Developer assholes, are you?” Matt said, the words spilling from his lips.

Ryan flinched. “I’d say you know me better than that, but I should’ve talked to you about all this a long time ago, not spring the news on you now. No. Fuck no, Matt. I’d never support those dicks, and I’m not going to pull the plug on you. Just because I want out doesn’t mean you can’t keep your dream.”

Matt sucked in a sharp breath, the cool air feeling like razor blades. His mind dizzied with everything he’d gotten lobbed at him, and if he didn’t leave, he was likely to say something he regretted.

“I…I’ve got to take some time,” Matt forced out, feeling like scum in the process. Here his best friend was, suffering after finding out his dad had months to live, and Matt was cutting out. Except the bombs Ryan had dropped were ones Matt couldn’t process right now, couldn’t even fathom a landscape where he wasn’t running the business with Ryan at his side, and he needed to grab on any life raft he could.

“I’ll be here,” Ryan murmured, spilling into his recliner while Matt stood.

Each step toward the door had him feeling like he was floating, his feet numbed from the news, his limbs barely functioning. That hadn’t been a slap to the face—Ryan’s announcement had been a wrecking ball to his carefully crafted foundation at the worst possible time. Matt’s throat tightened as he reached for the doorknob, but he couldn’t bear to look back. He slipped out the door, and he hadn’t made it two steps down the hallway before he pulled out his phone.

He typed out a text on automatic, because even with everything whirling off-kilter, there was only one person he wanted to see.




* * *




Matt hadn’t bothered going home, even though he still wore the same clothes he’d been in last night and probably looked a mess. He paced in front of Jasper’s apartment building, knowing he was there far before the guy would even have a chance to get home. He’d managed to scrounge a mint and some deodorant from his car so at least he didn’t reek, but he wasn’t going to be turning any heads.

He just wanted to talk to Jasper.

About last night, about Ryan, about anything, honestly.

Being around the man was the only thing that felt right in the moment, and it wasn’t even like they’d been these buddies who hung out a ton or the closeness from his fantasies as of late.

Yet those regular visits from Jasper had seeped in past his barriers over the past few years to the point that he trusted the man. And after connecting with him like they had last night, he couldn’t deny this current between them was real…and rare.

Fuck, Ryan was going to leave him.

His best friend’s reticence to expand the business, to try new ideas, to hire someone new over the past six months was all starting to become painfully clear, small signs Matt had brushed under the rug.

Matt ran his fingers through his hair for the thousandth time, and guaranteed, his ginger locks were a hot mess too. Guaranteed that would scare Jasper away. Despite the way the man showered him in compliments and how Matt knew Jasper also didn’t blow smoke, he couldn’t help the prickle of disbelief that the guy thought he was attractive.

He swallowed hard. What was he doing here? The temptation to bolt itched through his veins, but before he could start walking to his car, he looked up.

A familiar figure approached from a block away.

Too late.

Matt couldn’t help but absorb the sight of Jasper, who was getting closer by the second.

The man had donned a short-sleeved button-down today with jeans that showcased those muscular thighs he’d gained from all his running. His thick dark hair looked impeccable, and his jawline was distractingly sharp.

Matt’s mouth went dry, but he kept staring anyway.

Jasper lifted his hand in a wave as he closed in. “Hey,” he said, narrowing the distance between them in those quick strides. “Want to talk in my apartment?” Jasper didn’t stop, continuing to walk past him, as if all the warmth of their interactions had never existed. Cold, perfunctory—this wasn’t the guy he knew, and Matt questioned why he’d called him in the first place.

Except he’d already shown up here, and after last night, he did owe Jasper a talk for running out on him.

Matt didn’t say a word, simply followed Jasper into the apartment building, a repeat of yesterday yet like they were both different people. None of the heat, the sparks, the delicious anticipation remained in the light of day, even though Matt’s heartbeat still raced at the mere sight of Jasper.

Jasper’s keys jangled as he got his apartment door open, and he stepped inside, gesturing for Matt to come in as well. The tension stretching between him reminded him of what he’d just escaped with Ryan earlier, the sort of impending disaster that would leave both participants wrecked.

The moment the door shut them both inside, the tension bubbled over.

Jasper faced him, his dark eyes serious. “Let’s cut this off at the pass,” he said, his voice drained of all the usual warmth and charm. This sort of coldness felt so off compared to the man he knew, one he’d never experienced wielded toward him. “First off, I apologize. I should’ve never let you run out when you were crashing after a scene. Sub drop is real, and I fucked up as a Dom in that regard. But you don’t need to read me the Straight Boy Riot Act—we can just pretend yesterday never happened.”

Matt blinked again, feeling like a complete dumbass with the way today was bitchslapping him left and right. He might even like it in the right circumstances but not the lifechanging news sort.

“Can I talk?” Matt asked, scratching the back of his head. Jasper looked so tense he was almost vibrating, like the slightest thing might make him snap, and Matt kinda fucking understood the feeling right now. Jasper’s lips formed a thin line, but he nodded.

“I shouldn’t have run out either, but I wasn’t thinking right—sub drop, I guess—and my best friend had an emergency. I’ve been there since I left until I headed here,” Matt said. Jasper’s gaze softened, the slightest bit of the man he knew slipping in, and that—he latched onto that in this moment. The other comment Jasper had made jabbed at his mind. Did Jasper think he’d been scared or ashamed of what they’d done? It had been one of the hottest experiences of his life, and they hadn’t even fucked.

However, Jasper would never know that unless he told him.

Not like today could shit-kick him any harder.

“And I don’t want to pretend yesterday never happened,” Matt said, his voice steady, even as his insides flipped over. He felt like he’d chugged a soda and the bubbles were going crazy inside him, like he was two seconds from exhilaration or throwing up. Jasper only stood feet from him, a fact Matt was more than aware of in the moment. “I liked everything we did together, and if that means I’m not straight…” He sucked in a breath. “Then I guess I’m not.”

Jasper blinked, apparently as dumbstruck as he’d been. Except right now, Matt felt like he was soaring at admitting those words out loud to someone other than himself. Giddiness welled up inside him as he stared at Jasper, refusing to look away. The questions had brewed around inside him for years, slips and hints that he might not be, and hell, he felt so damn light inside at having figured out the truth.

Jasper worked his jaw for a moment before forcing it shut. “You’re not…” Jasper said, and the sudden heat that flashed behind those eyes was the catch of flame before it erupted into a wildfire. “You’re not straight?”

“The thoughts I’ve been having about you sure as hell aren’t,” Matt responded before he could censor himself, like he bubbled over from the sheer adrenaline rushing through him.

Jasper’s eyes widened, and he bit down on his knuckle before his nostrils flared with his exhale. “Fuck,” he murmured. “I’m not dreaming, am I?”

Matt shook his head, his lip quirking the slightest bit. His heart slammed hard, and the awkward tension between them had fled the room in the wake of this inferno. “You tell me,” he said. “We’re here in your apartment.”

Jasper took one step toward him, then another, until mere inches separated him. Matt was taller than Jasper, bigger, broader, but the man’s presence loomed larger than life. Jasper could consume him with a single glance, and right now, the way his eyes locked onto him, positively scorching, had him arrested.

This close, he could just lean in and claim those lips, taste the man who’d claimed his every waking minute. Jasper’s eyes were seeking, wondering, filled with the sort of banked heat that Matt wanted to lose himself in. And after everything that had hit him today, he needed this—a single moment to hold on to.

“Can I kiss you?” Matt asked, his voice barely skating a whisper.

Jasper’s lips parted on a sharp exhale. Before Matt could register anything, Jasper reached between them to cup his cheek, and a moment later, their mouths collided in a searing kiss.
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Chapter Thirteen

  
  







This couldn’t be reality.

Jasper had ushered Matt into his apartment expecting to get crushed—after all, life was great at handing him shit situations. And instead, the man he’d been mooning over for the past few years looked him in the eye and told him he wasn’t straight.

And asked to kiss him.

Just off him now.

Life wasn’t going to get better than this.

The moment those words passed Matt’s lips, Jasper had moved on automatic to claim what he’d been dying to for what felt like forever. Their lips connected, and an ache bloomed in his chest as he savored the sensation of the man’s soft lips, the brush of his thick beard. Jasper cupped his cheek, using the hold to direct the kiss. Taking charge came naturally with Matt, the man’s sweet demeanor pulling something out of him that he thought had been lost a long time ago.

This need to protect, to keep Matt safe, to just make him happy in any way possible.

The first few kisses were bare brushes, both of them savoring the connection neither had anticipated. Sheer electricity rolled through Jasper as the kiss turned less exploratory and more urgent. Hungry. As he slid his tongue into Matt’s mouth, he was rewarded with a sexy little moan that traveled straight to his cock. Fuck, this man undid him in every way. Matt’s hands circled his hips, a reassurance he hadn’t realized he’d needed, and it vaulted him straight over the edge.

Any hesitation vanished, and Jasper claimed Matt’s mouth like he needed it to breathe.

The man tasted like peppermint, his mouth hot and supple in a way that sent him into overload. The brush of Matt’s beard against his chin would guaranteed leave burn, and Jasper relished it. He pressed his torso against Matt’s, as if pushing to see if the guy would run when faced with how hard Jasper had become in a few short moments. Instead, as their groins brushed against the other’s, he was faced with Matt’s own heavy erection straining his pants, which just made Jasper want to strip him down on the spot.

Jasper trailed his palm down Matt’s front, the cotton fabric of his tee barely hiding those packed muscles he hid beneath, all the heat radiating out from him. He drew away from Matt’s mouth for a moment, despite what sounded like a whimper from Matt, the sound turning his insides molten. Jasper rested his hand on Matt’s chest and gave a little push, sending Matt rocking back a pace. Then Jasper stepped right into his space, repeating the move until Matt got the cue and backed against the nearest wall.

Jasper didn’t hesitate to crowd Matt against the surface, unrelenting in the way he claimed Matt’s mouth again. God, he wanted to freeze this moment, claim this space forever where this gorgeous, sweet man melted against him, and he was pressed up to the furnace heat of his body. The cedarwood scent of him sent Jasper’s senses reeling, as did the heady way he just surrendered to Jasper’s touch. Fuck. His cock throbbed in the confines of his jeans, desperate for some friction.

He was dying for more—to strip the man like a goddamn present, to taste the sweat on his skin, to sink his teeth into every inch of him, and damn, he’d never had these sort of fantasies rampaging through his mind before. In the past, he’d only wanted to get fucked, but with Matt, he wanted…well, everything.

Jasper pulled back to catch his breath, and Matt’s eyes met his, guileless blue depths that had drawn him in from the first day he saw him.

“Are you stopping?” Matt asked, his brows drawing together. His grip had returned to Jasper’s hips, even though Jasper had him crowded against the wall, their chests pressed together, their groins brushing close. The air between them grew thick and euphoric, and Jasper drew in a shaky breath to try and stop the world from spinning around him.

Jasper reached up to run his fingers through Matt’s copper hair, marveling at the fact he could do any of this. He gave the strands a light tug, and Matt’s lashes fluttered, the response traveling straight to Jasper’s cock. “I don’t want to push you too far too fast,” Jasper admitted, even though putting the brakes on this had every ounce of him screaming.

Matt shook his head, a flare of stubbornness in his gorgeous eyes. “Trust me, you aren’t. This is nothing compared to the filthy fantasies that have been rolling through my mind ever since the class.”

Jasper sucked in a sharp breath, because never in a million years had he expected that to come out of Matt’s mouth. Those words rocketed through him so hard they left a crater on impact. “Oh yeah, sweetness?” Jasper asked, the term just slipping out with his purr. “And what do you want me to do with you?”

He was playing with fire.

Worse, he was playing with his goddamn heart that had been shattered so many times that no amount of glue and duct tape had been able to wind it back together.

And yet he couldn’t stop himself if he wanted to.

“Anything you want,” Matt said, his pupils blown and those sensual lips swollen from their kisses.

“Well that’s dangerous,” Jasper said, a helpless little laugh escaping him. He slipped a finger into the waistband of Matt’s pants to test those limits, waiting for the moment all this would shatter. Matt bit down on his lower lip, his thumbs brushing underneath Jasper’s shirt, the callused pads against his bare skin. A shiver traveled through him like a strike of lightning, and the need to feel Matt skin to skin grew unbearable.

If this was going to get ripped away from him, he wanted to claim as many moments as he could.

“Can I touch you?” Jasper asked, purposefully brushing his palm against the thick bulge of Matt’s cock. Fuck, the man was packing, and he could just imagine how good it’d feel to be stuffed full with that. Saliva pooled in his mouth.

Matt let out a low curse, all but grinding against Jasper’s palm. “Hell yes.”

Oh god.

Jasper was going to combust. Part of him wanted to keep kissing Matt pressed up against the wall, but after the way their rope session yesterday had him on edge, the need to go further won out. Who knew when he’d get another chance at Matt’s cock? Despite the confidence Matt came in here with, he was in a questioning, exploratory phase, and those tended to end in heartbreak.

Jasper reached for the button on Matt’s pants, popping it open, and the sound of the zipper gliding down echoed through the minimal space between them. Nerves he hadn’t experienced in years prickled through him, like he was sixteen again and fucking around with his first boyfriend in his janky-ass car. A wave of emotion swept through that had him sucking in a breath, one that never accompanied sex.

Jasper’s process distilled down to fuck and run. Anything tender had been leeched from him after the encounter in college that had turned his world on its axis. He thought his cold, dead heart had pushed away any emotions when it came to physical release, but even at the class when Matt put his hands on Jasper, the man seemed to summon his past like he’d never locked it away.

“Are you okay?” Matt asked, squeezing his hip in a way that yanked Jasper back to the present—far from the memories trying to tug him under.

Jasper flashed a smile, a hint less confident than intended. “Don’t mind if I take my time with this,” he murmured. “You have no idea how long I’ve wanted to get my hands on you.”

Well, shit.

He hadn’t meant to let that slip in the slightest.

Matt’s eyes widened, but before Jasper could try and take it all back, the “Really?” that escaped from the man was filled with too much vulnerability to handle. Jasper’s chest squeezed tight, and he gave up any hope of holding himself back. Even with Matt’s zipper open, Jasper just continued to run his finger along the inside of the waistband, all soft skin prickled with the red curls of his happy trail.

“Yeah,” Jasper admitted, even though he was pretty much handing his heart over to be flayed at this point. “Do you have any idea how fucking gorgeous you are?”

“You don’t have to be nice,” Matt protested, which made a hot streak of possessiveness rip through Jasper. He wanted to murder whoever had gotten into Matt’s head that he wasn’t the hottest thing on the face of this earth.

Jasper kept one hand at Matt’s waistband, but with his other he tipped a finger under Matt’s chin again. “I’m never nice,” he said steadily, even though his heart was careening all over the place. “I’m honest, and your big broad frame, your beautiful fucking eyes, and your bountiful chest hair is so goddamn sexy I can’t stand it.”

Matt licked his lips, and Jasper’s pulse skyrocketed. He needed this man, now.

With that, he yanked Matt’s pants down, and they pooled on the floor by his feet. Matt started pulling off his shirt, but while Jasper wanted to watch the show, he wanted to get naked with him more. Jasper tugged off his stupid button-down, the tank top following, and a second later, he was shimmying out of his jeans and hot pink briefs at record speed.

Matt stood before him in a pair of snug boxer-briefs, and Jasper had to suck the drool back in. The broad chest, the thick as fuck arms and thighs, the ginger hair covering all over—fuck, this man was nuclear-grade hot, and he wanted him so damn bad. And the way Matt’s gaze swept over him, those earnest blue eyes bright with lust—he’d never expected to be on the receiving end of a look like that from Matt Reed.

“Get those off,” Jasper commanded, pointing to the boxer-briefs.

Matt bobbed his head and followed his instruction at once, a little zing zipping through him at how well this man took his orders. Jasper pressed against his cock, which was throbbing with need at the sight before him. Matt’s cock was just as gorgeous as him—thick and long with a slight curve to the left and a flushed head. Jasper licked his lips, wanting to just drop to his knees and get that length in his mouth.

Except he wanted to feel Matt up against him even more.

Jasper took slow, careful steps to close the distance between them, the tension in the air so weighty he could barely suck in a breath. “Yes?” he asked as he looked up to meet Matt’s gaze, needing the confirmation before he went any further.

The way Matt was eating him alive with his gaze gave a hint, but he managed out a “Hell yes.”

Game fucking on.

Jasper stepped right into his space again and claimed his lush mouth at once. This time, when he crowded Matt against the wall again, there was no fabric between them, nothing to separate the feel of skin to skin. The tickle of Matt’s chest hair against him, the plush feel of those lips and his hot mouth as he luxuriated in slow, addictive kisses—Jasper was ready to combust, and he’d just gotten started.

Matt’s hands wound around his hips again, giving him the extra reminder that the man wanted this as much as he did—something he still couldn’t wrap his mind around. So he didn’t try. Instead, he sank into the sweet oblivion of the way their mouths met, how every brush of their bodies together sent electricity sparking through his veins. Matt’s hips shifted as he all but humped Jasper’s leg, the feel of his hot, silken length making Jasper’s eyes roll back in his head.

Jasper didn’t stop kissing him as he reached down to wrap his palm around Matt’s cock. The weight of it in his hand, the thickness he could imagine filling him up was more than he could’ve fantasized about. He gave it a few lazy strokes, loving how Matt’s whole body shuddered in response. How he pulled back to puff hot, desperate breaths against Jasper’s lips.

“It can get better than that,” Jasper murmured, brushing a thumb over the bead of pre-cum at the tip of Matt’s cock. “Just wait, sweetness.”

He spat on his palm before lining his cock up beside Matt’s and then wrapped his hand around both—a feat, considering this man’s girth.

“Oh fuck,” Matt swore, his big blue eyes widening with wonder. A secret thrill rippled through Jasper that he was the one who got to introduce Matt to this, that he was the one making the big, burly man lose his mind.

“Hands on my shoulders,” Jasper said, the commands slipping off his tongue. He was plenty experienced and knew what he liked, so domming came far more easily than he would’ve anticipated. Just like Matt seemed to be a natural submissive, as those massive callused palms came to rest on his shoulders.

Jasper began to stroke in earnest, starting to lose himself in the heady sensations of their cocks gliding together. With Matt’s hands on his shoulders, their tongues tangling with each desperate kiss, and his legs bracketed around Matt’s with the way he had him backed up against the wall, Jasper was in fucking heaven. He pulled away from their heated kisses to lick, suck, and bite against Matt’s corded neck, loving the salt of his sweat and the taste of his skin.

His cock felt like fucking sin brushing against Matt’s as he shifted his hips forward in time. Pre-cum leaked from his tip, and he caught it with the next stroke, making the glide even smoother. Matt had begun to moan, this unselfconscious sound that was so damn hot Jasper might just detonate. Jasper wanted to coax every moan from this man, every shuddered breath, every drop of cum until they were both sweaty, spent, and sated.

Honestly, the amount of things he wanted to do to Matt was growing by the second, every errant fantasy more dangerous than the last.

He continued to nip and suck along Matt’s neck, his shoulders, the juncture between, enjoying the feel of his teeth sinking into all that hot muscle. Matt was so fucking responsive, his moans growing louder and louder as his fingers curled into Jasper’s upper back. Jasper kept a steady pace as he rocked his hips forward and back, living for the feel of their bodies connecting, the magnetic way they seemed to chase each other.

He’d never experienced chemistry this powerful in his life, and he couldn’t think beyond this moment to the point where he’d eventually lose it.

Because here and now, Matt was in his arms, his head tilted back in surrender and those long auburn lashes fluttering.

Matt’s forearms tensed, and his mouth parted, which was the one signal Jasper got before the man let out an earth-shattering moan. A second later, his hot cum spurted over Jasper’s hands. Jasper continued stroking Matt through the orgasm, loving the extra glide, the way the hot liquid across his cock felt like a claiming of his own. He shuttled his hand faster, harder, even as Matt squeezed his shoulders, all but sagging in the wake of his release.

The telltale tension began to build, and Jasper gritted his teeth as he continued to jerk them both, even while Matt’s cock softened. Sweat broke out on Jasper’s forehead, the hollow of his neck, his chest as he raced toward the finish line. The squelch of Matt’s cum as lube made him delirious, and he surged closer and closer, his breaths growing fast and sharp.

It was the sweet kiss Matt pressed against the side of his neck that did him in.

All of a sudden, his orgasm stole him away, his cock pulsing as he came and came and came. His hand was coated, their cocks covered, and he was soaring high on a level of bliss he never wanted to come down from. Jasper looked up for a moment to meet Matt’s eyes, and their foreheads touched. Sweetness spiraled through him, the sort he thought had traveled too far out of reach for him, and he sank into the elusive feeling.

Their breaths shattered through the quiet as Jasper slowly returned to earth, aware of the sticky cum cooling on his skin, the press of Matt’s forehead against his, and the way his body still vibrated from the intensity of his orgasm.

In that instant, he knew for certain it had everything to do with the man before him.

The moment Jasper pulled back from Matt to stand up straight, hesitation crept in. This was where Matt would shut down, freak out that he’d just had sex with a guy. Except when he looked into Matt’s eyes, his hazed, dreamy expression was not what he’d anticipated.

“Hey, sweetness,” Jasper murmured, a smile stealing his lips.

“You weren’t lying,” Matt responded. “That was unreal.”

“You think that was?” Jasper responded, taking a few steps away to head over to his kitchen sink to wash his hands. “That’s nothing compared to my mouth.”

“Oh, fuck,” Matt moaned. “Don’t say shit like that when I can’t do anything about it.”

Jasper’s heart skipped a beat as he wrung out a warm washcloth and brought it back over to where Matt leaned against the wall, buck-ass naked. Fuck, if he could get this man stripped down every day of his life, it still wouldn’t be enough.

A shiver rippled down his spine, followed by a shot of dread—thoughts like that were dangerous.

Happy endings belonged to other people—never him.

Jasper brought the washcloth down and cleaned Matt’s cock, careful not to look up and see his reaction, waiting for the moment when the switch flipped for him and Matt told him to get away. However, he didn’t, and Jasper then cleaned himself up before tossing the washcloth into his sink. When he padded back over, Matt still leaned against the wall, a slight smile on his lips.

“If you want to run, I won’t hold it against you,” Jasper started, dragging his fingers through his hair.

Matt tilted his head to the side. “Bold of you to think I’d be able to run after coming like that.”

A sharp laugh slipped from his lips, as incredulousness bubbled up inside him. Matt Reed was unlike any other guy on this planet.

“Well then, even though we didn’t scene there, let me give you some aftercare, okay?” Jasper said, needing to show him in some way what a treasure he was. “Consider it an IOU from last night. Go sit on the couch over there.”

“Okay, bossy,” Matt tossed back with a smirk.

Jasper arched a brow. “Good thing you like that.”

Matt’s eyes flared with heat, and his gaze swept over Jasper from head to toe. “Yeah, I do.”

Jasper sucked in a shallow breath, trying to ignore the heady sweep of those words, how unreal all of this was. The man had flipped his expectations on his head, and he was the one fumbling in the aftermath. He needed to collect himself somehow. Jasper walked over to his kitchen and grabbed two glasses, filling them both with water. By the time he finished and turned around, Matt was sitting on the couch like he’d been told to, looking so fucking hot sprawled out there naked.

Jasper’s throat bobbed as he all but swallowed his tongue at the sight. He hadn’t topped in ages, but with Matt’s legs spread in invitation—fuck, he wanted to.

Truth be told, being around Matt spurred a lot of things he’d long thought were dead and buried. The sight of Matt there on his couch, loose-limbed and easy was too fucking dangerous for his heart. Because the worst fantasies about Matt running rampant through Jasper’s mind weren’t sexual at all.

They revolved around keeping him.
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Chapter Fourteen

  
  







Matt sank back onto Jasper’s couch, the haziness of his orgasm still holding him in thrall. He’d never come that hard in his life.

And it wasn’t like his sexual history had been terrible—it had been great with his various girlfriends over the years. But this connection that had sparked between him and Jasper? He’d never experienced anything this strong before.

He couldn’t help but soak in the details of the confident, gorgeous man striding toward him. A few strands of Jasper’s thick black hair had drifted over his forehead, stuck there from sweat, and his washboard abs were mesmerizing. Honestly, watching his muscles flex as he moved was hot as sin, and Matt couldn’t look away. The man’s cock had softened, but Matt had a mental imprint of the firm length that had been sliding against his mere minutes before.

He’d never found cocks super attractive in the past, but then again, he also hadn’t felt that way about random pussy either. Part of the whole being demisexual thing. For him, it was all about the person and their connection, and being with Jasper overwhelmed his senses in seconds. Excitement still fizzed through him at this discovery, at realizing this key piece of himself that had been hiding underneath the surface.

“How are you feeling?” Jasper asked as he settled onto the couch beside him and passed him a glass of water.

Matt accepted gratefully, taking a quick sip. He’d bolted here from Ryan’s house where all he’d done was guzzle coffee. The reminder of the problems he’d left behind cast a brief shadow on the bliss he’d discovered from the moment he stepped through this door. “Loaded question,” Matt murmured. When he looked up and caught Jasper’s flinch, he quickly continued. “Not from anything we did here—this was all…fuck. More amazing than I could’ve anticipated.” Giddiness swirled inside him, pushing back at the weight of his problems.

Jasper took a sip of water, even the way he swallowed elegant as his Adam’s apple bobbed with the motion. The sudden urge to lean in and lick Jasper’s throat appeared, but Matt remained seated.

“Want to talk about it?” Jasper offered. Matt was prepared to brush him off, but Jasper’s dark eyes bored through him, like he’d be able to tell if he lied.

Matt heaved a sigh. “I darted out last night because Ryan had an emergency—he found out his dad’s dying from cancer, and he dropped the bomb this morning that he’s moving back to the East Coast for good.”

Jasper’s brows drew together. “Fuck. I’m sorry.”

Matt’s shoulders trembled in the wake of the worries that descended like a rainstorm. “Looks like I might be shutting down too.”

“Come here,” Jasper said, opening his arms.

Matt’s heart all but leapt as he tilted toward the man. He didn’t give a fuck that they were sitting on his couch completely naked. He felt more comfortable here with Jasper than he had with a lot of his exes, which was telling. Jasper’s strong arms wrapped around him in a hug, and Matt leaned against the man, not used to being on the receiving end of this sort of affection. Because he was a big guy, he’d grown used to the expectations that came with it—that he’d be the protector, the one to hold his partners when they were wrecked.

Sinking against Jasper settled something inside him that he hadn’t even realized was off-kilter, and he drew an inhale of the man’s scent, all vanilla and amber. The heat of their bodies, the comfort of Jasper’s strong arms wrapped around him, and the steadiness of their breaths slowly overtook him, pushing away the stresses threatening to drag him under.

“He’s not selling to Leviticus Developers,” Matt mumbled, his cheek pressed against Jasper’s chest. The man began to weave his slender fingers through his hair, and fuck, that felt so damn good he was able to keep talking. “And he’s not going to leave the business in a lurch—I guess gradually removing himself from the picture.”

“Except he’s leaving you,” Jasper said, those blunt words the truth Matt had been circling around from the start. Yes, the business was a major concern—his livelihood, his passion—but what had diced into him like a pastry blender to cold butter was the fact that his best friend wouldn’t be there anymore.

He and Ryan had started this together, and Matt didn’t have a huge circle of friends—this was his best friend who hadn’t told him he’d been wanting out. Bitterness threatened to corrode his insides, conflicting with the blissful sensations of Jasper’s arm banded around him, his fingers carding through Matt’s hair.

“Yeah,” Matt murmured. “Even if I bring on an employee, take on the whole operation by myself, it won’t be the same.”

“It’d be like if Roxie or Cal decided they were walking out,” Jasper responded, his voice as steady and calming as the casual strokes through Matt’s hair. Out of anyone, Jasper understood the struggles of running a small business—he got what Matt was going through right now, and his insight meant the world.

Matt sucked in a sharp breath, realizing he was sad-sacking on this gorgeous guy’s couch after having his mind blown. “I’ll be okay,” he murmured.

A second later, Jasper was pulling away, and Matt sat upright to face him, embarrassment prickling across his skin at blathering his issues over him. No wonder no one ever wanted to be with him long term.

Jasper met his gaze. “Hey, sweetness. If I was afraid of a real answer, I wouldn’t have asked. This is what would’ve come with the aftercare once we were done a scene, and I’d want you to be honest with that too.”

Matt’s heart gave a pitiful squeeze at the term of endearment, wanting it to mean more. Except he was in such a crazy stage of transition, his life pretty much upended, and the last thing he needed to be thinking about was relationships—especially a gamechanger of one that meant coming out.

“Okay,” Jasper said, pushing up from his seat, which tugged Matt out of his thoughts. “I’m guessing you closed down the shop today, right?”

Matt nodded, even as he stole another glimpse at Jasper. He couldn’t help himself at this point.

“It’s my day off, and you’re clearly in overload mode,” Jasper said, striding to toward the opposite side of the room where they’d left their clothes. “I’ve got somewhere we can escape.”

Fuck, that sounded perfect.

“Let’s go.”




* * *




Jasper didn’t share the location they were heading, but he didn’t need to. After an orgasm like that, Matt would pretty much follow him anywhere. They’d piled into Jasper’s car, and he’d set off, making two stops along the way—one to a bakery Matt had been to before and another to a corner store.

The bags clinked a little as Jasper set them in the backseat before hopping into the driver’s seat. Matt’s curiosity was piqued about all of this, but he just enjoyed not having to think in the moment, about the change in his sexuality, about his livelihood, about his best friend leaving him.

“So, what’s the deal with the whole anniversary party?” Jasper asked as he started off down the streets again. Matt’s lips quirked. The man had kept the conversation moving the entire time, switching from board game news to their shared love for Magic the Gathering, and then he’d asked a little about Matt’s family before the grocery run.

“It’s going to be a big occasion for my family,” Matt said, tilting his head back to look at the ceiling of the car. “My dad’s one of six, and we still get along with our cousins and everything, so there’ll be quite a few of my relatives. Plus, my sister Sophie’s one of my best friends, even if she’s such an overachiever that her success story is pretty much impossible to follow.”

“Damn,” Jasper swore, his tone dropping a notch. Matt couldn’t miss how Jasper’s eyes darkened for a second, even though the easy grin remained plastered on his face.

“Do you have any siblings?” Matt asked hesitantly. He didn’t want to bring up bad memories, but he also wouldn’t pass up any scrap of knowledge he could learn about the man.

Jasper shook his head, his lips forming a thin line for a moment. “Castoff queer here.”

Matt’s brows drew together. “What does that mean?”

Jasper didn’t glance his way, his focus steady on the road, but his grip on the steering wheel tightened a fraction. “My folks didn’t like that I was gay, so I got kicked out.”

Those words descended like a punch to the sternum. How could anyone’s parents do that to their kid? His gut flipped over at the thought that one day he’d need to have the conversation with his own parents—getting disowned or cast off hadn’t even factored into his fears. Now it did.

“That’s fucked up,” he murmured.

“You’re telling me,” Jasper responded, his tone calm despite the horrible shit he’d mentioned. “No matter though. We haven’t had communication since.”

“Who raised you then?” Matt asked, hating the idea of Jasper suffering in the slightest.

“I was eighteen, almost finished high school. Stayed in one of the LGBT teen shelters and they helped me finish out and transition to college.” Jasper’s Adam’s apple bobbed with his swallow, and Matt resisted the urge to reach out and wrap the guy in his arms, since he was driving. Everything about the situation was so fucked up, and he hated that this sweet man had endured that sort of pain.

Matt reached over and placed his hand on Jasper’s thigh, not sure if the contact would be welcome or not. When Jasper didn’t knock it off or recoil, he spoke up. “Well, you turned out pretty damn amazing.”

“This bucket of trauma and sarcasm? Please.” He began to slow as the familiar surroundings of McLaren Park came into view.

“Hey, if I’m not allowed to shit talk about myself, then neither are you,” Matt responded.

“Ugh, that’s a surefire way to kill me,” Jasper shot back as he zipped down the road, heading in the direction of the parking lot.

“I’m pretty sure killing with kindness wasn’t meant to be literal,” Matt drawled, his heart skipping a beat. The information Jasper shared…Matt had the feeling Jas didn’t offer that with everyone. However, his guardedness and cynicism made a hell of a lot more sense. Not having family to fall back on—Matt couldn’t imagine that. He might not have a tight-knit friend circle, but his family had always been close and supportive.

However, he still wasn’t sure how they’d react to finding out he was bi.

They loved Ryan and had always been pretty liberal, but the unknown made his skin prickle with nerves. Before those thoughts could consume Matt though, Jasper was already sliding into a parking spot close to the water tower. The landmark stood out even from here—La Grande Water Tank, a pale blue behemoth looming overhead.

“What made you think I was a good person to take on a hike?” Matt asked, a teasing note in his voice.

Jasper slid him the side-eye, those full lips pursed in amusement. Matt all but salivated at the memory of how good they’d felt on his body, pressed against his own.

“Note how we’re heading here and not my normal running trail,” Jasper said. “We got plenty of exertion earlier. This is just a spot to relax—it’s a gorgeous day out.”

Matt’s cheeks burned at the memory of their exertion, the first real mention of their hookup since they’d left Jasper’s. “I mean, I wouldn’t be opposed to more workouts of that kind…”

Jasper arched a brow. “Dirty boy,” he purred, his smooth tone so damn sexy it wasn’t fair. “What sort of monster have we unleashed?”

“You realize that’s not helping in the slightest,” Matt said, shifting in his seat. With Jasper’s low tone and the teasing voice, he was already turned on, and his cock was taking notice.

“Maybe if you’re good I’ll offer a helping hand later,” Jasper responded, shutting off the engine of his car. The flirty wink he tossed him went straight into Matt’s bloodstream, heating him up from the inside out. They got out of the car, and Jasper passed him one of the tote bags, nabbing the other himself.

The sun was brighter than normal, less fog roaming through, and Matt basked in the feel of it on his skin. Normally, he would’ve been at work today, and playing hooky like this vaulted him back a decade. Being out in the afternoon wasn’t a normal occurrence for him—both he and Ryan worked long hours every week at Land and Hearth, and they would only get longer once Ryan left.

Except he wouldn’t focus on that right now.

Right now he was going to enjoy an afternoon with Jasper Tanaka, one of the sexiest men he’d ever met.

Who was inexplicably attracted to him.

Jasper led the way down the trail, which Matt didn’t mind because him being in front gave Matt the perfect view of Jasper’s flexing ass. The idea of sinking his cock into that—fuck, it turned him on more than he’d ever thought. Was that even a thing Jasper would want though? That was assuming Jasper wanted more than the single apartment hookup with him, which was a big assumption. The guy’s reputation had always been to fuck and run, so why would Matt be the exception?

However, the way Jasper kept glancing to him with an intense look in his eyes, how he’d taken Matt out to get his mind off his troubles—Matt had the feeling Jasper didn’t do this with his other hookups.

“What are you thinking so hard on back there?” Jasper asked, casting him a glance over his shoulder. “I can smell your brainbox burning from here.”

Matt licked his lips, his heart ticking a little bit faster. If he didn’t ask now, he might never work up the nerve again. “Back at the apartment—was that a one-time deal? Or…”

Jasper didn’t glance back this time, but his shoulders were tense, enough that Matt’s worries multiplied. Of course, he was trying to let him down easy.

“If that’s what you need it to be,” Jasper said cryptically.

Matt’s brows drew together, trying to discern what the fuck Jasper had meant. He sped up in a few quick strides and placed his hand on Jasper’s shoulder. When Jasper glanced back, the flash of vulnerability there—only for a second—was enough to clue him in.

“If we’re taking my needs into account here, I have a lot of them on a very regular basis,” Matt said, trying to keep his tone light. The thump, thump, thump of his heart boomed so loud it drowned out anything else.

Jasper looked up at him, eyes widening in surprise before a broad grin broke out on his face. He’d seen a lot of casual, charming smiles on Jasper, but holy hell, the man was radiant when they were real.

“A regular basis?” Jasper said, lifting a brow. “I might just be able to work that into my schedule.”

Butterflies exploded in Matt’s chest, a fizzy sort of excitement he couldn’t deny at the idea of exploring more of whatever this connection between him and Jasper was.

They set on down the path again, which quickly opened up to an area with some picnic benches and a playground in the distance. The water tower loomed overhead, big, blue, and noticeable, but it didn’t compare to the view of the city stretched beneath them from these heights. He’d grown up in the Bay Area, but the rolling hills of the city itself had captivated him a long time ago, one of the reasons he’d wanted to open a business here and not in the suburbs.

Jasper claimed one of the picnic tables and set to pulling out the contents of the bakery bag he carried—which contained six beautifully crafted kouign-amann. The sweet cake was one of his favorites but nothing he made on the regular, and the fact that Jasper had remembered from some random conversation made Matt’s heart threaten to burst out of his chest. Matt pulled out two bottles of sparkling lemonade from the tote he’d carried, along with a wheel of soft cheese, plastic knives, and some crackers.

No one had ever done anything like this for him before.

The sunlight pierced through his skin, warming him from the inside out at the gesture, and he couldn’t help the way his heart careened. Matt wasn’t the sort to get attracted to anyone—there needed to be some sort of emotions involved, but his had decided to sign on without discussing anything with him. It didn’t hurt that the trust was there—built from their friendship ever since Jasper started stopping by Land and Hearth.

“Dig in,” Jasper said, taking a seat and pulling one of the kouign-amann from the box. “I’ve never tried one of these fuckers, but if they’re as good as you say they are, I’m excited.”

“You won’t regret it,” Matt said, reaching over to grab one too. If his hand brushed against Jasper’s in the process, well then that was just a bonus. The mere touch sent a silent thrill through him, amplified seconds later by his first bite into the delicious pastry. The buttery sweetness danced on his tongue, and he savored everything in this moment—the thoughtfulness of the picnic Jas had picked up, the gorgeous blue sky spanning overhead, only broken up by puffy white clouds, and the beautiful man keeping him company.

He set the pastry on a napkin and looked up to see Jasper’s gaze locked on him, those dark eyes voracious. A shiver trickled down his spine at being on the receiving end of this man’s attention, an intensity he’d never experienced before.

“You’ve got something here,” Jasper said, reaching across the table and swiping at the side of his mouth. Before he had a second to get self-conscious, Jasper pushed up from his seat to lean in farther and claimed his lips.

Jasper’s fingers traced down the side of Matt’s face, and his tongue plunged into his mouth with a possessive sweep. The man tasted delicious—sweet like the pastry they’d been eating, the heat of him a heady, addicting thing. Jasper didn’t get more aggressive than that, only diving in for a few more kisses that had Matt melting from the inside out before he pulled back again, resuming his seat like nothing had occurred.

Except a feline smile curved Jasper’s lips as he looked over at Matt. “I could get used to that.”

Matt swallowed, his throat suddenly dry from the way this man turned him upside down in mere moments. “Me too,” Matt forced out, his heart beating faster in the aftermath of their simple kiss. Jasper set to popping open his sparkling lemonade like nothing had happened. For Matt, his entire world began shifting beneath him with a realization that was starting to awaken.

If he wasn’t careful, Jasper Tanaka was the sort of guy he could fall for.
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Chapter Fifteen

  
  







Jasper tried to focus on the screen in front of him. Genuinely.

However, marketing campaigns weren’t speaking to him at the moment with the looming WTF hanging overhead regarding their business, and besides, he had much better thoughts to occupy his mind.

Like Matthew Reed and his gorgeous cock, breathy moans, and blinding smile.

The last thing Jasper had expected was Matt confessing he wasn’t so straight, and even more unbelievable was everything that had occurred after. He’d be giddy as shit over it if he was someone less damaged, but every time he thought about how perfect the day had been with Matt, just shooting the shit over a picnic outside and enjoying each other’s company with a couple of lazy kisses, the more he felt like he might be ill.

Anything too good like that was destined to crash and burn, and there were so, so many pitfalls. He tapped on the keyboard absently, not even clicking any of the keys. Matt wasn’t out, he was a baby bi, and they were just exploring whatever…this connection between them was. Probably for the best because Jasper wasn’t meant for lasting relationships.

Dive in and run out, before he added any more scars to his collection.

Only problem with this situation was that if he were honest with himself, he’d already sunk in too deep.

Matt had been safe to crush on because he was an impossibility. Cute straight guy who’d never look his way.

But now that he was looking Jasper’s way with those guileless eyes and an earnest smile, Jasper had no fucking guards for that.

The door to the office swung open, drawing his attention away from the whopping nothing he’d been working on. Cal strode in, wearing his usual lumberjack flannel open overtop his Tabletop Tavern shirt. Jasper had covered the morning, and he was trying to while away some hours back here before heading home since Cal had the evening shift tonight. He’d been somewhat avoiding Roxie and Cal since After Hours a few nights ago, which hadn’t been hard to do since he’d been occupied with all things Matt.

Cal strode his way, a determined glint in his eyes that Jasper didn’t like. This was why he’d been dodging his best friends, the nosy bastards.

“So, how are things going with a certain owner of Land and Hearth?” Cal asked, his lips twitching as he tried to hide a smile.

“I’m sure Ryan’s great,” Jasper shot back, not missing a beat. “Why don’t you ask him?”

The mention of the other owner of Land and Hearth reminded Jasper of Matt’s current conundrum though. Jasper had been able to help Matt escape his problems yesterday, but today, he’d need to face them. Same as Jasper needed to face the impending issues hanging over Tabletop Tavern.

At this point he was playing evasion on two fronts though, and he hadn’t determined which one was worse.

Cal arched a brow. “Ryan wasn’t the one you invited out to After Hours.”

“I’m allowed to have friends, Caleb Andrew Morgan,” Jasper said with a sniff.

“You know, the more you attempt to dodge around responding, the more I know it’s something serious,” Cal said, a twinkle in his eyes that made Jasper twitchy. Cal leaned against the side of Jasper’s desk, his arms crossed. “Are you playing at trying to turn the straight boy again?”

Oof, dagger through the chest. Jasper held back his wince, even though his insides spasmed at the comment. Not like he could confide in Cal—he’d never break Matt’s confidence and out him. He’d experienced the repercussions of it firsthand, and he’d never inflict that sort of pain on someone else.

“Nah, Matt’s not someone I’d play games with,” Jasper said, his voice coming out a note too serious. Of fucking course Cal’s eyes flared as he seized on the slip.

“Shit, Jas,” Cal swore, his gaze softening in a way that made Jasper itch to punch him a little. Roxie and Cal’s affection still got him feeling prickly, even though he loved them for it. “You actually like him, don’t you.”

Jasper chewed on the inside of his mouth until he tasted blood. Clearly, a healthy response. “He’s fine as a human being.” When Cal continued to stare at him, Jasper cracked. “Look, is he stupidly gorgeous? Yes. Is he sweet enough to get a toothache? Also yes. But even if he wasn’t unattainable, we both know someone as pure as him would never be for me.”

The bitter truth lodged heavily in his gut because even if he and Matt were playing around, they wouldn’t be more.

Jasper had stepped on a trail of broken glass to get to where he was, and it had changed him, deep inside. Some people were just too damaged to be loved. He’d accepted this about himself a long while ago.

“That’s bullshit, and we both know it,” Cal said, his voice firm. “You’re one of the best people in my life, and you deserve far more than you believe.”

Jasper offered a lie of a smile. He appreciated Cal’s conviction—loved his best friend for it—but those words never traveled bone-deep. “Well, we have much bigger problems on our hands than my unrequited crush,” he said, veering into the oncoming car of their Leviticus Developers problem just to avoid more of the conversation. The way Cal looked at him, those puppydog eyes, made his skin crawl with vulnerability, because two people on this earth could weasel their way past his defenses—Roxie and Cal.

Three, if he were being honest because Matt had somehow walked through like they never existed.

Before Cal could say anything, a knock sounded at the door. Kelly stood in the doorway, her dark brows drawn together and concern flickering in her eyes. “You guys, we’ve got a problem out front.”

Jasper ran his fingers through his hair before heaving a sigh. “What joyful issue is getting dropped in our laps today?”

“Follow me,” Kelly said, brimming with a seriousness that made Jasper’s gut flip. Like they needed another problem on top of the big depressing one clouding their horizon. He was starting to understand how a simple directive like “bring the ring to Mount Doom” could turn into a clusterfuck of epic proportions.

Jasper pushed up from his desk, and Cal headed toward the door Kelly had disappeared through. She led the way through the hallway to the front, and Jasper quickened his stride to keep pace with Cal. Whatever the issue was, they’d face it together.

The moment he entered into the main area, the problem became far too clear.

The front of house bustled, fairly steady for a weekday with about half of the tables occupied, and the low murmur of chatter threaded through the place, all the way up to the rafters. However, Jasper’s focus locked in on one man who stood by the bookcases featuring their extensive game library. His blood pressure spiked, and his hands formed fists at once. The guy wasn’t even fully turned around, but he leaked an aura of douchebag that was undeniable, even from afar.

“That’s Preston Anderson, the douchebag trying to push us out,” Jasper said, the words coming out coated in acid.

“What the fuck is he doing here?” Cal asked, his eyes widening as he locked in on the man who stood in front of their bookcases, just perusing.

Kelly tugged on her ponytail and glanced to the ground, clearly not wanting to say.

“Out with it,” Jasper said, his voice firm. Maybe this dominant thing was more natural for him than he’d realized.

“He wanted to look over the place for when ‘it’s his,’” she murmured, a flash of pain in her deep brown eyes that socked Jasper in the gut.

Fucking hell.

Jasper didn’t wait for Cal—he marched over in the direction of the unwelcome fucker who was taking up retail space. Their landlady hadn’t sold the storefront yet. She was giving them until the end of the month to make an offer, but they were no closer to a solution than they’d been when they first discovered the news. Yet, the self-righteous asshole had no reason to show up at their business—clearly, just to gloat.

Jasper stepped up beside Preston, a hand on his hip. “What are you doing here?” he asked, not bothering with pleasantries.

“I wanted to get an idea of the property we’ll be acquiring,” Preston said, his tone perfectly polite even while a sneer lit his features. “It should make a decent cafe once we clear up the…quirkiness a bit.”

Jasper’s fist tightened by his side as he resisted the urge to deck this asshole. Cal clapped a hand on his shoulder, giving him the grounding he needed to restrain himself.

“Get out,” Cal said, his tone hard and cold. Rarely did the man anger, but once in a while he got pushed to the brink, and it was a terrifying sight. “You have no grounds to be here.”

Preston attempted one of those slimy-looking smiles. “Your landlord might still have a month to deliberate, but she’s a smart woman. And let’s be honest,” he said, casting a look over them. “You’ll never be able to beat the price we’re offering her.”

Jasper swallowed down the bitterness that bubbled up inside him because it was true. They didn’t have hundreds of thousands to throw around as a downpayment to buy this place outright. Roxie and Cal had both mentioned tapping into their home equity for loans, but even those options were nebulous. Jasper had poured most of his savings into opening the business, and after only a few years running, he hadn’t refilled that well.

However, he didn’t have to tolerate this asshole in here, flaunting their impending closure in his face.

“At the current moment, this is still our business, and we retain the right to kick you out,” Jasper said, keeping his cool by some miracle.

Preston lifted his hands, as if the vitriol wasn’t warranted. “Hey, no need to get nasty. I was simply scoping out our future property.”

Cal took a step forward, closing the space between him and Preston until they stood a mere foot apart. Preston backed up on instinct. “You’re done. See yourself out.”

“It’s only a matter of time,” Preston called out as he began to walk for the door. “This neighborhood’s going to be changing in a big way.” With that, Preston exited the business, leaving Cal, Kelly, and Jasper simmering in silence together. Those words hit with a gut punch, a reminder that even if they saved their business, many others were going to fall under Leviticus Developer’s attempts to scourge queer businesses from the area.

Jasper sucked in a sharp breath to keep his composure, rather than raging through his shop like he wanted to. Around them, their customers all laughed and played at the tables, oblivious to the bitter truth that before the end of the year, this place might not exist anymore.

Every time Jasper thought about that reality, it made this terrible mixture of nausea and ice gel inside him, made him want to scream, want to sob.

He’d shouldered his fair share of trauma in the past, and he knew without a shadow of a doubt that if they lost Tabletop Tavern—fuck, he wouldn’t recover.

“He’s just blowing smoke, right?” Kelly asked, her dark eyes worried as she glanced between them and the now-shut door.

Jasper didn’t respond, because he had this vicious little habit of telling the truth—which most folks didn’t want to hear.

And the truth was, unless some angel investor descended from up high and gifted them a helluva lot of money, they were fucked. They had better chances of betting on the lottery.

“We’re not sure,” Cal said, albeit a bit more hopefully than Jasper would’ve delivered. “We’re talking to other business owners in the area who are in a similar predicament, and we’re all trying to collaborate—figure out ways to either stop this developer or save our shops.”

“Is there dirt on Leviticus Developers?” Kelly asked, her eyes flashing. “My sister’s a lawyer—she has colleagues here who can help us out if we have a case.”

“We haven’t found any yet,” Jasper said, stepping into the conversation. “But if you want to join the hunt, I’ll welcome anyone we can get on board.”

Kelly nodded. The door swung open, drawing her attention as a new customer entered, heading for the front counter. “Let me go get that,” she said, striding over.

Cal rested a heavy hand on Jasper’s shoulder and squeezed, his brown eyes somber. “We’ll find a way out of this.”

Jasper pressed his lips tight together, swallowing the truth back.

If they didn’t come up with a solution soon, Tabletop Tavern was going to close.
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Chapter Sixteen

  
  







Matt pinched his nape as he stood in front of a pretty Victorian house, the front lights soft against the nighttime shadows.

Nerves raced through him, and he hesitated to knock on the door. After Sunday, Roxie had reached out and invited him to their D&D game, and when he mentioned it to Jasper, the man got so excited that he couldn’t help but accept the invitation. Partially if just to see him again.

They’d texted nonstop since the other day, but between their schedules, they hadn’t been able to see each other. Not like his would clear up anytime soon. He and Ryan had exchanged terse words as they figured out the schedule for when Ryan flew home to see his parents for the upcoming weekend and began to hash out his big move. Matt hated the distance between him and his best friend, but he couldn’t help but swallow shards every time he opened his mouth to discuss it.

Matt had already put out a “help wanted” sign and began popping some ads around in preparation, because he was in the dark about how Ryan’s moving timeline would go once he returned. His best friend didn’t do well with confrontation though, and neither did he, but when Ryan came home, they were going to have to lay all the details out. If only that didn’t make him want to vomit.

Matt blinked, realizing he’d been waiting in front of Roxie’s house like some creep for five minutes now. He lifted his hand and knocked.

The door swung open at once, and Jasper stood in the doorway.

Matt had to suck back the saliva that pooled in his mouth at the sight of the man he couldn’t get out of his mind. Tonight, Jasper had dressed down in his normal attire—running shorts that showed off bite-worthy thighs and calves, and a loose tank top that Matt wanted to toss to the floor. The pure heat in Jasper’s eyes as he looked Matt over was enough to make him want to drop to his knees on sight. Something about Jasper dominating him had soothed him in a way little else did, and he wanted to explore more of that badly.

“I wasn’t sure if you were going to show,” Jasper said, his voice softening the slightest bit as he crooked the door open a little bit more. Matt chewed on his lower lip, wanting him to cross the distance between them and kiss him like he had the other day, but instead, Jasper just gestured inside. When Matt stepped close, Jasper leaned in. “No worries—I haven’t told anyone.”

Matt blinked with the realization that Jasper was keeping them secret for his sake. His brows drew together. He hadn’t even thought about the repercussions here—if people knew about him and Jasper, he’d be coming out. Maybe with his family he worried, but honestly, if anyone was safe to be out around, it was this crew. Part of him wanted to just say fuck it and kiss Jasper now, but before he could, Jasper headed farther inside.

The large table in the dining room was full already, Roxie sitting on the far end along with folks he’d at least gotten to know briefly—he recognized Julian and Hunter from After Hours—and there was a blond guy who was all muscles with a serious look on his face and a redhead who sat next to Roxie, bubbly as anything. When he entered the room, the redhead hopped up and scampered over to him.

“Hey, I’m Mel,” she said, offering a hand. “You’re Matt, right? I can’t believe we haven’t met yet.”

Matt shook her hand, loving the woman’s brightness. Some of the tension in his shoulders ebbed at once, especially when Jasper placed a hand on his shoulder and guided him over to the seat next to him.

“You made it,” Roxie cheered, giving him a warm smile. Her hair was pulled to the side in a ponytail, and she looked in her element sitting with her stacks of notebooks in front of her at the head of the table.

“Jasper helped me with the character, but don’t expect anything impressive,” Matt said as he slipped into the seat. “I’ve only played in a few one-shots before.” Jasper had helped him plan out the character over the phone, and Matt had maybe milked his lack of knowledge a bit longer just to hear more of his smooth-as-silk voice. The timing couldn’t have been more perfect though.

With Ryan soon leaving for the weekend and the future of his business on shaky ground, he’d seize on any distraction he could find.

“Thank fuck we’ve got another fighter,” Hunter said, giving him a nod in greeting. “I’m usually one of the only ones playing a meat shield. Paladin here.”

Matt’s chest warmed at the easy reception, how he didn’t feel like he stuck out at the table at all.

“Glad you showed up,” Julian said. “Apparently just in time for a night quest.”

“Night queeeeest,” Mel sang as she plopped back down in her seat. Roxie shook her head, casting an affectionate look at her girlfriend.

“I’m Eli,” the blond guy introduced himself. “Welcome to the chaos.”

Matt couldn’t help the grin rising to his lips as he settled back. Jasper cast him a quick glance, a warmth in those dark eyes that shot through him like epinephrine. He wanted to reach over and touch Jasper, bask in the heady attention he’d rained down on Matt the other day. Still, he refrained, though the lingering desire hadn’t abated.

“Do you want a rundown, or do you want to get tossed into the mix?” Roxie asked.

“I’ll learn as I go,” Matt said, despite his preference for figuring things out ahead of time. He didn’t want to hold back the rest of the group when they’d been kind enough to include him. When Roxie had thrown out the invite, he’d done some quick brushing up on the rules anyway, so he hoped he wouldn’t be too lost.

“Right,” Roxie said, settling back in her seat. “So, last game you arrived at the manor where the box you’re supposed to retrieve for Ragnar Killingsworth.”

“Okay, babe,” Jasper interrupted. “Killingsworth? You’re making our benefactor sound like some murder Viking.”

“Murder Viking would be an awesome band name,” Mel jumped in, tapping the end of her pencil against her character sheet. Matt bit back a smile as Roxie rolled her eyes.

“Anyway, you guys had made it into the castle, and we halted there,” Roxie said, leaning back. “What do you want to do?”

“I’m rolling for perception,” Hunter jumped in. He rolled his d20. “Eighteen.” The guy had been quiet as anything at After Hours the other week, but Matt had begun to see that this was his comfort zone. Jasper reached down and brushed his fingers against Matt’s leg, almost making him jump. When he tried to level a stare at him, Jasper pointedly ignored him, even though a minute smile danced on his lips. God, why was that so hot?

“One of the first things you notice is a random adventurer standing in the doorway, looking confused as anything,” Roxie said, offering a wink in Matt’s direction.

Right. Showtime.

“Uh, I’m Gin Stagswift,” he said, using the name he’d found through a random generator. “I don’t mean any harm.”

“Oh sweetie, that’s not going to stop us from murdering you and dancing on your corpse,” Jasper responded, his tone pure sugar.

“Ugh, who lets him be our spokesperson?” Mel jumped in.

“I don’t know, corpse-dancing has an allure,” Julian responded, an amused grin on his lips.

Matt’s chest warmed at the way they drew him in, how everyone settled into their characters. “I was sent here to find a…certain item.”

“Would that be a box?” Hunter asked, his lips quirking.

Roxie gave Matt an encouraging nod, and he launched into the whole introductory tale they’d discussed of how the same employer had thrown him on the job but the rest of his adventuring party had died along the way. By the time he finished, the nerves had all but vanished, and he sank back in his seat next to Jasper, feeling comfortable in this group in a way he rarely did.




* * *




A few hours had passed and they’d finally found the random box they’d been sent to retrieve, deep in the basement of this place. Matt fought to pay attention because every so often Jasper would purposefully brush against him, those light touches maddening with the thrill they sent through him. They hadn’t discussed what either were up to after this, but he was so damn tempted to sacrifice sleep if it meant another taste of this man.

“Okay, so who else is curious as to what’s in the box?” Jasper asked, tapping the surface of the table. Roxie shot him a look, which he ignored, and Matt couldn’t help get all the more smitten over Jasper at his snarkiest.

“I wouldn’t mind taking a peek…” Julian said, amusement twinkling in his eyes. “Rox, I’m going to open the box.”

Roxie tipped her head back to look up at the ceiling. “Of course you are.” She sucked in a loud dramatic breath. Clearly, she was used to her players railroading her at every turn. Matt had enjoyed the way she ran the game so far, rolling with the punches and letting her players mess around in the sandbox a lot.

“I suppose a ‘no, stop’ won’t reach you, will it,” Hunter said, his tone cracker dry.

“Of course not,” Julian said, offering a sugar-sweet grin. “I’m just prying it right open.”

Roxie scrubbed her palms across her face for a moment before righting herself in the seat. “Right. You open the box. Inside is a small creature like a hamster but the size of a small cat and very fluffy. It has little bright eyes and is staring up at you.”

“Oh my god,” Mel squealed, lighting up. “I’m going to pet it.”

Matt watched as Roxie’s lips quirked with this tiny smirk. Guaranteed they were about to step into a mess. “I’m going to stand close to Mel’s character,” Matt announced. Thankfully, his role as a fighter was pretty clear from the get-go.

“So, you reach in and pet the small mysterious creature. The second you do, it begins to ripple.”

“What?” Mel said, her nose wrinkling.

“Kind of like a blob, it begins to mutate until another one pops out of it,” Roxie said.

“Don’t touch those things,” Hunter barked from the other side of the table.

“The creature hops out of the box and latches onto your arm,” Roxie continued, her eyes barely containing her mirth. “It starts rippling again, and when it opens its mouth, a set of massive razor-sharp teeth are revealed.”

“Oh, ew,” Mel exclaimed, shaking her hands out.

“Can I try to lop one of them in half?” Matt volunteered, seeing that this was about to get out of control fast.

“I think we should just run,” Hunter said, continuing to be the voice of reason amidst the rapidly multiplying Hamster Gremlins.

“What the hell are these things?” Eli asked.

“I decided to name them cricetas—homebrew creation,” Roxie said, batting her eyelashes innocently. “The creature’s split in half again. There are now three, and the other one has jumped on you, Jules.”

“If we don’t contain these things, we don’t get paid,” Jasper stated.

“I don’t think that’s going to matter if we get overrun by these Tribble-Gremlin hybrids,” Eli responded.

“Matt, you try to lop one in half. I’m not even going to make you roll for it—the creature splits in half…and begins to ripple,” Roxie said, not even attempting to hide her grin at this point.

“God, so touching them or slicing them makes them multiply?” Julian said, wrinkling his nose. “Guys, we’re better off resorting to drastic measures.”

“Mel, the one crawling up your arm just bit you,” Roxie announced. “Does a sixteen hit?”

Mel’s eyes widened. “What the hell are these things? Ew, ew, ew. We need to get out of here now.”

Matt’s heart beat fast as he got swept up in all the chaos, a lightness filtering in that he hadn’t felt in years. “If we’re running, I’ll take the rear.”

“Oh, it’s like that is it?” Julian said, his eyes twinkling.

Jasper shot Julian a sharp look. “Come on, babe, not everyone’s the thirsty bottom you are.” Matt’s heart thudded a little harder. Jasper leaping to his defense and hell, the idea of bottoming…turned him on a lot more than he ever thought it would. If Jasper was at the helm, he’d be willing to try anything.

“Don’t be jealous because I’m getting laid on the regular,” Jules responded with a wink. Matt’s chest twisted a little. Jasper could’ve quipped back there, but he kept their relationship secret. For Matt.

“What are you guys doing about the quickly amassing collection of cricetas rising up around you?” Roxie asked, drawing everyone back to the game.

“Well, if the above two options don’t work…” Julian started. “I cast fireball.”

Roxie gave him a pointed look. “Really?”

“Did I stutter?” he responded.

“Oh fuck,” Hunter said, slapping a palm on the table. “Everyone run.”

“What’s the problem?” Matt asked, confused by the panic now circling around the table.

“Sweetness, just begin running,” Jasper said, the endearment startling Matt. His cheeks flushed in response, and Jasper blinked, clearly having surprised himself.

“The problem is that fireball hits everyone, not only the bad guys,” Mel said, shooting a dirty look in Julian’s direction.

He shrugged, flipping his pencil between his fingers. “Do you have a better solution?”

“Well, no,” Mel said. “Oh hell, I’m running.”

“Right,” Roxie said, shaking her head. “Jules casts fireball, so I need a Dexterity saving throw from each of you. In the meanwhile, the cricetas are now on fire, and their squeaks are multiplying through the basement. You all are running?”

“Yeah, definitely running,” Matt said. Once everyone tallied their damage, they all stared at Roxie, waiting for what was coming next.

“The cricetas are chasing after you, still on fire, at least twenty of them at this point,” Roxie said cheerily. “Their trills are growing louder by the second, shrill screams from the fire, but you’re noticing they’re still multiplying. Everyone roll for initiative.”

Matt lost himself in the rounds of combat as Roxie took turns going around the table and allowing each player a chance for action. Jasper leaned in every so often to offer help, the sweetness of this man burrowing underneath Matt’s skin. The situation continued to get more and more dire while everyone continued to make a break for the front door of the manor.

“You make it to the front door,” Roxie said, “but there are now fifty on-fire cricetas coming for you making shrill screeches and trying to bite you. Their screams are echoing through the entirety of the manor like some horror fresh out of Lovecraft.”

“Okay, what the fuck do we do though?” Mel asked, looking a bit frantic. “We can’t unleash this on the outside world.”

“I mean, we could,” Jasper said. “Let them be someone else’s problem.”

“Oh fuck it. I’m casting Word of Radiance,” Eli announced, “and my target are the horde of goddamn cricetas on our tails.”

“Okaaaay,” Roxie said, a smirk still on her face. “The flaming cricetas begin to vibrate, and then they start to meld together again. Except this time, they’re all starting to form one solid mass, Voltron-style. You’re now facing a massive criceta that stretches to the rafters of this place—bigger than anything you’ve ever seen.”

“Come on, you aren’t even following Gremlins rules?” Eli complained, scrubbing his face with his palms.

“Homebrew, baby,” Roxie said. “Look, you haven’t exhausted everything yet.”

“Yeah, like getting the fuck out,” Jasper said. “I’m going to run out the door.”

“I’m pretty sure we’re all doing that at this point,” Matt said, his knee brushing against Jasper’s accidentally. Jasper licked his lips, and Matt was enamored. Roxie mentioned something about the Godzilla-Criceta hybrid bashing through the manor and taking down trees, but he was distracted by Jasper typing something out on his phone. A second later, Matt’s cell buzzed.

He glanced to the text from Jasper.

My place later?

Fuck yes.

Matt shot a message back. Absolutely.

He didn’t miss the slight quirk of Jasper’s lips, living for all those minute reactions.

“Eli, heal me,” Mel whined. “I’m going to die.”

“I’d like to point out, you haven’t exhausted all options,” Roxie said, a knowing smirk still on her face.

“If fire didn’t work, what about water?” Matt asked, the idea striking him.

“Fine, is it my turn? Fucking Ice Storm,” Julian said, throwing up his hands.

“Not again,” Hunter muttered, pressing his forehead down on the surface of the table.

“I don’t want to diiiiiiiiie,” Mel cried out. “Can I run farther?”

“Chunks of ice begin to rain down on the massive criceta,” Roxie said, interrupting the potential chaos. “All of a sudden, its howl grows intense, so much so that the ground begins to shake beneath you. It looks as if the creature is about to ripple—”

“For fuck’s sake,” Eli groaned.

Roxie shot him a look before she continued. “Except this time, there’s a loud, deafening boom. One moment, a Godzilla-sized hamster beast is standing in front of you, the next, pieces of blood and guts are erupting across everything. You’re all in the radius and get splattered with wet, viscous goo from this creature’s explosion.”

“So, the key was water,” Julian muttered.

“That was impressive,” Matt said, meeting Roxie’s gaze.

She grinned. “I figured one of you would get it eventually. Good job, Matt. You’re a great addition to the group.”

Matt flushed, but what had him turning an even brighter red was the way Jasper slipped his fingers through Matt’s, threading them together as he squeezed.

Tonight had already started out good and was about to get even better.
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Chapter Seventeen

  
  







Sitting next to Matt throughout D&D and not getting to have his way with that gorgeous body was torture. Knowing he could kiss him, touch him in private meant Jasper couldn’t possibly survive if he didn’t get Matt in his bed tonight.

He’d walked to Roxie’s, but it was an even shorter drive to his place—and luckily, Matt offered.

Silence descended as Matt hit the gas, taking off down the street—not an uncomfortable sort, but the sort of buzzy tension like a storm was about to descend.

“You realize after the cleverness you pulled tonight, you’re stuck coming to game, right?” Jasper said, breaking the quiet.

“I’d be happy to join,” Matt responded, his light expression dropping a moment later. Jasper didn’t need to ask—he knew Matt was trying to sort his head out in the wake of his best friend moving coasts. Before they could talk any more though, Matt was already pulling up in front of Jasper’s apartment building. Jasper’s mouth dried with want. The second they got inside, he could unleash all this pent-up tension that had been winding tighter inside him the longer he went without Matthew Reed.

Jasper hopped out of the car and took the lead toward his apartment, déjà vu from the past two times they’d been here together—each creating some of the sexiest memories in his spank bank.

The moment his apartment door opened with a snick and Jasper slipped inside, followed by Matt hot on his heels, Jasper whipped around to face him. They crashed together at once. Jasper gripped the back of Matt’s neck, keeping him pinned for the kiss as he devoured him like he was starving. The molten heat of Matt’s mouth, the sensual glide of their tongues together, the slight noises escaping Matt—all of it created sensory overload in the best way, and Jasper needed more.

More of this man beneath him, against him, above him. Hell, any way he could have him.

Their lips crashed together again and again as they each unleashed everything they’d been holding back at Roxie’s house. Jasper’s head dizzied with everything he wanted to do to this man, everything he wanted to explore, and part of him didn’t know where to start tonight. His need was running a little too hot, his emotions a little too close to the surface.

When he finally pulled back for a breath, he brushed the pad of his thumb across Matt’s swollen lower lip. God, this man was sexy as fuck.

“What do you need tonight?” Jasper asked, trying to keep his voice level. “Anything you want to try.”

And he honestly meant anything. The lengths he’d go to for this man were a touch terrifying if he paused to think on it too hard.

Matt’s breath hitched, and for a moment, Jasper wasn’t sure he would answer. Except then Matt’s gorgeous blues locked on him.

“Can we try body worship?” he asked, licking his lips like he was nervous. “I…you’re just really beautiful.”

Jasper’s insides did a full swan dive off a cliff—both because fucking swoon but also because the idea of anyone exploring him like that made his skin prickle. However, with the puppydog eyes Matt levelled at him, Jasper couldn’t find it in him to say no.

“As you wish,” Jasper said, taking a step back from Matt and reaching down for his shirt. Being naked, he didn’t mind—hell, he’d strip down any chance he got—but he was used to shithead guys who just wanted a quick place to get off. Not the hungry, intense way Matt looked at him—like he fucking mattered.

A shiver ran down his spine as he tossed his shirt to the floor and then reached for his shorts next. He kicked off his shoes, socks, and formed a small pile before striding bare-assed naked to his couch. Jasper took a seat there, spreading his legs out and lounging against the cushions as if he didn’t have a care in the world. As if the hottest man he’d ever seen wasn’t eating him up with his eyes like a fucking buffet.

“Goddamn,” Matt swore, taking slow, steady strides toward him.

“Shirt off,” Jasper said, needing to level the playing field somehow.

Matt toed his shoes and socks off first before tugging off his shirt to expose all the delicious chest hair that Jasper wanted to bury his face in. Jasper reached down and gave his cock a lazy stroke as Matt approached in just his shorts, a telltale tent in the front of them. For some reason, his bare feet struck Jasper as even more intimate than when he’d been stripped down the other day.

When Matt sank to his knees between Jasper’s spread legs, anything he might’ve said dried on his lips.

Fuck, this man looked so good on his knees.

“You can do whatever you like, sweetness,” Jasper murmured, his voice turning into more of a purr. For some reason, Matt brought the dominance out in him unprompted.

Matt licked his lips, and when he stared up and their eyes met, Jasper sucked in a sharp breath. The heat, the blown pupils in his gaze—fuck, it was heady. He gave his cock another stroke just to keep focused on the physical so his heart didn’t float right out of his chest.

With how big Matt was, even on his knees he came up close to Jasper’s shoulders with the way he slouched into the couch. Jasper wanted to thread his fingers through Matt’s hair and tug him toward his cock, but he’d agreed to let the man explore his body, something that still had him on a bit of a knife’s edge. But safewords went both ways.

The moment Matt dipped his head and nuzzled against the vee carving down to his groin, Jasper was going out of his mind. His skin prickled more than ever, but he also soared on the sort of euphoria he’d believed was unreachable. Matt pressed gentle kisses along his hipbones, soft licks and sucks as he traced each individual ridge along his torso. The hot breath on his skin, the tickle from the man’s beard, and the sting of his occasional bites formed a heady lullaby, and Jasper’s mind swirled as if he was going out of his own body.

“You’re so damn gorgeous,” Matt breathed, his voice husky in a way that stripped Jasper down barer than he already was. His heart clenched tight, emotions surging that he hadn’t allowed for many, many years.

He swallowed hard as Matt traveled up his torso with those agonizing kisses, until he was licking his way around a nipple. Jasper tilted his head back with a moan, the spot so sensitive. The sensations felt so damn good—too damn good.

Like this, he wasn’t just a hole to get fucked. This wasn’t a quick transaction to get off. No, Matt treated his body with a reverence he hadn’t given it for a long, long while, and the prickle that had been dormant under his skin grew stronger with every sweet lick, every tender kiss and every gentle bite. Jasper’s hands had abandoned his cock, and his fingernails dug into the couch cushions on either side of him.

The scent of Old Spice began to fill his nose.

His throat bobbed as the panic descended.

The phantom bruises on his wrists, ones he’d begged to forget about the moment they occurred.

The hot, fetid breath against his back, the pain, the pain, the pain.

Jasper’s body locked up, and all he could see was darkness. He couldn’t return to that place, couldn’t still be there in his fucking dorm room.

His chest grew tighter and tighter, every breath like swallowing shards. Oh god. No, no, no. He couldn’t be there.

“—sper.” A voice protruded through the fog wrapped around him like a funeral shroud.

“Jasper,” the voice repeated, a thread of worry in it that jarred him. It wasn’t his voice.

Heavy hands rested on his shoulders, but they didn’t send him launching into an attack or lashing out. They were sturdy, strong, and weren’t pinning him down—simply resting there. Jasper blinked, trying to focus ahead of him, but everything was blurry, just flashes of light and color as his mind swam.

“Breathe,” the voice repeated, steady when nothing in this world fucking was.

Jasper focused on breathing—one in, one out.

He wasn’t sure how long he floated in limbo, the noxious scent of Old Spice making him want to vomit, the pain throbbing through him as if it still lived inside his body. However, he focused on each breath, on the heat from the palms resting on his shoulders, on the sound of the voice continuing to murmur soothing words to him that mostly blended into nonsense in the quick pulse of his mind.

Slowly, he began to come back into the present.

Matt kneeled before him, his hands rested on his shoulders, his blue eyes wide with worry, those thick brows drawn together.

Jasper reached up, realizing his eyes were wet—tears must have trickled down his face when he’d been caught in that hold. Shame flushed through him in a powerful sweep, and he tried to avert his gaze.

“Hey, hey, hey,” Matt said, reaching up to cup his cheek. The motion was so sweet that Jasper had to bite back a sob welling up inside him. “What happened?”

Jasper sucked in a shaky breath. As much as he didn’t want to dive into his past, especially while his whole body trembled with the adrenaline from that jaunt into his memories, he knew he would have to the moment he spotted the genuine fear in Matt’s eyes. The sweet man would likely blame himself, and Jasper needed him to know this had nothing to do with them.

He was just too broken to be treated with kindness.

The scent from his past had thankfully dissipated, and with Matt crowding into his space, he drank in the sharp cedarwood that had been a comfort for a while now.

“You can come sit up here if you want,” Jasper said, carding fingers through his thick hair. “I don’t want your knees to hurt.”

“I’m not moving from this spot,” Matt said, his voice quiet and firm. “Fuck my knees.”

Jasper’s heart lurched, and he glanced away from the intensity in Matt’s eyes right now because it was too damn much. “So…I’ve only been with hookups for a long time for a reason,” he murmured, pushing the words out despite the way they tried to stick to his tongue. “Early days into my illustrious college experience, I had a bad roommate. Not the—oh, he’s such a mess and we’re an odd couple sort. More like, he came back to the dorm one night and raped me.”

The words hit the air like a live grenade.

Matt’s hands twitched with an active flinch, and Jasper dreaded looking up at him and having the man view him differently. For Matt to see just how damaged he really was. Except it was too late—he’d already had a full-ass PTSD episode in the man’s arms.

“Please tell me you didn’t have to stay in that dorm,” Matt murmured, his words dark.

“I would’ve slept outside rather than staying in there,” Jasper reassured him. “Actually, that was when Roxie and I were getting to know each other. She took pity on me and offered me space in her room. I met Cal through her, and well…that was it. Bonds forged like that don’t easily break.”

Matt pulled himself off the floor with an audible creak of his joints—he must’ve been there longer than Jasper realized. A second later, the man plunked onto the couch beside him. “Can I…” he started, hesitating.

“Out with it,” Jasper responded, needing to reclaim something here.

“Can I hold you?” Matt asked. Jasper looked up at him, and the guileless expression there, the absolute concern reflected in those gorgeous eyes slayed him. Matt wasn’t staring at him with pity or disgust but a bone-deep tenderness that terrified Jasper.

Except he couldn’t find it in him to deny this man.

“Yeah,” Jasper said, and a second later, he was enveloped in those big, muscular arms, swept up tight against Matt’s solid chest, all the heat surrounding him. Tears pricked at his eyes, and he swallowed back another traitorous sob that throbbed inside and tried to rise up his throat. He leaned into Matt’s warmth, melting into the man as if he truly was safe. As if he stood a chance at being more than a bunch of broken parts.

“I was so scared I’d done something to hurt you,” Matt murmured, pressing a kiss into Jasper’s hair. The tenderness of the motion pierced right through Jasper’s heart.

Jasper rested a hand on Matt’s arm, trying to comfort him—reclaiming a bit of his own power. “No, sweetness,” he murmured, his voice coming out thick. “Never you.”

“What are your triggers?” Matt asked, holding on to him like he might suddenly disappear from his arms.

Jasper let out a low whistle. “That’s a loaded bag of dice. Honestly, I couldn’t tell you. My therapist and I dissected the situations when things had risen up, but PTSD episodes like this were few and far between.” He looked at the ceiling, unable to see Matt’s eyes when he said the next part. “I haven’t been with anyone I gave a damn about since then. Look, I know this isn’t what you signed up for though. I completely understand if you want to call this.”

Matt squeezed him tighter. “Don’t you dare try to back out. I just want to know what I can do to help. Do you think being in control more would? Was that why you began to freeze up at the rope class?”

Jasper’s mind wandered back to that—if he had continued the sub route, yeah, the situation might’ve locked him up. He’d felt the telltale tension in his spine, but Meg had called him out. “I think it might be,” he said. “If you’re still willing to climb aboard the Hot Mess Express, then yeah, sweetness, I can try exerting more control when we’re playing around.”

“You’re just hot,” Matt murmured, nuzzling into his neck with the sort of instinctive affection that made Jasper want to cry. His chest had grown far too tight and yet he couldn’t bear to pull away. “None of that mess stuff. Thank you for trusting me enough to tell me.”

That was it, wasn’t it.

Those words sank in deep with the realization that he trusted Matt more than most people on this earth. When the shift had occurred, he couldn’t quite say, but it had been gradual, like drops in a bucket until it suddenly overflowed.

And for Jasper, trust was the rarest currency in the world.

“Sorry this wasn’t the sexy night you’d anticipated,” Jasper murmured, raking his fingers through his hair. With the tremors still radiated through his body and the slight distance between his mind and body, he wouldn’t be able to pursue anything further than being wrapped up in his arms.

“No apologies,” Matt said, pressing an idle kiss into the crook of his neck. A shiver traveled down Jasper’s spine, but in the wake of his episode, his body wasn’t trying to reject it, just letting him bask in the tender affection Matt so freely gave. “I’d rather be here with you—whatever we end up doing. Unless I’m misreading all of this and that was your subtle way of asking me to leave?”

The idea of Matt heading out right now sent a spike of panic bursting through him. Jasper shook his head, even though he knew the next words out of his mouth would only drag him deeper under whatever spell Matt had over him. “If you want, we can move this party to the bedroom—and by that, I mean Netflix and pass the fuck out.”

He’d slept around with plenty of guys, but he’d never slept with a guy in his bed. There was something too intimate about that, too close. And yet, he’d been breaking his own rules left and right from the moment Matt told him he wasn’t so straight.

“That sounds perfect,” Matt said, reaching down to scoop Jasper up like he wasn’t tall and muscular in his own right. But Jasper stole whatever seconds he could to lean against Matt’s chest and listen to the steady thump of his heart as Matt carried him toward the bedroom.

Because he knew better than most—joy like this wasn’t meant to last.







  
  18

  
  
  






Chapter Eighteen

  
  







Matt blinked his eyes open, the room still dark around him. A shaky feeling of disorientation rippled through him for a moment before he realized he lay in Jasper’s bed, the man curled up behind him, clutching around his torso like he might vanish. His heart tumbled forward without his permission. He drew in a deep inhale of vanilla and amber, the scent that was so Jasper, and lust coursed through him, traveling straight to his already hard cock.

He pushed up to look at the clock. Three in the morning. He’d need to be heading over to Land and Hearth around four, and he thanked everything holy that he’d stashed some spare clothes there for baking incidents and just overall preparedness because he didn’t want to be wearing yesterday’s clothes in on the job.

Matt began to settle back down, but Jasper shifted behind him. The man’s lips pressed against his neck, and a shiver ran down his spine.

“Do you have to go?” Jasper asked, his voice thick from sleep.

“Not yet,” Matt murmured, letting himself melt back against Jasper’s chest. The man continued to bite and suck along his neck, and his hands had begun to roam, tracing lines around his hips, down the vee of his groin.

“Can I give you a sendoff?” Jasper asked, his voice vibrating against Matt’s skin. Matt had started to grind back against the stiff length poking at his ass. It was so different to anything he was used to, but he loved the feeling of Jasper’s hardness pressed against him, the man’s arms wrapped around him. He thought he’d need a lot more adjusting to being with a guy, but honestly, his demi ass cared more about emotional connection than what body parts they had.

And the connection between him and Jasper? He’d never experienced anything so strong in his life.

“You can do anything you want to me,” Matt murmured, his heart all tangled up with the dim moonlight pouring in through the open window, the velvet quiet that blanketed the room. There was a sense of peace here he’d rarely felt, even with his past girlfriends—like he could exist in his purest form without judgment, without needing to change.

“Sweetness, you need to stop promising that,” Jasper purred as he pushed up from Matt’s side and gave him a nudge until Matt was lying flat on his back. “You have no idea all the filthy things I’m dying to do to you.”

Matt’s mouth dried—his own fantasies had been rampant as of late as well.

“Keep your hands to your sides,” Jasper commanded. In the sparse moonlight, Jasper’s features looked even sharper, his hair melding with the shadows, but mischief flickered in his eyes, holding Matt arrested. He began to nip his way down Matt’s chest, soothing the bites with licks until Matt’s cock grew so hard he could scream. Pre-cum welled at the tip, and he wanted to just reach down and stroke his erection, but he wanted Jasper’s praise even more.

Jasper continued until he was inches away from Matt’s cock, and Matt’s breath hitched. Was he going to—before he could wonder anything else, Jasper leaned in and drew his tongue along the length of Matt’s dick.

The sensation sparked through him in such a fierce wave that he let out a shout, and his hips rose off the mattress. His hands balled into fists to keep from reaching out and grabbing onto something—anything.

Jasper settled between his legs and licked the drop of pre-cum off his tip, sending another shockwave rolling through him. “Fucking delicious,” Jasper murmured, his gaze intense when he glanced up. “You want this, sweetness?”

“God yes,” Matt said, gripping onto the sheets on either side of him to keep his hands occupied better. He was so turned on, so needy that if Jasper didn’t plan on sucking him off, he’d have to handle the matter himself.

Jasper trailed his tongue along the tip in a teasing circle, over and over until Matt was going to scream. He needed more. Needed his mouth, his hand—anything.

Without warning, Jasper stopped toying around and sucked him into the searing heat of his mouth.

Matt’s hips surged upward without his permission, but Jasper just worked him into his mouth with ease, swallowing more. Jasper bobbed up and down on the length of his cock, the glide so smooth, so tight, so scorching that he was about to combust from the inside out. He honestly wasn’t sure how long he could last under this barrage. Jasper tapped the side of his hip, giving a slight bob of his head.

Matt got the message.

He began to rock his hips up to fuck deeper into Jasper’s throat, the feeling indescribable. He’d received blowjobs before, but none with this finesse, and his eyes were rolling back at the sensations slamming into him one after the other. Tension coiled within him, the sort of unrelenting need that consumed his mind.

Matt didn’t bother restraining his moans as Jasper worked him over like he’d already planned out his angle of attack and wanted to unmake him piece by piece. The drops of saliva gliding down his cock to pool in his balls, the wet, tight heat of Jasper’s mouth, the heavy breaths and grunts coming from Jasper turned him on even more, until his head was spinning from sheer bliss. He clutched the sheets tighter on either side of him, loving how Jasper took control—took care of him.

The man made him feel protected, cared for in a way he’d rarely experienced before, and he wanted to hold on to this with all his might.

Sweat beaded on his forehead as he got closer and closer with each bob of Jasper’s head, each time he tunneled down his throat. Fuck, the way he felt was unreal, the sort of pleasure he’d only imagined in the past.

He looked down and let out a long, low moan at seeing Jasper’s mouth wrapped around his cock, spit dripping down the sides. Jasper’s arm shifted as he reached for his own cock, which was hot as hell. He wanted to repay the favor, to explore Jasper’s taste, to watch him unravel. The thought pushed him right over the edge before he could offer a warning.

Matt’s cock throbbed as he came down Jasper’s throat. The orgasm swept over him with the suddenness of lightning, a blinding flash that stole his breath. Matt’s fingers curled into the sheets as Jasper sucked him down, not pulling off as Matt rode out the waves of pleasure flooding through him. Matt couldn’t shift his gaze away from the man, Jasper’s cheeks flushed, his eyes intense as they locked in on him.

Jasper drew back from his cock and wiped a forearm over his mouth, the motion so natural and unaffected that it sparked inside Matt. Though, honestly, everything Jasper did turned him on in some way.

“Stay put, sweetness,” Jasper said, rising to his knees. Not like Matt could move if he wanted to. He was still punch-drunk from his orgasm, his limbs nice and loose in the wake of it. Jasper’s corded thighs were on full display, those washboard abs that he’d tasted just yesterday. He soaked in the sight of Jasper’s sharp jawline, the plump lower lip and the cupid’s bow of the top one, and the deep vee leading to his thick, flushed cock.

Jasper began to stroke himself overtop Matt, the glistening drop of pre-cum at the head of his cock making Matt’s mouth water. His gaze was pinned on how Jasper tipped his head back, placing those neck muscles on full display, how his forearms bulged with each movement. A low moan came from Jasper’s lips, the sound addictive, and Matt’s mind reeled with the idea of getting to wring those noises from the man.

Jasper’s breaths got choppier, faster, and a second later his thighs were tensing as the first spurt of cum shot from his cock. He came and came, the hot liquid landing right on Matt’s chest, which was sexier than he ever thought it’d be. Like Jasper was staking his claim, right here. Matt bit his lower lip as the final drops of cum splattered on his chest.

When Jasper opened his eyes, his stare was ravenous. “That’s the hottest thing I’ve seen in my life.”

“I don’t know,” Matt said, giving his beard a light tug. “I’m pretty sure the sight of you sucking my cock down like a meal is hotter.”

“We’ll call it a draw,” Jasper said, sliding off the bed in a fluid motion to come to a stand. He reached out and offered a hand, which Matt gratefully took. Matt rose out of the bed to join him as Jasper led the way toward his bathroom, their hands still connected. The cum was beginning to drip down his chest, some of it caught in the hair there, but all he could think of was just how hot Jasper looked when he came, his expression softened with bliss.

Jasper flicked the bathroom light on, glaringly white after the soft shades of gray Matt had been used to, and a second later, the showerhead hissed with the spray. Jasper glanced back and shot him a wink. “Let’s get you all cleaned up before work.”

Matt blinked, the realization sinking in that Jasper had literally blown all thoughts of job and responsibility from his mind for those moments. That was something he’d rarely experienced, which just added to the reasons he wanted to keep the man. He’d gone from dipping his toe in the waters with Jasper to full throttle wanting to spend every day with him, but Jasper had been a constant bright spot in his life over the past two years. Was it any wonder he wanted to keep him?

Except with Jasper’s history of hookups and how Matt wasn’t even out yet, they couldn’t even pursue that. His stomach twisted tight, but he entered the shower, and Jasper began to rub soap across his body in smooth, competent strokes, a tenderness in the motions that neither of them could deny.

And when Jasper closed the distance to reach up and claim Matt’s lips in a soft kiss?

Yeah, Matt was a goner.




* * *




Matt stepped into Land and Hearth, the familiar scent of the place greeting him—the crispness of bread, the cedarwood from all the furnishings, and the slightly herbal scent that lingered from the different spices they had in abundance. The usual comfort he felt upon arrival had been missing ever since Ryan dropped the bomb of his departure on Matt, but today he was heading in more settled.

Mostly from Jasper’s talented mouth and the way he’d then taken care of him in the shower, sending him off with a scorching kiss.

If Matt could spend every day like that, he’d die happy.

Matt’s gaze zeroed in on a light on in the kitchen, which had his brows drawing together. He was supposed to be the only one here today. Had someone broken in? Nerves prickled under his skin, his adrenaline kicking up a notch as he approached. The second he got close though, the music blaring from the kitchen had his shoulders dropping in relief. Ryan had been on a serious Halsey kick, to the point that Matt had to ban it, just because he could sing the songs in his sleep.

Matt tugged on his beard as he continued toward the kitchen, even though the nerves resumed. He’d thought he wouldn’t see Ryan until he came back, so if he was still here, what did that mean?

He ripped the Band-Aid off and stepped inside. Ryan stood at the counters, most of the morning prep work for the bread he was about to bake already done.

“When did you get here?” Matt asked, and Ryan’s shoulders twitched with surprise. He grabbed his phone and placed the music on pause before turning around. His friend had definitely seen better days. His blue hair was rumpled, his eyes had heavy bags beneath them, and his features were withdrawn. Matt’s chest lurched at the sight of Ryan like that, even as the anger with him hit the refresh button, because he still hadn’t forgiven the man for not talking to him beforehand.

“Uh, about two,” Ryan muttered. “My flight’s later today, but I couldn’t sleep. Hell, I haven’t been able to do much of anything. All I knew was that I couldn’t get on the flight and head home with things like this between us.”

Matt swallowed hard. It was too fucking early for his brain to process all the hurt and conflicting feelings that came with Ryan’s news. “I’m not going to brush aside the fact that you were having these doubts for a long time and never said a word.” Even as he spoke, he rinsed his hands, stepped up beside Ryan, and began to work on making the bread for the day that they’d be using for their sandwiches. He moved automatically, the muscle memory taking the fore even while his mind remained in turmoil.

Ryan leaned against the counter beside him, and a tense quiet descended through the kitchen, almost making Matt wish Ryan cranked his music back on.

“I fucked up,” Ryan finally said.

Matt mixed up a ball of dough and set it to proof before starting another, not having anything to add to Ryan’s statement.

“I know I should’ve told you,” Ryan murmured. “Except every time I was about to, you’d come in with a new idea for the business, some other way to develop it, and you lit the hell up. How was I supposed to crush that with my negative doubts?”

“Hmm, maybe a ‘not sure if I’m feeling this’ would’ve done the trick,” Matt said, his tone clipped as he started in on yet another big batch of rolls. The scent of yeast and dough filtered into his senses, giving him something to grasp onto. “Pretty much anything but—‘hey, I’m pulling the plug and moving to the East Coast.’”

“That wasn’t planned, honestly,” Ryan said, his voice a hoarse scrape. “The timing just seemed to align. You know I don’t want to leave you, right?”

Matt swallowed hard, and he didn’t trust himself to answer. Because more than the business, that was what had slashed at his heels. Ryan had been his best friend since college and the first person he turned to when he needed to talk to someone.

“Look, as much as I want to try and seize what little time I have left with my dad,” Ryan said, pausing for a moment. Matt didn’t rush him, his chest squeezing tight at the pain Ryan was going through. This whole thing was complicated as fuck. “I’ve been dreading starting over workwise, and I don’t want to do any of it without my best friend at my side,” Ryan continued. “I just can’t figure out any other way right now.”

Matt’s eyes blurred a little bit, and he wanted to pretend it was allergies.

“You’re still the one I’ll be calling every day to talk to if you’ll let me,” Ryan said. “I know things won’t be the same, and I’m the one changing the situation on us, but I couldn’t go without checking in first. You’re too damn important to me.”

Matt began to knead one of the proofed balls of dough, throwing all of the tension, the pain, the worries into it and letting them leech out of his system.

Yes, he hated everything about Ryan leaving, but it wasn’t like his best friend was selling the business out from under him or moving across the country out of spite. Ryan was suffering too, going through his own type of chaos, and even if he’d wanted to stay in the business, the demands of his family situation might’ve drawn him away regardless.

He finally looked up at Ryan. His best friend’s eyes were fixed on him, genuine fear in his gaze, and that caused Matt to crumble.

“We still have a lot to discuss,” Matt said at last, breaking the tension between them. “About the business, about you moving. But yeah—of course I want you to call.”

Ryan’s eyes grew watery, and he opened his arms. “Can I give you a hug?”

“Come here,” Matt said, placing the dough down and closing the distance, wrapping his arms around his best friend. He was still mad about the way Ryan had handled this situation, but that didn’t mean he loved him any less. Ryan all but crashed into his arms, and Matt squeezed the man hard, something wound tight in him unraveling. “We’ll be okay,” he murmured into Ryan’s hair. “I promise.”

Ryan sagged into his embrace, and Matt clutched him equally as tight, his eyes stinging the slightest bit. He might not be any closer to figuring out what to do with the business from here on out, but knowing he still had his best friend through it all soothed some of the frayed edges.

The one bright light through all the turmoil had been Jasper, stable ground when his world had been rocked. The man had snuck his way into Matt’s heart far faster than anyone else had ever managed to, but with him, things were effortless, natural.

Except Matt didn’t know what he’d do if he lost Jasper too.
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Chapter Nineteen

  
  







Jasper hadn’t been at Tatiana’s Café for more than five minutes and he’d already contemplated leaving.

He clutched at his cup of coffee tight, scanning the door for a sign of Auntie Himari. It wasn’t like he didn’t want to see her—they did get along—but she brought so many memories of a past he’d left behind that sometimes he struggled. Especially in his current conflicted headspace. He was on the precipice of losing the business that had become his whole life and at the same point had let Matt burrow far too deep into his space.

They weren’t even together in name—hell, Matt wasn’t even out.

And when Matt moved on, the departure would obliterate his stupid, hopeless heart.

Yet he couldn’t help but throw himself into the flames. The memory of sucking Matt off this morning, his thick, heavy cock on Jasper’s tongue, those hazy lust-stricken blue eyes on him had Jasper reeling. And then the shower had ended up far more intimate than expected, a softness there that he’d never experienced with anyone else before.

Not like anyone had gotten past his mile-high walls to do that. Just this man and his sweet smile and his open warmth and genuine nature. And after the way Matt had cuddled with him last night after his PTSD episode and crash? No one could even compare.

The door to the cafe swung open again, and Jasper’s head whipped up.

Auntie Himari entered, her dark hair pulled back into a low, elegant chignon. The firm press of her lips sent his alarm bells pinging.

Fucking Spidey senses were on point, because a second later, two of the three people he never wanted to see again in this lifetime appeared through the door.

Mr. and Mrs. Tanaka—shitbag parents extraordinaire, who’d ditched him the second they found out their son was gay.

His parents looked heartbreakingly the same as they had over a decade ago. He’d hoped the weight of their sins would’ve shown on their features—that they’d have more than a few new gray hairs and wrinkles. Except they just walked in appearing as prim, proper, and stern as always. His father still wore his hair parted to the far right, his thick, Coke-bottle glasses so familiar. His mother’s thick hair was cut shorter than the long tresses she’d had growing up but at a fashionable shoulder-length.

Both of them brimmed with the same iciness they always had, like an Arctic frost had descended upon the entire cafe.

Jasper’s stomach churned, the urge to heave rising fast and furious. He swallowed hard, shakiness running through his limbs as if he’d just run a marathon. Last night had drained him hard, and the blows from the past weren’t stopping.

Except this wasn’t supposed to be a meeting with anyone from his past.

This was supposed to be getting coffee with his fucking aunt.

Who’d sabotaged him.

The urge to run gripped his calves, and he started to rise out of his seat by the time his aunt and his parents approached.

“I’m sorry for the surprise,” Aunt Himari started, and he resisted the urge to scream. “They heard you would be here and wanted to talk to you.”

“You’re not sorry or you wouldn’t have let them join you in the first place,” Jasper said, keeping his voice level by some miracle. He didn’t bother looking at the people who raised him because they were fucking strangers and would be treated as such.

“We need to get your signature,” Akio Tanaka said, the first words his father had spoken to him since he told him to get out of his house and never return.

“Classy,” Jasper said, still refusing to look at his father. His heart was pumping hard, and he hadn’t sat back down—nor would he. There was no way on earth he’d be willing to sit here and have coffee with his parents and the one aunt he’d thought he could still trust.

Not after today.

She was dead to him.

“We’re moving across the country, Jasper,” his mother said, her demure voice making him want to rage. “Except your name is still on a few documents, and we need you to sign the paperwork to divest your claim to the assets.”

Of course it was about money. He was going to be sick. His parents had set him up from an early age to be financially secure, but that all changed overnight when they kicked him out without a penny. And now that they were moving to another coast, they’d gone through the trouble to hunt him down, not to see if he was okay, surviving. No, to secure their funds.

“Go fuck yourself,” he said, in the same calm, cool register. “I’ll give you the same assistance you gave me when I got outed. Absolutely none.”

“Be reasonable,” his father attempted in the too-firm tone that Jasper had always been a little afraid of. His father had never been violent, but the man didn’t need to be. He’d always wielded his disappointment like a bare blade, and his affection had been transactional from the start. His mother had been just as bad—the perfect docile wife wrapped in ambitions that she fueled through her husband.

He’d often wondered why the hell they’d bothered having a kid, since they sure as fuck didn’t seem to be all that interested in raising one.

“Reasonable is walking out of here right now,” Jasper said. “Trust me when I say you don’t want me to stick around. I will not be aiding you in any endeavor here, and if you try to pull me in again, I’ll file a restraining order. And you,” he said, shifting his gaze to his aunt who stared at the three of them, her eyes wide in horror. “Lose my number. Whatever relationship we had is clearly over.”

He reached into his wallet and plunked cash on the table for his coffee because he sure as fuck wasn’t going to wait around for the server. Without waiting a second longer, he strode toward the door, not sure how his legs were even carrying him forward at this point.

Once he stepped outside, into the sun, the breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding expelled from his body. His limbs moved on automatic as he hightailed it away from the cafe as fast as possible, needing to leave, to run so far so fast that his parents could never catch up.

They were some of the last people on the planet he’d wanted to see, the people who had raised him until they deemed him wrong. They’d accepted him when he brought in good grades, did well in school, looked to have a promising future, but the second he didn’t fit in their box? Discarded.

His stomach violently surged, and he veered to the side of the nearest building. Jasper’s hands slapped onto his thighs as he vomited on the sidewalk, unable to hold back any longer. His gut convulsed several times, and he could hear the thump of footsteps as folks swerved around him. Shame would’ve filtered through if anything could’ve broken the numbness that started to infiltrate, his mind shutting down after having his former family thrust in his face.

His body wasn’t going to be able to take much more of this, not with all his worst-highlights reel playing on repeat as of late. He wiped his forearm over his mouth to clear off before he strode down the street, not even sure where he was heading at this point. His feet pounded the pavement, the shocks reverberating up his shins with each heavy step, but he didn’t stop—couldn’t or he might crumble and not get back up.

While he’d buried his past, having it unearthed in front of his face like that…fuck, there were no words.

And his aunt had been the culprit. He’d thought maybe the tree hadn’t all been poisoned, but clearly, that wasn’t the case.

Jasper found himself coming to a stop unbidden. He looked up to the familiar wooden sign of Land and Hearth in front of him. He swallowed, his heart in his throat. This wasn’t the place he should’ve headed. His apartment wasn’t far away, and he needed to pull himself away and keep going in that direction. Except his feet were rooted to the ground, and he stared at the door as if it held the answers he searched for.

Before he could talk himself out of it, he took the few steps forward to step inside Land and Hearth. The door creaked open, and the blast of air conditioning caused his skin to prickle as he walked in.

Matt wasn’t behind the counter, but with one quick look, Jasper spotted him bustling a sandwich over to a customer. Jasper couldn’t make up his mind whether he should head to the counter, find himself a seat, or walk the fuck out, because surely he wasn’t pathetic enough to bother this guy at work.

They were just friends who fucked around. Matt wasn’t his boyfriend. Hell, Matt wasn’t even out.

Jasper swallowed hard and turned on his heel, beginning to head for the door.

A hand clapped on his shoulder, and the scent of baked bread and cedarwood slammed into his senses.

“Hey.” Matt’s low voice rumbled through him, and Jasper sucked in a sharp breath, not wanting to burst out in fucking tears in the middle of Matt’s cafe, even though his skin was buzzing.

“I’m just leaving,” Jasper said, the words coming out so fast they might as well be one.

“What’s going on?” Matt asked, taking a step in front of him, the warm solidness of his palm on Jasper’s shoulder offering an anchor.

Jasper opened his mouth and then shut it again. He couldn’t speak the words right now.

“Come on to the kitchen,” Matt said, placing a hand on Jasper’s back and guiding him away from the entrance. Jasper walked on automatic as Matt brought him past the counter and into the kitchen for Land and Hearth. The place smelled like deli meats and cheeses as well as fresh bread, and if he wasn’t so mentally fucked from seeing his parents, he might be hungry from all those delicious scents in one place.

Matt brought out a stool and gestured to it. “You can take a seat if you like,” he said, his big blue eyes intense with concern. “It’s slower right now, so if you want to talk, I’ve got a moment. I can keep an eye on the front from here.”

Jasper scrubbed his palms over his face, trying to come down from the numbness that coated him like ice. Except in the aftermath of his aunt’s betrayal, it had leeched away any of the solid ground he’d clung to. The last string to his family had been snapped, just like that. A helpless laugh escaped his lips. “Fuck, you’re going to think I’m a total basketcase at this point.”

Matt shook his head. “Are you kidding me? If I’d gone through half of what you had, I don’t think I would’ve survived.”

Jasper swallowed hard at the thought of Matt going through any of that. Matt was too sweet, too pure to suffer. If anyone tried to hurt him, Jasper would light them on fire and knock them off a cliff. “Define surviving,” he joked, the tone a complete contradiction to the tangle of his insides.

“You’re caring,” Matt said simply, as if his words held the absolute truth. “Maybe not to everyone, but the few you keep close? You show the kindness you clearly weren’t given.”

Jasper’s eyes burned, and his throat bobbed as he tried to collect himself. Matt saw him, despite the way he tried to hide behind jokes, sarcasm, and hurling himself into meaningless hookups. It sent a sharp shard of terror through him while simultaneously summoning the hope that had gotten trampled time and time again.

He wanted so badly to believe the words Matt said, but when he thought about the hollowness in his chest, the cocktail of vulnerability and fear he’d become, all he could feel was broken, broken, broken.

“I was supposed to meet with my aunt today,” Jasper murmured, the truth slipping out unbidden. Anyone else would have to pry it out of him with a crowbar, but Matt…something about this man soothed his soul in the most dangerous way. “She brought my parents.”

“Oh fuck,” Matt said, clutching the edge of the counter he leaned on.

“Yeah.” Jasper cracked a bitter grin. “First time I saw them since they kicked me out.”

“Why would your aunt do that to you?” Matt asked, his eyes wide in horror.

“Question of the century, that is,” Jasper murmured, something about just talking beginning to calm his nerves. “However, that’s the last time she’ll get the opportunity.”

Matt closed the space between them a moment later, and his big arms wrapped around Jasper in a crushing hug. Jasper sank into the embrace, the man’s heat surrounding him, the firmness of his broad chest a solidness that he sorely needed. He almost teetered off the stool in the effort to meld with Matt in whatever way he could. Somehow even if his mind had questioned things, his body had known without a doubt who he needed to go to.

And giving another human being that power fucking terrified him.

“I hate that you had to go through that,” Matt said, clutching him tight as if he could shield him from the world. Jasper fucking wished. His heart thudded harder as he melted into Matt’s embrace. The man had dropped everything in the middle of his work day to comfort him, and Jasper wasn’t used to people doing that.

Granted, he’d have to let folks in to experience that, and as much as Roxie and Cal pushed the truth out of him, he kept everyone else at a distance. He could be there for them no problem, but when it came to his issues, he was a fortress.

Matt was the sole exception.

From the moment they met, he found himself slipping around him more than anyone else. Maybe it was because Matt’s sweetness brought out his protective side, or maybe it was because he’d never experienced chemistry like this in his life. However, as Matt continued to clutch him tight, like he could somehow hold all of Jasper’s broken pieces together, Jasper knew he was in trouble.

The ding of Land and Hearth’s front door snapped him out of his reverie, and Matt slowly began to pull back.

“Come to my place tonight?” Matt asked, his voice a deep rumble.

Jasper took a shaky breath. He should say no. He’d already gotten in too deep with this man and needed to pull whatever self-preservation he could summon.

Except with everything else in his life in turmoil, Matt was the one solid thing he clung to right now.

“Yeah, text me the address and I’m there,” Jasper murmured.

He just didn’t know what he’d do when Matt ended this—or how he’d be able to collect the obliterated remains of his heart.
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Matt paced his apartment for the thousandth time. He’d already tidied as much as possible, doing a quick vacuum and wipe-down of surfaces, and he still hadn’t released all of the tension coiling inside him. Whenever he and Jasper had messed around, they’d been at Jasper’s place, and Matt wanted to share his own space with the man.

Hell, ever since they’d cracked the seal on the physical attraction between the two of them, he wanted to spend every day with Jasper Tanaka. And when he’d showed up at Land and Hearth looking wrecked this morning, there was no way Matt could cut him loose for the night without checking to see that the man was okay.

He hadn’t been kidding about how impressed he was with how Jasper not only survived situations that would destroy other people but managed to thrive. The man had built himself a new family, a community with the Tabletop Tavern crew that Matt found himself a little envious of at times. Not like he needed to be jealous—once he’d joined their D&D game the other night, they’d added him to the group chat, and he was already feeling welcomed in.

Jasper would be joining him after work, and Matt couldn’t help the way his gaze kept flicking to the door. Jasper should be showing up any minute now, and Matt shivered at the thought of having all the coiled intensity in his space. And at the offer he’d texted Jasper earlier.

Tonight I’m yours to command. Anything you want.

He’d noticed how taking control had helped Jasper in the past, and he wanted to give him the opportunity to seize the reins. To heal a little from the disruption this morning.

A knock sounded on his door, dragging his attention front and forward at once.

Matt all but hopped out of his couch and strode across his small apartment. His pulse raced, and his tongue dried with anticipation. When he tugged the door open, Jasper stood before him, looking fucking sinful.

The man had come here with purpose—clear by the leather harness worn over a skintight tank top. Jasper leaned against the door, his forearm pressing against it, and when his gaze snagged on Matt, those dark eyes turned voracious.

“Come on in,” Matt said, taking a step back.

“Careful with those words, sweetness,” Jasper purred as he prowled inside like the predator he was. Matt’s insides rioted at the man’s proximity—a heady mixture of warm comfort mixed with pulse-pounding thrill.

Jasper shut the door behind him and locked eyes with Matt. “Strip for me.”

Matt’s cock had turned to a semi at the sight of Jasper, but it hardened at those words. The self-consciousness he normally felt when stripping down fled the building as he leapt to follow Jasper’s order. He dragged his shirt off first, then handled his pants and underwear second, folding them all and placing them in a neat pile beside his couch. His skin prickled at Jasper’s scrutiny the entire time. Having him fully clothed while Matt was stripped to nothing sent a silent thrill up his spine.

Jasper dropped a duffel bag that had been slung over his shoulder onto the floor, and he unzipped it before sorting through. Matt stood there completely naked, his hands at his sides while he watched Jasper begin to pull out items and line them up on the table. Lube, condoms, a length of rope, and a cockring.

Matt’s curiosity reached a boiling point, but he also trusted Jasper. Would Jasper fuck him tonight? Part of him was a little scared of the concept, but the other part had been wondering. The porn he’d viewed had made it seem enjoyable, even though he hadn’t played around with his hole much yet.

Jasper took a seat on the couch and spread his legs wide open, the sight fucking delicious. The skimpy running shorts he wore showed off those muscular thighs, and his erection tented the fabric and made Matt’s mouth water. He wanted a taste so badly.

“Sit on my lap,” Jasper ordered, an imperiousness in his tone that dared Matt to argue.

Matt chewed on his lip. The other man was smaller than him—not tiny by any means, but he didn’t want to crush him.

“Do you think I can’t handle you?” Jasper asked, a knowing in his gaze that made Matt shiver. Fuck, he loved playing like this with him. “Come here.”

“Yes, sir,” slipped from Matt’s lips, the words so natural. Like the first time the term had come out, Jasper’s eyes flared with the sort of scorching heat that made Matt want to say it again and again. He gingerly lowered himself onto Jasper’s lap, the prickle of vulnerability roaring through him at this point. He was buck naked on Jasper’s lap while he was still fully clothed, sitting between his spread legs like a plaything.

God, that was so hot.

Matt’s cock was so hard at this point, and Jasper adjusted himself so his erection pressed right up against the crease between Matt’s cheeks. Having the pressure there had his mind reeling, and he found himself getting more turned on by the second.

“Good boy,” Jasper said, patting Matt on the thigh. Why was that such a fucking turn-on? “You can lean back, get comfortable,” Jasper said. “Trust me, sweetness. I’ve got you.”

A shiver rolled down Matt’s spine at that, and he squirmed in Jasper’s lap, which only pressed the jut of his erection deeper between his cheeks. Jasper leaned past him and grabbed the lube on the table as well as the ring. A second later, Jasper was rolling the ring down over Matt’s cock in a quick motion.

“Can’t have you shooting off too early,” Jasper said, amusement in his tone, even though Matt couldn’t see his face from behind. “I’ve got plans for this cock, as long as you’re comfortable penetrating me?”

Matt didn’t miss Jasper’s question—he was checking in to see if this was too far. God, he didn’t even know if he had limits when it came to Jasper. “Green,” Matt rasped. “So green.” He hadn’t thought Jasper would want Matt to fuck him, but the idea of sinking inside Jasper had his eyes rolling back in his head. His erection jutted out, the cockring nestled at the base around his curls, and pre-cum welled at the tip of his cock, threatening to roll down.

Jasper squirted lube onto his palm and began to stroke Matt’s cock. The moment Jasper’s hand wrapped around him, Matt almost bucked up off his lap. “Hands at your sides,” Jasper said, his tone firm. “Let me take care of you.”

Matt fixated on Jasper’s slender fingers wrapped around his cock as he slid his hand up and down, beginning to jerk him off. Except he wasn’t hurried with his movements, a laziness to the motions like this was simply for Jasper’s enjoyment—like he played with Matt as a toy. Matt’s blood ran hot, and he tilted his head back, a moan gliding past his lips. The smooth glide of Jasper’s hand felt so damn good, the shivery feelings coursing through his entire body.

“Look at you, sweetness,” Jasper murmured as he pressed languid kisses along his shoulders, his neck. “Spread out for me like a buffet. I bet you’d let me do anything I wanted.”

Unf. “Yes,” Matt moaned, just closing his eyes as Jasper continued to leisurely stroke his cock. Matt squirmed in Jasper’s lap, which earned him a sharp pinch to the thigh.

“Sit still,” Jasper commanded, and Matt stopped moving. Jasper’s hand didn’t halt the entire time, continuing to bring Matt closer and closer to the edge—except with the cockring around him, he wouldn’t be able to come as easily. He’d played around with edging on the dominant side of things, but being on the submissive end was a heady experience. He didn’t realize how fast the desperation surged in, and even though he kept his hands at his sides and had stopped writhing around, the pressure of Jasper’s clothed cock pressing between his cheeks had his mind exploring that even further.

The idea of getting speared open by his length, claimed and entered sounded better and better the more he imagined it, and he bit his lip so hard that he tasted the tang of blood.

Jasper’s strokes were steady on Matt’s cock, gliding up and down with ease, but he amplified Matt’s need with every nip and bite along his neck, the crook of his shoulder, his earlobe. Matt shivered and shuddered, his whole body like one raw nerve with the way Jasper played with him, making him more sensitized by the second.

“You need something, sweetness?” Jasper asked, the purr in his voice honeyed and seductive.

“You,” Matt answered honestly. “Just…you.”

His chest spasmed hard with the realization that was becoming clearer with each passing day. The connection between him and Jasper was far from just physical—there was a depth to it that had his heart fluttering every time he caught sight of him.

“I think I can accommodate,” Jasper said, tapping Matt on the side. “Up for me.”

Matt rose on shaky legs, his cock protruding with one of the hardest erections he’d experienced. With the cockring around his base, there was no way it’d be going down any time soon.

Jasper plucked the coil of rope from the table and slipped in front of him. With a few deft strokes, the rope was slithering across his wrists as Jasper tied them together, leaving the rest of the length dangling in front. Jasper picked it up like a leash and gave it a light tug. He scooped up the lube and condoms in his other hand and without a glance back began to walk forward, Matt following behind him like a dog.

Matt’s cheeks blazed at the whole situation, how shameless he was for Jasper when he would’ve been mortified with anyone else. Except this man made him feel amazing, built him up in the best of ways, and he trusted him like he did few others.

Jasper entered Matt’s room and nudged the lights on with his elbow before guiding him to the bed. “You’re doing so good, sweetness,” Jasper encouraged, the praise filtering through his system and lighting him up like fireworks. “Lie on your back and bring your arms up overhead.”

Matt shuffled onto the bed, landing on his back with a thump before drawing his arms overhead, his wrists still bound together. His cock glistened with a mixture of pre-cum and lube at this point, jutting out in front of him, and the tether around his wrists had him close to floating already. Jasper tugged his shirt off underneath the harness with some clever maneuvering and then tossed those skimpy shorts to the floor, toeing his shoes and socks off next.

Matt drank in the sight of Jasper stripped down, the rippled washboard abs, the distinct vee leading down to his very erect cock, and those thick thighs that had just supported his weight. He chewed on his lower lip again, noticing the bead of pre-cum welling on Jasper’s tip. Jasper’s eyes flashed with hunger.

“You want a taste, sweetness?” Jasper asked. He strode forward with the confidence that lured Matt in from the start and climbed up on the bed beside him. Jasper made quick work of wrapping the excess rope around the headboard to keep Matt’s arms up above him, and then he straddled Matt on either side of his shoulders. Jasper’s cock was right in front of his lips, close enough to taste, but Jasper didn’t push forward.

“Just your tongue,” Jasper clarified and brought the tip of his cock to rest on Matt’s lower lip. A whimper escaped Matt as the burst of Jasper’s salty pre-cum entered his mouth. Given the go-ahead, Matt didn’t hold back. He lapped at Jasper’s tip, the smooth velvet feel of the head like bliss against his tongue, the salty taste addictive. His tongue trailed along the sides as he explored the man. Jasper remained steady, his gaze devouring him as Matt explored the taste and shape of his cock with his tongue.

Jasper’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he pulled away. “Eager boy. That’s enough.”

Matt leaned up, trying to chase Jasper’s cock with his mouth, but Jasper had pulled back and leaned to the side to grab the lube and condoms.

Jasper tore the packet open and then slid the condom down on Matt’s cock in a smooth swipe. When his hand returned to glide more lube around his length, Matt’s hips rose in the process, tension coiling inside him. He wanted more so badly, but he was already so desperate for release, his balls full and heavy.

“I like a little burn,” Jasper said as he positioned himself overtop of Matt’s cock until the tip nudged against his hole. Matt couldn’t tear his gaze away as Jasper slowly began to sink down on his length. Oh holy fuck. The heat and tightness squeezing his cock in a vise was unlike anything else he’d ever experienced, and the cockring was the only thing keeping him from coming at this point.

Jasper continued to lower himself in a smooth, steady stroke until he engulfed Matt’s cock to the base. Matt’s toes flexed, his balls feeling like they were going to explode, and his breaths came out in quickened pants. Jasper settled his knees on either side of Matt and a wicked grin lit his features. “You okay there, sweetness?”

“Monster,” Matt grumbled, even though his heart danced at this lightness between them.

“You haven’t seen anything yet,” Jasper said before he drew himself up and then lowered down again. The smooth glide around his cock felt like sheer bliss, and Matt’s balls kept pulling up with the need to come, even though he met the resistance of the band. Watching the man ride his cock was fucking intoxicating, especially with the way he was tied to the bed, arms bound overhead, Jasper beginning to fuck up and down on him like he was some plaything.

Honestly, he’d take anything he could get from Jasper.

Sweat beaded on Matt’s brow, and his breath came in faster as Jasper teased him with the tight heat of his hole. He’d go fast and furious for a few strokes only to slow down and roll his hips with the motion a second later. Other times he’d draw himself up until he was almost all the way out and Matt would lift his hips, trying to chase the man. Jasper smirked and sank back down with an intoxicating glide that had Matt’s eyes rolling back in his head.

The unpredictability of it, the varying strokes that changed up every time Matt began to follow the pattern, had him reeling in the best way. His cock throbbed, his balls so full they ached, and he wanted to scream. He needed to come so badly, just longed for Jasper to ride him until he found his release, but instead the man took singular glee in toying with him.

That only got him hotter, how Jasper had complete control here, and a soft warmth bloomed in Matt’s chest at being able to help bring confidence back to the man. After seeing Jasper so shattered earlier, he would do anything to help settle him—and this way was a win for both of them.

“You’re being so good for me, sweetness,” Jasper purred as he continued to bounce up and down on Matt’s cock, the pressure building up again to the point that Matt was going out of his mind. “Do you think you deserve to come?”

Well, that was a trap if he ever saw one.

He sucked in a deep breath, trying to pull his mind together to respond. The way the rope chafed around his wrists every time he tugged at them had already sent him to a floaty place, and Jasper’s legs trapping him in on either side, how the man continued to edge him had Matt panting.

“Whatever you want, sir,” he managed, a loud, lusty noise escaping from him a moment later as Jasper bounced up and down at the same speed, rocketing him toward an orgasm at a blinding pace.

Then Jasper stopped mid-stroke and pulled back again, and Matt groaned, his hands balling into fists above his head as he tugged on the restraints. His legs trembled with the need to come at this point, and he wasn’t sure how much more of this he could take. His nails bit into his palms, and drops of sweat had begun to trickle down from his forehead, slithering down his neck and into the mattress.

He focused on the sight of Jasper taking his cock, trying to memorize every detail. A light flush coated Jasper’s cheeks, his thick black hair plastered to his forehead, and sweat glistened on his abs, snaring Matt’s attention. The powerful way his muscles moved—thighs flexing with each shift, his cock leaking on Matt’s stomach, the pre-cum dripping into his chest hair had Matt reeling.

“What do you want for being such a good boy?” Jasper asked, his voice a low rasp, pure seduction.

“Come on me, please,” Matt said, the words slipping out before he could think about them. He wanted to come badly—desperately, but even more, he wanted Jasper to release all over him again, to feel claimed, owned by this man.

If this was the only way Jasper would allow Matt to keep him, he’d meet him here every time.

“Fuck, sweetness,” Jasper swore, his eyes flaring with lust. “You’re perfect.”

Jasper reached down and began to stroke his cock even as he didn’t stop the way he rode Matt’s. The glide grew more even and regular, all sense of toying with him abandoned as Jasper jacked himself off, his brows knitted together in concentration, his lower lip jutting out.

Matt tried to thrust into him in return, shifting his hips in time with Jasper’s movements. Their breaths both grew ragged, and the air turned so humid he could drink it in, tension coiling in him again to an unbearable point. His balls literally ached, and the need to come robbed him of any other focus than Jasper fucking up and down on his cock while his hand shuttled across his own. The scent of sweat and salt and vanilla drifted his way, intoxicating and delicious.

“Come for me, sweetness,” Jasper commanded, and a second later, his hole spasmed tight around Matt’s cock as he came. Hot cum splashed onto his chest, and the force of Jasper’s hole clenching his length had Matt following him over the edge.

One moment Matt’s balls were drawing up, and the next he was emptying inside Jasper, his release flooding out of him in a powerful sweep. His vision blanked, fireworks exploding through him in one of the strongest orgasms he’d ever experienced, to the point that his fingers and toes went numb. Matt sailed along on sheer bliss as Jasper stopped moving overtop of him, and Matt’s cock throbbed again, a final spurt spilling out of him.

Jasper leaned down to claim Matt’s mouth in a hungry kiss, their chests pressing together and smearing the sticky cum between them.

Matt just wanted to exist in this moment, his cock stuffed into Jasper’s hole, evidence of the man’s claiming smeared all over their chests, and their lips locked—connected in every damn way. His heart spasmed hard as he lost himself in this bliss, this depth he never wanted to surface from.

Jasper drew back from the kiss and pressed a tender one on his forehead that made Matt shiver. “Let me go get something to clean us up,” he murmured, drawing himself off Matt’s cock and sweeping over the side of the bed.

Matt watched him go, his heart escaping out of his body in the process.

He wanted to keep Jasper—if it meant coming out, telling everyone, whatever. He’d risk a lot more for this man.

However, Jasper was the wildcard here.

If Matt gambled it all and Jasper didn’t want more? He’d be wrecked on the rocks, and this time, his best friend wouldn’t be around to help him pick up the pieces.
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Chapter Twenty-One

  
  







Jasper woke up to a pleasantly sore backside and the smell of bacon.

He was tangled in sheets that smelled like cedarwood and were so warm, like he’d slept next to a furnace when he remembered he’d never left Matt’s and had pretty much done that. The man emitted so much heat, and Jasper couldn’t help but curl up near him like a cat to a fireplace. It was becoming so addictive that he’d slept in bed with the man three times at this point, which he’d never done with anyone else.

He didn’t even believe this classified as a hookup for him though, even if he kept trying to plaster the lie over the all-too-evident truth.

The room was still dark, and he glanced to the clock to see four in the morning glaring back at him in neon numbers. Matt was probably getting ready to head out to work. With Ryan not being around as much, the entire business rested on Matt’s shoulders. Which, already, Jasper found himself wanting to help, to send one of his employees over for a shift or two just to give the guy a break.

Jasper pulled himself out of the bed, running fingers through his hair as he basked in the memories of last night. Matt’s submission was everything he’d needed in the moment, the ability to control something in his life helping him sew himself back together better than anything else could’ve. His aunt had tried to call multiple times, but he’d just blocked the number. Jasper had long ago lost the patience for giving people more chances.

He tugged on his neon blue briefs and the running shorts he’d come over in and headed for the door. Once he stepped out of the bedroom, his gaze snagged on the delicious ginger bear standing in the kitchen wearing a tee that clung to his muscles and a loose pair of black shorts Jasper wanted to tease down those massive thighs. Fuck, Matt’s thick cock had filled him up in the best sort of way, and he wanted another go so badly.

Matt looked up, and his eyes softened, a tenderness in his gaze that had Jasper’s heart flipping over.

“I’m getting ready to head out, but I wanted to leave you some breakfast,” Matt said, crossing the distance between them to hand over a plate of scrambled eggs, bacon, and a freshly toasted bagel with cream cheese. Jasper’s mouth watered, and his stomach rumbled. He’d barely been able to get anything down yesterday after the unwelcome surprise of his parents, and with all the physical activity he and Matt had gotten up to last night, he was starving.

“Do you need me to grab my stuff and scram?” Jasper asked, tipping his head toward the door.

Matt shook his head. “Stay as long as you like. Just flip the lock on your way out.”

Jasper’s heart thudded hard. Everything about this was so domestic it hurt, something he’d never even entertained for the likes of him. He was accustomed to being alone at the end of the night—had been that way his entire life. The idea of sleeping beside someone, having them take care of him in small ways—it made his soul ache, like staring at the hazy, tremulous glow of fireflies on a summer night.

Jasper clutched the plate tight, and Matt closed the space between them. He cupped Jasper’s cheek and kissed him, the motion soft and sweet as Jasper reeled from the potency of it. He might take the lead in anything sexual between them, but tenderness was foreign to him, unfamiliar. Matt held the reins here, and for once, Jasper didn’t mind handing them over. The man pressed a few more kisses to his lips, and Jasper savored the taste of him, minty like toothpaste. When Matt finally pulled away, Jasper’s mind was still swirling from those potent kisses.

“Message me later, okay?” Matt asked, a little bit of vulnerability bleeding into his voice that Jasper was desperate to ease.

“You’re going to regret asking me that,” Jasper said, trying to inject some levity to give his heart a chance to restart again.

“Never,” Matt said as he pocketed his keys, wallet, and phone before heading to the door. “I’ll see you soon.”

With that, he slipped out, and the front door clicked shut behind him.

Jasper walked over to the kitchen counter and placed his plate down. A fresh pot of coffee had been brewed, and he rummaged through Matt’s cabinets until he found a mug and poured himself some. He took a sip of the warm drink, but the coffee couldn’t compete with the heat already brewing in his chest at Matt’s consideration.

He was so gone for that man.




* * *




After getting up stupid early, Jasper had managed to squeeze a run in before getting home and changed for work. Tabletop Tavern was bustling for the morning rush, and he and Hunter navigated it with ease, Arjun working the kitchen. The influx of people coming in for a quick drink at the tables had finally slowed, and the usual groups of gamers settled around with games, cracking into them.

Jasper settled behind the counter next to Hunter, the first time this morning that one of them wasn’t darting in a different direction. He couldn’t help the lightness in his chest, despite everything falling to pieces around him. Given what had happened yesterday, he would’ve never expected to have such a good morning, but Matt had so much brightness to spare that it seemed like it filtered into Jasper’s system.

“Hey, boss,” Hunter said, his deep voice snapping Jasper out of his reverie. The man had a somber look on his features most days, but he was as gentle and sweet as they came with a loyalty that couldn’t be bought.

“What’s going on?” Jasper asked, leaning against the counter, always soaking in what was happening at the shop. His heart jerked, the way it often did nowadays at the thought that this might not be forever for him.

“I’ve been doing some digging on Leviticus Developers,” Hunter said. “One of the regulars here does some hacking for fun, and he offered to pull up files for us.”

Jasper blinked. He’d been so fixated on trying to source where they could get money from to keep the location that he hadn’t been doing his due diligence on that front. Dirt on Leviticus Developers could be useful. Their landlord was pretty determined to sell, but if she sold to someone else, they might be willing to continue to lease to them—unlike Leviticus.

“There’s got to be some anti-discrimination clause they’re tripping,” Hunter said, clutching his nape.

“Unless we’ve got documentation clearly stating what they’re doing, we don’t have a leg to stand on,” Jasper said, crossing his arms. “If your hacker friend wants to find some incriminating emails though, I wouldn’t be sad in the least. But the sleazebag they have pursuing our businesses is too good at spinning shit. They’ll buy the property and make up some fabricated reasoning for why they can’t keep renting to us—like they’re looking to represent more profitable business models, etc.”

“The chances are slim, aren’t they,” Hunter said, his tone grave. One of the things Jasper appreciated about the man the most was that he didn’t need to sugarcoat the situation or pretend around him. They both knew how badly life could fuck you, and neither of them held onto delusions.

“We sank so much of our money into starting the business, and we’ve only been open a few years,” Jas said, rifling his fingers through his hair. He’d been circling around this problem ever since it emerged, but no matter how many times he tried to brainstorm a different solution, the same conclusions kept coming up.

They were fucked.

“Rox and Cal want to try and take home equity loans out on their houses, which might be able to get us some of the funds needed for the downpayment, but I can’t contribute to that, and we’re still missing a fair amount—like at least 50k.”

Hunter brimmed with quiet beside him, and Jasper lapsed into the same silence, unable to stop the wave of helplessness from sweeping in. His time with Matt had been the escape he needed, but whenever he came to work—the place that used to be his refuge—he was reminded how the clock was ticking down.

“Do I have your permission to try something?” Hunter asked, scrubbing his palms over his face.

“I would say is it illegal, but honestly, if we’re shutting down, I might turn to a life of crime anyway,” Jasper joked. “But yeah, give whatever you want a shot. I trust you.”

That applied to every single member on their staff. They’d become family, each one of them, and after yesterday, Jasper wanted to cling a little tighter to them. He didn’t know how long folks would stay together if they closed. He’d lost the naïve part of him that believed the promises to keep in touch when people left.

“I don’t want to get hopes up or anything,” Hunter said. “This might fizzle out.”

“Mase is attempting to draw folks together for a coalition too,” Jasper said, casting an amused look to Hunter. Their resident sunshine was the opposite of Hunter, but the two worked together so well as a couple. “I don’t think they’re capable of admitting this might go south.”

“Not really,” Hunter said, offering a small grin back. “They’ve been brainstorming different plans every night. Kelly and Tabby have been coming over to contribute too.”

Jasper’s heart pounded a little harder. These fucking people. He loved them with all his soul. Part of him wished he could join in their planning sessions, but to be honest, another part of him couldn’t bear to. Because at the end of the day, the failure lay on him, Cal, and Roxie. They were the owners of Tabletop Tavern and the ones who’d bear the weight if they lost the business.

A thousand and one placating phrases rose to his lips, but none of them escaped. It wasn’t in Jasper’s nature to lie, even if false words would be gentler.

“I appreciate everything you guys are doing,” Jasper said instead, going with a different truth.

Hunter’s gaze locked with his, and he bobbed his head with a nod. “The situation feels a little hopeless, but this is the first place I’ve ever been able to call a home. I can’t just let it go.”

Jasper’s insides squeezed tight at those words. Had he been doing enough to try and save Tabletop Tavern? From the moment the news broke, the immensity of the loss had gripped him by the chest, and he’d wanted to bury his head in the sand, as if he could somehow avoid the inevitable breaking of his heart. The same way he was doing with Matt.

The door swung open, and Roxie marched inside, her dark, wavy hair streaming behind her like a banner. The panic flickering in her eyes snagged Jasper’s attention at once, and he pushed up off his casual lean against the counter to stand.

“What’s going on?” he asked, striding to greet her midway.

“Our landlord wanted to meet,” Roxie said, panting as her shoulders heaved. “I was at home, but she said it was important.”

Jasper arched a brow. Somehow, he didn’t think Fiona Delaney planned on telling them she’d decided to stay and not sell the place. His stomach lurched, a sense of imminent doom hovering above him like a storm cloud.

“Hunter, can you hold down the fort for a little bit?” Jasper said, casting him a glance. Hunter nodded, spreading his palms on the surface of the counter. Roxie was buzzing, and while he knew she was capable, he wanted to be there for support in case this went sideways. He stepped over to her and clapped a hand on her shoulder, guiding her toward the nearest open table. “Whatever she throws at us, we’ll handle,” Jasper said. Handling might mean weeping into a bottle of vodka in the gutted remains of his dreams, but hey, rock bottom and him were fast and familiar frenemies.

Roxie tugged at her ponytail, glancing to the door about five separate times before they sat down. “What if she pulled the trigger without telling us?” Roxie asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

Jasper forced a bitter smile. “Then we’ll handle it,” he repeated.

The door swung open again, and they were put out of their purgatory. Mrs. Delaney strode in, her gray hair pulled back in a perfunctory bun and her nicely pressed pants and blouse signaling that she’d come from a meeting. Normally any time they’d met, she wore more casual attire, and the detail alone had his alarm bells pinging.

Her pinched smile gave the other telltale sign that this was about to go poorly, and Jasper’s shoulders locked on instinct. He resisted the urge to reach over to Roxie and grab her hand, since they were professional business owners or some shit—for now, at least.

“Thanks for getting together with me on such short notice,” Fiona said, taking the seat across from them at the table. “I just sat at a meeting with Leviticus Developers, and I didn’t want to waste any time.”

Jasper’s stomach churned, white noise humming in his mind as the rest of the place faded away. “What’s going on?” he asked, even though he didn’t want the answer.

“They’re pushing up the timeline. I need to give them an answer at the end of next week. Which means if you want the place, I need an offer from you by then,” she said, sympathy in her voice that fell on deaf ears. Jasper didn’t give a flying fuck how badly she felt about it—she was still selling them out to an asshole developer she knew would destroy their business.

They were already scrambling to try and come up with a solution for the end of the month. This gave them a little less than two weeks to make an offer.

Which was impossible.

“Thank you for letting us know,” Jasper said woodenly, realizing that silence had stretched between them a bit too long.

“Do you have a counteroffer to bring up?” she asked, clearly fishing to see where they stood right now.

“We’re still working through some numbers,” Roxie placated, and based on the knowing look their landlord was giving them, they weren’t fooling her in the slightest. “We’d appreciate if you could meet with us one more time before you give them your final answer.”

“I can accommodate that.” Mrs. Delaney offered a pinched grin again and then pushed up from the table, clearly uncomfortable with witnessing the wreckage she’d helped cause. “I hope to see you next week,” she said before turning on her heel and walking back out the door.

Roxie sat there beside him, her eyes wide and more than a little hopeless. Out of the three of them, she’d been clinging to hope the hardest, and the sight of it swirling down the drain broke him a little.

“Come on to the back with me,” Jasper said, standing up and placing a hand on her shoulder to guide her forward. Together they headed for the hallway leading to their offices. Jasper gave Hunter a nod along the way before he and Roxie swept into the corridor, the quiet and shadows seeping into his skin.

He hated to say it, but he’d expected this. The only thing that would’ve hit as a surprise was if she’d showed up to say’d she sold the place from under them. However, the updated timeline made any attempt to save their business even more futile—though he’d known their chances were bad from the start.

Jasper pushed open the office to usher Roxie inside, and the moment he closed the door behind them, she broke.

A sob slipped out, and tears coursed down her cheeks. Jasper’s heart ached as he closed the distance between them and wrapped Roxie in his arms.

“How can we do this?” Roxie said between sobs, her shoulders shaking with the violent emotion rocking through her. Jasper felt every ounce of it on the inside, even if externally he was a placid lake. He’d mourned a thousand small deaths in the past though, and after a while, he’d just learned to accept that they were inevitable, a part of living.

“I wish I had answers,” Jasper murmured, resting his chin on her head. “But I don’t.”

“I thought we’d be able to do this,” Roxie said, the wetness from her tears imprinting on his shirt. “That we’d be able to find some solution to save Tabletop Tavern. But next week? There’s no way on earth we can raise enough money in that time to come up with a downpayment.”

Jasper swallowed hard. This was the truth he’d known from the start, one too terrible to face. “Then we’ll just keep on keeping on,” he murmured into her hair. No matter the words he stated though, he wasn’t ready.

This was his home. His family. His dream.

And by the end of next week, it’d be obliterated.
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Ryan was coming home today, and Matt couldn’t wait.

He’d already held several interviews today for another employee, and while each of them hurt him a little bit, they also offered a slight reassurance that just because Ryan was leaving didn’t mean his business was destroyed.

But he’d been wanting to talk to his best friend for an entirely different reason.

After the other night with Jasper when they’d come together in the most meaningful sex of his life, he wanted more.

That might be an impossible dream—Jasper was never known for committed relationships—but they wouldn’t stand a chance if they were keeping their situation covert.

If Matt was still in the closet.

And the one person who’d understand more than anyone would be his best friend.

He stepped in front of Starlight Wine Bar, their favorite meet-up spot, his heart racing a thousand miles a minute. As much as logic dictated Ryan’s support was a sure thing, what if he felt betrayed that Matt didn’t realize it earlier? What if he thought Matt was faking it?

There was nothing fake about his feelings for Jasper Tanaka. They’d been percolating under the surface for longer than he’d realized—from every time his heart skipped a beat when the man visited Land and Hearth over the past few years to the careen off a cliff when he woke up with Jasper spooning him, their limbs tangled together.

Matt stepped inside, the familiar dim lighting washing over him. His body was exhausted after pulling yet another long shift at Land and Hearth, but one of the folks he’d interviewed today seemed promising—a chill but sweet person named Sage. The tiny lights strung across the ceiling mimicked the starlight this place was named for, and he strode over toward one of the normal booths he and Ryan claimed. The rich scent of wine wafted through the air, mingling with sharp cedarwood. Normally, the comforting smells would calm him, but his nerves leapt to full broil. Had it only been weeks ago that he’d sat here across from Ryan telling him about getting dumped again?

So much had shifted in such a short span.

Matt slipped into the booth, everything familiar and yet unsettling. He was buzzing despite the thousands of times he’d held this imaginary conversation with Ryan.

And yet now that he sat here, waiting for his best friend to arrive, all those carefully crafted words evacuated his brain. He glanced at movement in his peripheral, and Ryan’s neon hair stood out first, signaling that his best friend had made it. Matt’s throat was desert dry. He’d shared everything with Ryan for years, but this change he’d been keeping to himself, and part of him was terrified that speaking it out loud would cause this fragile thing between him and Jasper to shatter.

“Hey,” Ryan said, sweeping up in front of him. He extended his arms out for a hug, and Matt had to pull his scrambled senses together to rise and offer him one back.

“How’s the situation going at home?” Matt asked, half-tempted to redirect the conversation and back out of telling him. Maybe Ryan didn’t need to know right now. Clearly, he was going through a lot and wouldn’t want more on his plate.

“Confusing. Sad,” Ryan said with a shrug, his eyes downturned with the regret leaking from him. “My folks and I had our talk, but I don’t feel settled from any of it.” He scrunched his nose and eyed Matt. “However, you called me out here because you said you needed to tell me something, and I’m not going to let you evade.”

Well, fuck.

Matt tugged on his beard, wishing he had some easy way to start this. Some magical phrase to make the prickling vulnerability that raced up his arms go away. Instead, he looked up and met Ryan’s gaze. “I’m bi.”

Ryan blinked, and in a second, dread already seeped through Matt’s veins. Obviously, his best friend was going to judge him, call him a fraud or something. However, a second later, Ryan reached across the table and clutched Matt’s hands tight, a soft smile spreading on his lips. “Thanks for telling me.”

Warmth rushed through Matt in one fierce sweep, and the corners of his mouth tugged upward, begging him to smile.

Ryan tilted his head to the side. “Was this a recent realization, or did something happen?”

Matt licked his lips. “Uh…Jasper and I have been hooking up. Just lately though.”

Ryan’s eyes widened. “Oh, I fucking knew it,” he said, right as the server swung over. They placed their orders for whatever red was on special tonight, and then Matt’s temporary buffer exited.

“What do you mean you knew?” Matt said, looking at the ceiling as if it’d help him hide the flush raging across his cheeks.

“The two of you have been giving each other moon eyes for ages,” Ryan said. “I didn’t want to presume anything since you’ve always said you were straight, but now that I know you’re not, it makes a hell of a lot more sense.”

“We have not,” Matt grumbled, even though he had the nagging feeling that Ryan was right. All the lingering gazes at Jasper, the way he’d always tried to squeeze whatever time and attention he could get from the man—if Jasper had been a woman, he would’ve recognized the warning signs of a crush at once, but instead, he’d just figured he had really intense friendship feels.

“You definitely have,” Ryan said, “but you weren’t alone. You don’t think Jasper was showing up at Land and Hearth every day for the food, do you?”

Matt blinked. Well, yeah, that was what he’d thought.

Ryan’s grin nearly split his face. “Oh, this is delicious. You didn’t notice the man’s ridiculous crush on you? He’s always been friendly with me, but I get the same sarcastic, witty replies that everyone else does from him. You, on the other hand, are the only person I’ve ever seen him get tongue-tied around.”

Matt’s cheeks were on fire now, even though internally he was tumbling headfirst for Jasper. He knew Jasper treated him differently, but he’d just believed their friendship was a little stronger—not that the man had a crush on him. Fuck, the idea made him giddy. “I’m not crush material,” Matt said on reflex.

Ryan reached across the table and flicked him in the arm. “Bullshit, my friend. I’ve warned you before that if I took you to the clubs with me, everyone would be salivating over you. Just because you’ve had some asshole ex-girlfriends doesn’t mean they’re right.”

Matt swallowed hard. The server swung back with their glasses of red, and he was quick to take a sip, if only to distract himself from the riotous dance his heart performed right now. The smooth, slightly fruity taste lingered on his tongue as he drank down a few gulps in one go.

“We’re not…together though,” Matt admitted, staring into the dark liquid as if it held answers.

“Why not?” Ryan asked. “You both are clearly into each other.”

“Well…you’re the first person I’ve told,” Matt said, tapping a finger against the glass, listening to the tink, tink, tink. “He said he wouldn’t out me, and we haven’t discussed anything further than hooking up.”

“What do you want?” Ryan asked. “What he’s saying is valid. You’ve got to operate on your own timeline.”

Matt shook his head. “I don’t want to hide him. Our business is queer friendly, and most of the people I know are queer, so it’s not like I think I’ll be facing a lot of backlash. I just…”

“Your family,” Ryan said, dipping his head with a knowing gaze.

“Them, and honestly, I’m not sure if Jasper would even want more with me,” Matt said, tugging at his beard again. “Maybe I’ve built all this up in my head and he’s just in it for a fling.”

“Well, first off, he’d be an idiot to pass up a chance at someone like you,” Ryan said, jabbing a finger at him. “But you won’t know unless you ask him. As far as your family goes, all I can say from personal experience is that if you choose to come out, it’s got to be for you. Not for a relationship, not because you think it’s something you should do. You don’t owe anyone that.”

Matt’s chest wrung out like a wet rag at the immediate acceptance from Ryan, at how his best friend soothed the nerves that had been running rampant through him. “Thank you,” Matt murmured. “You don’t know how badly I needed to hear that.”

Ryan offered him a crooked grin and reached across the table again to squeeze his hand. “I’m pretty sure I did. I’ve been there before, and it’s terrifying to own who you are…but it’s exhilarating too.”

Ryan wasn’t wrong. As much as Matt’s heart was pounding like a jackhammer, something had relaxed inside him that he hadn’t realized he’d been holding tight. Keeping the sheer joy he’d found in his connection with Jasper quiet felt wrong, but all of this had been so new, and Jasper had been so considerate of his situation. The man had showed his care from the start, but after the sheer volume of pain Jasper had been through, he was never going to take the leap.

Matt would need to.

If his heart ended up shattered in the aftermath—well, Jasper was worth the risk.

“What if I invite him to the anniversary party this weekend?” Matt asked. “I’ll come out to my parents and tell Jasper how I feel.”

“And you’re doing this for you?” Ryan hedged, a concern in his gaze that Matt loved him for.

“Yeah,” Matt murmured. “I don’t keep anything secret from my family, and honestly, I’ve wanted to share this with them. No matter what ends up happening, I think I’ve been bi for a long time and kind of dismissed things—guy crushes, whatever. I want them to know.”

“I’m so fucking proud of you,” Ryan said. His best friend’s eyes were shining with a warmth that traveled straight through him, and Matt basked in the relief of him knowing. Not telling Ryan had been weighing on him, but with how fast this had happened and everything that had gone on, it had slipped out of reach.

“And I’ll be there at the anniversary party too,” Ryan continued. “So, on the one in a million chance that your super liberal folks aren’t anything but accepting, I’ve got you.”

“Thank you,” Matt said, removing his hand from Ryan’s. “Let me ask Jasper now.” Matt tugged out his phone and typed a quick text.

Hey. My sister’s anniversary party is this weekend, and I wanted to know if you’d come with me?

He shut his eyes and sucked in a shaky breath. Jasper would probably say no. Neither of them had discussed anything beyond hooking up, and this was a recipe for heartbreak, but he couldn’t help himself. He wanted more with this man.

“It’s going to be okay,” Ryan said, his voice soft as he sipped on his wine.

Easy to say, but unlike all the times before, Ryan wouldn’t be around to grab a drink with afterwards. And if Matt’s family didn’t react well to him coming out…fuck, he couldn’t even fathom the outcome. His throat squeezed tight, the panic rising until it dizzied him.

A text chimed from his phone, and he whipped it out.

Sure. Tell me when and where.

Matt blinked and blinked again. He could barely believe that Jasper had said yes. A smile broke out on his face that he couldn’t restrain as he looked up at Ryan.

“He’s going,” Matt said, giddiness flushing through him in a wild rush.

And by the end of the weekend, he’d either have a boyfriend or a broken heart.
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Jasper was going to crawl out of his skin.

He, Roxie, and Cal were having a fucking meeting for the thousandth time as they brainstormed the same shit over again where one plus two did not add up to four no matter how hard they tried to make it work. He wanted to grieve, he wanted to acknowledge the truth of what they faced, and yet Roxie and Cal continued to spout ideas like they might come to fruition.

However, what was weighing over him just as badly was the anniversary party of Matt’s sister’s that Jasper had idiotically agreed to go to. Showing up as Matt’s “pal” would drive the knives in even further, but the question had been out there and what should he have said? No? He didn’t want to push Matt away, even though he knew this situation would blow up in his face. And when he lost the guy of his fucking dreams, he wouldn’t even have his business to fall back on.

Yet in mere hours, he’d be heading out to accompany the man to a family event. The man who was still in the closet. His therapist would have a field day with all of this at their next session.

“I got my home equity loan approved at least,” Roxie said. “It’d cover a third of what we need and shouldn’t be terrible to pay off.”

They’d already discussed this ad nauseum. And whatever leads Hunter’s friend had started to dig into on Leviticus Developers wouldn’t be forthcoming in time to make a difference. Not with the deadline of next fucking week looming over their heads.

Jasper scrubbed at his face, knowing he should be contributing to the conversation but unable to summon the rah-rah spirit to do so. His skin wouldn’t stop humming, like he might step right out of it, and he didn’t know if it was the impending closure of his livelihood or the potential heartbreak in store for going to this party with Matt tonight, but he was steps away from a flat-out panic attack.

It didn’t help that his aunt had tried to swing by his apartment the other day. He’d looked through the peephole and refused to come out until she left. He didn’t care if she felt bad about what she’d done—that was on her, not him.

Normally Roxie and Cal would’ve pried all this out of him too, but with Matt still in the closet, he couldn’t even talk to his closest about this problem, which had him feeling more isolated and adrift than ever.

Jasper clutched at his knees while sitting at his desk, and who knew how long he’d even be able to have a desk anymore, what with the future destruction of what had become his goddamn home?

“Do you have anything you want to add, Jas?” Cal asked, his brows drawn together. Both of his best friends stared at him, waiting for him to say something.

The problem was—the problem that had been here this entire time—they were looking for words of hope. And he’d been burned by life over and over again until he didn’t have an ounce to offer.

This was just one more incident in a long line.

Only this instance was hitting harder, because he’d been on the precipice of everything he’d ever wanted.

Tabletop Tavern had been his dream job, the place he’d created as a safe haven so queer kids would have somewhere to go—something he wished he’d had. And even Matt had been dangled in front of him, a guy who was so far out of his league it was ridiculous, and yet the man had offered sweetness, care, and affection when Jasper didn’t deserve it.

“Jas?” Roxie asked. “What do you think we should do?”

The question was innocent enough, asked with her typical Roxie sweetness, but something ugly bubbled inside his chest at everything he’d been holding back this entire time.

“What does it even matter?” he spat out. “A week from now, our landlord is going to sell to those shit Christian developers, and our business is getting shut down. We’ve been running over the same points for the past month, and the answer is sitting right in front of our faces. You both just refuse to acknowledge it.”

The words landed like a slap in the middle of the office, and Cal and Roxie both sat staring at him.

“What the fuck, Jas,” Cal responded, his gaze darkening. “From the second we got this news, you’ve been in total shutdown mode. You’re smart, one of the smartest people I know, and if anyone could figure out a way out of this, it’d be you. But you don’t seem to even give a damn.”

A scream trapped in Jasper’s throat, one he was desperate to unleash.

He wanted to tell them.

How getting cast off from his parents, assaulted by his roommate had broken him. How hope wasn’t this infinite quantity he could grasp onto like Cal and Roxie so readily did. How this relationship with Matt terrified him just as much as the thought of losing Tabletop Tavern and he was drowning, drowning, drowning.

“Life’s not perfect like that,” Jasper shot back, the words ripping from his throat. “Sometimes bad things happen, and there’s no solution. There’s no magical way to save the day, and I know you guys want me to keep hoping along with you, but I just can’t. I can’t sit there and pretend we’re going to be okay when I know we’re fucking not.”

Roxie’s eyes welled up with tears, and Jasper hated himself so much in the moment. It was every ugly thought he’d been trying to keep from Roxie and Cal because he didn’t want to break them like he had, and yet he’d gone and unleashed all that vitriol anyway.

He destroyed everything he touched.

Jasper needed to get out of here.

Before Cal or Roxie could say anything else, Jasper reached down, grabbed his keys, his messenger bag, and strode toward the door. His head was ready to explode, his heart already in shreds as he descended upon the hallway. His throat tightened, but he focused on one step in front of another. He’d butted heads with his friends in the past—it was inevitable with three people running a business together—but they’d always had this tether of Tabletop Tavern.

With it gone…he’d just fucked up the relationships of the two most important people in his life, and they’d no longer have this connection point.

And he wasn’t naïve enough to believe in whispered promises of “we’ll stay in touch.”

Jasper rushed past Mase at the desk, not able to deal with their overly empathic employee at the moment. He just bolted right out the door, and the sun slammed into him like a fucking bulldozer, as if it stood a chance at permeating through the ice of his insides. The walk toward their back parking lot was quick—faster than the trek home, because he wouldn’t be able to make it there.

He crumbled along the side of the building, the sun-warmed brick pressed against his back, as if he could soak in some of this solid structure that was going to get ripped from him in a fucking week. His eyes burned, and a few stupid tears slipped out, ones he didn’t want to go walking around shedding for the world to see. Jasper swiped them away, his whole body vibrating with tension.

The grief robbed him of everything. It had been a cloud from the start, filtering in more and more until he felt trapped in stasis. The only moments of blissful escape had been in his exploration with Matt, but even those just served as reminders of all the things he wanted and would never truly have. Roxie and Cal were right—he hadn’t been fighting, not like he would.

Because he was so damn tired.

So tired of trying only to have what he wanted torn away.

When he’d opened Tabletop Tavern, he thought he’d been turning a corner. Rising from the mire he’d been in after his parents kicked him out. After his college roommate fucking raped him. That maybe he could find some worth in this miserable existence.

Except then this happened.

Yet again, someone wanted to take something from him, and he was helpless to stop them. His entire body trembled like a palm tree in a hurricane, a mere second from getting ripped from the ground.

He should just cancel on Matt.

The man deserved better than a basket case who was losing everything around him. And yet, Jasper couldn’t find it in his heart to disappoint him. He might end up shattered, but he found himself still grasping forward for any more minutes, any more seconds he could claim with Matt.

He’d need those moments to stoke the wisp of flame he’d be tending on the lengthy winter ahead.

Jasper wasn’t sure how long he sat there crouched against the side of Tabletop Tavern, as if he were communing with the building, drawing every last ounce of strength from it he could manage. Eventually, he gained control over his limbs again and pushed up from the ground. He needed to get home and get ready for tonight.

How he’d make it through, he didn’t know, but he’d let down enough people today.

He couldn’t bear to add more to the pile.
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Matt’s hands were sweating.

He’d showed up early on the guise of helping, which of course he’d do, but he also wanted a chance to talk to his sister and parents before the rest of the attendees got there. His sister had chosen a new artsy space as the rental for the party, a place he didn’t want to know the cost of. She had the money to burn though, and she wouldn’t spare any expense to celebrate her marriage—nor should she. Sophie had worked so hard for everything she’d achieved.

Matt couldn’t help the occasional bouts of jealousy. Not like he wanted anything lavish, but goddamn, the idea of celebrating a wedding anniversary with the family felt so out of reach. Especially today with what he wanted to tell the rest of them.

The brown steel beams overhead added to the rustic look against the wooden panels of the ceiling, the white walls around them decorated in mosaic creations. String lights were hung overhead, creating a cozy ambiance, and the spare shelving featuring potted succulents throughout only enhanced the vibe. He loved it—so similar to Land and Hearth’s sort of décor.

His sister Sophie was scurrying around on the far side of the place, already tweaking table settings in preparation, which fit her type A personality so well. They shared the same bright ginger orange hair and paler complexions, but unlike Matt who was big and barrel-chested, his sister was petite. She looked up, and her eyes sparkled in excitement when she caught sight of him.

Matt resisted the urge to scrub his face, since his palms were slick from all the sweat coating them. It had only been a couple of weeks since his girlfriend dumped him, and he hadn’t even told his family yet. Everything with Jasper had swept him away, happening so fast and yet feeling more right than anything had in so, so long.

Sophie clicked her way on over in her little black heels that went with her elegant green dress.

“Are Mom and Dad here yet?” Matt asked, blurting out the words. He’d seen their car, so he assumed as much, but he didn’t want to have to rehash this news over and over again. Which…maybe he shouldn’t be springing on them all during his sister’s anniversary party.

“Everything okay?” Sophie asked, her brows drawing together. His older sister knew him better than most, and trying to hide this would be impossible.

“Look, I’ve got something to talk to you guys about, but I don’t want to disrupt your party,” Matt said, squeezing the back of his neck. His plan could wait for another day.

Sophie’s eyes grew wide. “Mattie, what’s going on? Are you sick? I know we haven’t spoken as much the past month, and I’ve been meaning to reach out, but I didn’t realize there was a reason you were being so quiet.” Sophie had started to panic babble, and Matt opened his mouth to stop her.

“What’s going on?” Mom’s voice sounded from behind him.

“Something’s wrong with Mattie, Mom,” Sophie burst in. “I think it’s medical.”

Oh for fuck’s sake.

“I’m not sick,” Matt jumped in, just to stop Sophie before this spiraled even further.

“Who’s sick?” Dad said as he stepped up next to Mom, his brows drawn in concern.

“Matt is,” Mom said, ignoring the contradicting statement he’d delivered. “He’s going to tell us what’s going on.” Matt opened his mouth, only to get interrupted again.

“What are the doctors saying?” Dad asked, his blue eyes flashing as he swung his gaze in Matt’s direction.

The words just leapt from Matt’s throat. “I’m not dying, I’m bisexual.”

Sophie blinked, then blinked again. “Does Haley know?” she asked, the first to break the silence. Matt focused on her, not wanting to look at Mom and Dad or their reaction. His heart leapt in his throat, but he’d ripped the Band-Aid off, so all he could do now was deal with the aftermath.

“Haley dumped me at the beginning of the month,” he murmured. “And I figured this out recently.”

Sophie stepped up to close the distance between him, and a second later she was squeezing him tight. Matt’s eyes prickled at his sister’s ready acceptance, and part of the breath he’d been holding escaped.

“I’m happy for you,” she murmured in his ear. “Whatever gender your future partner is, they’ll be lucky to have you.”

“Just like Darren’s lucky to have you,” he responded, squeezing her tight. With Sophie’s arms wrapped around him, he found the courage to look up at his parents. Mom and Dad stood side by side, staring at him, their expressions unreadable. His parents were both smaller than him, his mother a petite redhead like Sophie and his father shorter with dark brown hair and thick glasses. They normally were the picture of warmth, of home for him, but right now with their silence, he felt unsettled in a way he wasn’t used to.

Sophie clutched him a little tighter as if she knew.

Mom chewed on her nail, a nervous habit of hers. “If you’re bisexual, that means you’re still going to date women, right?”

Matt’s brows drew together. “I might, or I might date men too. It means I’ll settle down with whatever partner I end up with, regardless of gender.” His stomach flopped at his mother’s tone, at how she stared at the ground.

“But if you’re able to choose, why wouldn’t you just choose a woman?” Mom asked, the words coming out quiet, tentative. They descended like a knife to the chest.

Sophie pulled away from Matt to turn toward their mom. “Because it’s not a choice, Mom. He’s telling us because he loves and trusts us.”

Matt’s throat squeezed tight, and he wanted to hug the hell out of his sister for stepping to bat for him. He was terrified to glance to Dad, to see if he shared Mom’s views.

Mom looked up, her brows slanted with dismay as she glanced between him and Sophie. “I…just need a minute with this,” she said before turning on her heel and striding away from them.

Matt swallowed hard, and he could feel the threads of his cozy world begin to unstitch themselves.

Dad grasped his shoulder, his gaze softening. “Don’t mind your mother,” he murmured, his tone firm and warm in a way that made Matt want to sob right now. “She just needs time to adjust. The woman’s been obsessing over having grandbabies lately. Whoever you choose to be with will be welcome into our family.”

Matt’s eyes glazed over with tears, and he clapped a hand over his mouth. He couldn’t explain the feelings welling up inside him, the sheer relief pouring over him in a fierce sweep. With Ryan heading to the East Coast, he’d been terrified that in coming out he’d lose the rest of his support system, but Sophie and Dad’s staunch acceptance made up for Mom’s confusion. She hadn’t seemed angry, just a little ignorant, and Dad always read her the best, so he might be right.

Maybe with a little time, she’d come around.

“Want a hug?” Dad asked, his eyes twinkling as he opened his arms.

Matt nodded, trying to keep his shit together. He all but slammed against his father’s chest, and even though he’d been bigger than his dad for a while now, there was still something so comforting about hugs from him. Like they’d solve all the problems in the world.

Sophie let out a sniff beside them. “You bastards, you’re going to ruin my makeup.”

A watery chuckle slipped from Matt as he squeezed his dad tight, so grateful for his old man who’d always been accepting. For his sister who hadn’t hesitated to leap to his defense. And even for his mom, because Matt held hope in his heart that she’d come around given time. The woman never dealt with surprises well, and this one was a doozy.

He finally pulled away from his dad and wiped the moisture at his eyes with the back of his hand. Sophie’s eyes were glassy too, same as Dad’s, and Matt had never loved his sappy little family more. If things went well with Jasper, he wanted to introduce him to them. He was sure his whole family would love Jasper—how witty and clever he was, how he showed his care through the small actions toward Matt, how when he focused on you, it felt like nothing else existed in the world.

“Is there a guy who triggered this shift?” Sophie asked, tilting her head to the side.

Matt chewed on his lower lip. “Just something I should’ve figured out a long time ago.” He evaded on purpose because he didn’t want Jasper getting grilled by his family tonight. This was a chance to show Jasper he was serious about him—willing to take a chance on them—and to tell him that he wanted more. His heart pounded a little harder at the thought. After coming out to his family, he was riding high on the truth, and if he stopped this wave, he wasn’t sure he’d be able to summon up the nerve again.

“Okay, you can keep talking if you want,” Sophie said, glancing to the big clock on the wall. “But we’ve got guests coming and need to get the rest of the party prep accomplished.”

“Put me to work,” Matt said, already following her in the direction she strode toward the tables.




* * *




The party had been in full swing for a half an hour now. Darren had arrived before the start with the rest of the food that needed to get picked up, and they’d made quick work of getting it all assembled. Mom had been quieter throughout the night, and they didn’t continue talking about what he’d shared, but she’d still spoken with him like normal, which he latched onto. Time, he was willing to give.

So many of Sophie’s friends had showed up to offer her congratulations and celebrate, and Ryan had appeared as well. Matt kept glancing to his cell phone, waiting on Jasper to arrive. He hadn’t said sharp, but the man was pretty timely. He swallowed hard as he looked for what felt like the thousandth time. What if Jasper decided to stand him up?

Maybe this had all been too much for him, and this was the point where Jasper would call their arrangement off.

“Staring at your phone isn’t going to make him appear,” Ryan said, nudging him in the side with his elbow. “And it might not be the worst thing if he doesn’t show. You went through one massive step tonight, and you should bask in the victory.”

Some swanky jazz music filtered through, fitting the upscale vibe of this place that he sure as hell didn’t mesh with. But his sister loved this sort of stuff, and he loved Sophie with every bit of his heart. Matt had already swiped a few of the hors d’oeuvres—bacon encased water chestnuts, artichoke phyllo cups, and crab and avocado toasts, but that was about all he’d been able to handle. All the anxiety that had been churning his stomach into a frenzy made eating more difficult.

He and Ryan had been hanging by the wall closest to the door—the definition of wallflowers, but he couldn’t focus too hard on socializing. His sister loved to bounce from group to group, thriving on throngs of people while he made conversation with anyone he knew who passed by. They’d always had different styles, and he wouldn’t be great at small talk tonight.

Not while he was waiting for Jasper to show.

“Fuck, your man can clean up well,” Ryan murmured, and Matt’s gaze snapped in the same direction.

Jasper entered in through the doorway, his dark hair tamed with product, which accentuated his slender jaw. The dark red button-down he wore was rolled up to the elbows, pure forearm porn, and his black slacks showcased an ass that Matt daydreamed about most of his waking hours. Matt’s mouth went dry at the sight, robbed of any words as he just stared at this gorgeous guy who’d come here for him.

“He’s not my man,” Matt mumbled, his cheeks heated as he realized what Ryan had said. Not like he’d been able to pay attention to much else while Jasper was in his line of sight.

Ryan nudged him in the side again. “But he could be. Go get him.”

Matt nodded, but the wave of anxiety that crashed through him made the whole moving his limbs thing hard. Jasper’s gaze locked onto his, and the man began heading in his direction. If they were going to have this talk, Matt wanted it to be somewhere private, not out here where anyone could interrupt them. Maybe then…maybe they could come back into his sister’s anniversary party as boyfriends.

His heart lodged in his throat at the thought, the sheer hope almost too much to bear.

Matt pulled himself from where he’d frozen and began walking forward to meet Jasper. The moment Matt stood feet away from him, the urge to crash into Jasper’s arms grew so intense he could barely breathe. He wanted to kiss Jasper in public, to hold his hand, to tell everyone about this brilliant, beautiful connection he’d found.

He only hoped Jasper wanted the same.

“Hey,” Jasper said, his lips quirking up at the side in a charming grin. There was a little bit of a buzz around the man that Matt noticed because he’d gotten to know him so well. Maybe he was nervous about being around Matt’s family like this, which was warranted.

Matt licked his lips, desperate to close the space between them and reassure him however he could. But they needed to talk first. His daydreams were chugging ahead at full speed and leaving his sense behind.

“Follow me,” Matt said, tilting his head in the direction of one of the side rooms he’d scoped out. It was supposed to be a coat nook, but there was a bench and some privacy they wouldn’t find out on the floor like this. He took the lead, not bothering to check behind him and see if Jasper followed—he trusted the man would. His heart pounded loud in his ears, and the rest of the party melted away. The music and chatter turned into a muted hum, and all he could focus on were his heavy breaths, his destination ahead, and the prickle of air conditioning along his skin.

He slipped into the side room, grateful that no one seemed to be hanging around there, and found the velour bench to sit on. Jasper joined him a moment later, and Matt moved his thigh closer until theirs were pressing.

Jasper’s gaze bored into him, those dark eyes more intense than ever. “So, is inviting me to a party in a closet metaphorical, or…?” His tone hinted at amusement, but it contradicted the storm in his eyes.

Matt sucked in a shaky breath. Either he was doing this or he wasn’t, and he really, really wanted the chance of something more with Jasper Tanaka.

“If it was literal, I guess we’d be heading out of the closet,” Matt started, wringing his hands together in front of him. “I, uh….told my family that I’m bi.”

He glanced to Jasper whose eyes had widened.

“How did they take it?” Jasper asked, reaching over to place a hand on his knee. Matt couldn’t help the shudder of relief that rolled down his spine. The contact grounded him in the moment, everything he’d wanted from the second Jasper had shown up. Not touching him was agony, and he didn’t regret taking the leap to tell his loved ones if it meant a chance with this man.

“My mom needs a little adjusting,” Matt admitted, staring at Jasper’s hand on his knee, those long, elegant fingers, and feeling the warmth of his palm. “But my dad and sister were supportive.”

“I’m so glad,” Jasper said, his tone a little dark, a little broken, and Matt didn’t wonder why. He knew what Jasper had lived through.

“But I needed to do that first,” Matt said, pushing on ahead, because if he didn’t, he wasn’t sure he’d be able to say the words. “Because I want to see if there’s a chance for something real here. I’ve…never felt this way before about anyone. Like I’m safer than I’ve ever been while diving off a cliff in the same breath. You’re the best person I know, and I just needed to tell you.” He brought his gaze up to meet Jasper’s. “I’m falling in love with you.”

Jasper’s eyes widened, and his lips slightly parted as he took a deep breath in.

Matt’s heart leapt out of his chest, hanging in suspension. This man held it in his hands, the ability to bring it life or crush it in the span of a single response.

Jasper didn’t say a word, and the longer the silence stretched between them, the more Matt’s anxiety rose to wrap fingers around his throat. He was just about to break through and say something—anything, when Jasper pulled his hand away from Matt’s leg.

“I…” Jasper said, his fingers trembling, his gaze darting toward the main party. “I’ve got to go.”

Without another word, Jasper turned on his heel and began to walk away. Matt couldn’t even manage to scrape his senses together to get up, to follow him, to say a goddamn thing. He stared as Jasper disappeared into the crowd of people at the party, quickly making a beeline for the door.

The amber lights glowed outside the room, but Matt was drowning in the cobalt shadows. His breaths came in shaky, and the air-conditioning on his skin was turning it to ice, ice, ice.

All he could do was watch as the man he’d just confessed his love to walked out the door.

His heart splattered on the marble tiles, and he didn’t know how he’d ever piece those broken parts together again.
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Chapter Twenty-Five

  
  







Jasper was a hundred percent having a panic attack.

He’d somehow floated into his car and made it onto the road, but he’d had to pull over several times when his vision started to black out in front of him. His breaths were shallow, and no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t seem to breathe deep enough.

Matt was falling in love with him.

Matt was in love with him.

It was everything he could’ve ever wanted, everything he’d imagined in his heart of hearts, so why had he bolted out of there like a fucking lunatic? Why couldn’t he breathe? His skin crawled, fucking crawled, and he couldn’t get to his apartment fast enough. A hysterical sob burst past his lips. Fuck. If Matt had been interested before, he couldn’t possibly be now. Not after Jasper rushed out of there with no explanation.

Familiar streets rolled out in front of him as he continued to guide his car forward by some miracle, despite the way he was wheezing, how his mind whirled. He pulled onto his street, his apartment sticking out like a beacon. Once he slid his car into a spot, he shut the ignition off and lurched out the door. He almost tumbled forward on the pavement, his legs shaking so badly they barely held him upright.

He gritted his teeth hard, focusing on trying to suck breaths in through his nose, even though the ball of tight, hot pain in his chest felt like it was expanding, consuming more and more with every passing second. By some miracle, he reached the front door and then started to scale the steps, each one feeling monumental, like his legs were made of lead.

Once he reached the top, he all but stumbled toward his door, leaning hard against the solid surface as he tried to guide his keys into the lock. His hands were full-on shaking at this point, and part of him wanted to collapse in front of his place.

He’d fucked everything up.

The one good thing he could’ve clung onto right now was Matt, and he’d run away like a coward.

Matt had come out. He wanted to be with Jasper.

Fucking unimaginable.

This felt like some cruel prank, like a joke he’d wake up from and feel sick over. Too good to be goddamn true.

Jasper finally unlocked his door and stumbled inside.

The lights were on in his apartment.

“Jas?” Roxie’s voice sounded from over by the couch.

“Are you okay?” Cal’s sounded next. Jasper tried to look up at them, but the room swam in front of his eyes. The nausea was churning so bad he was going to vomit, and his chest pinched with every shallow breath, because he just needed to breathe deep and fucking couldn’t.

Hands circled around Jasper’s shoulders, and he found himself moving forward, not of his own volition. Except the presences were familiar—safe. His legs bumped against something solid, and a second later, he was guided down into the soft press of cushions.

“What do you do for a panic attack?” Roxie asked, crouching in front of him.

He opened his mouth to try to say something, but his mind dizzied again, and the words were lost, like they’d been tossed into a dryer.

Cal sat next to him and placed a warm palm on Jasper’s shoulder. “Focus on my touch, okay?” he stated, his voice calm and quiet. “Breathe in through the nose and then breathe out through the mouth. Focus on the couch beneath you. The smell of the garbage tea that Roxie brought over.”

Jasper wanted to laugh at that, but he focused on following Cal’s orders, trying to take a breath in through the nose and out through the mouth. To make himself aware of his surroundings. Of sitting on his couch in his apartment, surrounded his best friends—Roxie crouched in front of him and Cal by his side. Roxie’s dark brown eyes flickered with worry as she stared up at him.

Slowly, he drew in deeper breaths, some of the nausea beginning to settle. His skin still prickled, but the knot in his chest had loosened, and he drank in every bit of sweet, sweet oxygen that he could.

“You’re doing great, Jas,” Roxie said, her tone earnest and encouraging. Far kinder than he deserved after he’d pretty much dumped and ran on Roxie and Cal and then just flat out ran on Matt. He was acing communication today.

His breathing grew regular enough that he was able to stop monitoring it and sank into the hold of the couch. Except the moment his mind stopped spinning and the world righted itself, he realized what a monumental fuck up he’d made.

A sob escaped his throat, and Roxie’s eyes widened.

“What’s going on, Jas?” Cal asked, his hand still resting on Jasper’s shoulder like an anchor. A tremor racked through Jasper’s body with another sob, but he fought with the tears stinging at his eyes. A few traitorous ones slipped through anyway, the hot slide of them down his cheeks feeling a lot like shame.

He didn’t know why Roxie and Cal had showed up here after the way he’d left things. He’d tried to convince himself over the years that he was worth the effort, that these people genuinely cared about him, but far too easily he reverted back into old beliefs.

Because he’d seen how fast the people who’d raised him had discarded him.

If his own parents could kick him out and never look back, how was he supposed to believe anyone else would stick around?

He couldn’t even fathom friends wanting to stay, and Matt…he’d opened his heart to Jas only to get it sliced open when Jas took the coward’s way out. Matt might feel a connection with him now while the endorphins were high, but what happened when Jas couldn’t talk about something important because he’d rather peel his skin off than dig up the past? He reached up to wipe away his tears with more than a little spite that he’d even let them fall in the first place.

“Sweetie, we should’ve been paying more attention,” Roxie murmured, rising to pop into the sliver of space on the other side of him. She nudged him over until he was pretty much squished between his best friends, which was a lot more comforting in the moment than he ever expected it to be.

“We’ve had bigger problems to worry about,” Jasper said, digging his nails into his thighs just to feel the sting. He wanted to hurt more than a little tonight.

“Does this have to do with Matt?” Cal asked, a knowing in his voice that made Jasper realize he hadn’t been hiding things nearly as well as he thought he had.

“What about Matt?” Roxie asked. “Why am I always the last to find out everything?”

“He told me he loved me,” Jasper whispered, the words scraping his insides raw as they left his throat. “And I just panicked and left.”

“Oh, honey,” Roxie said, leaning in against him. Cal pressed in on the other side, their presence grounding him like nothing else in the moment. His best friends knew him too fucking well. They tried to communicate they were here for him in whatever way they could. Even if his brain loved to tell him otherwise. “You’ve been running a long time,” she continued, reaching for his hand and threading their fingers together. “I know it’s been longer than we’ve known you—longer than even the first night you crashed in my dorm.”

The unsaid weighed the air between them.

Roxie knew how she’d found him that night—a shaking mess, too fucked in the head to even respond to words. She’d wrapped him in a blanket, sat by his side, and put on a marathon of Doctor Who, a show he still had a love/hate relationship with for that reason.

“I thought maybe if I ran fast enough I couldn’t get hurt again. Even opening Tabletop Tavern was a huge risk, putting my heart out there in the open—and now we’re facing imminent closure,” Jas murmured, his chest aching something fierce tonight. “A relationship? Those are meant for people who aren’t broken.”

Cal let out a low laugh, one that vibrated against Jasper due to proximity. “You realize who you’re saying that to, right? Is there a single person at our shop who hasn’t faced baggage in the past? And some more than others, but Jas, you’ve been nurturing and growing relationships all around you for years. This friend family we’ve accumulated would never have been possible without you.”

“He’s right, you know,” Roxie said, squeezing his hand. “You try to act like you don’t care, like you’re removed and yet you’re the heart of this place, Jas. You’re the one who rallies everyone together—who the hell do you think started After Hours Sundays?”

“And who the hell do you think came up with Tabletop Tavern?” Cal reminded him. “We might’ve all dreamed up the reality together, but this was your idea first.”

Jasper’s chest squeezed tight, right as a few more hot tears slipped down his cheeks. These fucking kind, caring, amazing bastards. He thought no one noticed the small things he’d done to try and keep this family together, the only one that mattered to him. And yet they saw him.

They had seen him from the beginning and proved time and time again they weren’t letting go.

“But what happens if we close?” Jasper whispered, the fear he’d refused to name rising to the surface at last.

“I can’t speak for anyone else, and you’d be pissy if I made speculations anyway,” Cal said, drawing in a deep breath. “But we were your family before we ever embarked on this crazy endeavor, and we’ll be your family even if it all crashes and burns.”

He wanted to believe them. He wanted to believe them so badly, but there was this hollow ache in his chest, a shattered part of him that he’d never been able to refill.

Except he’d been able to grasp onto the feeling in the small moments—in the Thanksgivings at Cal’s, in the board game nights that wore long into the evening, at each D&D session where they drove Roxie nuts throughout the years.

The realization slammed into him at once.

He’d fought for those.

All those moments where it’d be easier to isolate and hide away, he’d pushed past his doubts and lived in each one of them.

Except the threat against Tabletop Tavern had shut him down. And the fear of getting what he’d always wanted with Matt had vaulted him over the ledge.

He hadn’t been fighting for either of those things. Not the way he should.

“You were right, Cal,” Jasper murmured as he looked up to meet his gaze.

Cal quirked a brow. “I mean, I’m never going to turn down hearing that, but about what?”

“I haven’t been trying,” Jasper admitted, a weight lifting off his shoulders with the admission. “When Fiona dropped the news on us, I just…shut down. Any attempt to do more felt futile, and when Matt started showing interest, I got so consumed with that.”

“Please explain that?” Roxie asked, letting go of his hand as she leaned back to get comfy on the couch. “Because I thought Matt was straight.”

“Bi,” Jasper said, reaching up to run fingers through his sweat-soaked strands, a mess from the adrenaline rush and crash from the panic attack. His stomach rumbled a moment later.

“I’m ordering a pizza,” Cal said, dragging out his phone. “It’s going to be a long night.”

“I’m not going to say no to pizza,” Roxie said. “Just not mushroom.”

“So, extra mushroom pizza,” Jasper teased, slowly gripping threads of himself back.

“Ugh,” Roxie said. She pushed herself up with a creak of the cushions and headed over to the kitchen. “I’m going to make us all tea, because I feel like we need that right now. And you’re going to continue explaining this Matt situation.”

“Great,” Jasper said, tipping his head against the couch as he stared at the ceiling. The thought of the intensity in Matt’s bright blue eyes when he’d told him he was falling in love with him and leaving all that behind cracked his heart in half. “So, I’ve pretty much had a crush on Matt for the past two years, but he was straight, so whatever,” he muttered. “We connected at a class over at Whipped after he and his girlfriend broke up, and yeah. Apparently, he isn’t straight, and we’ve been hooking up.”

“How the hell do all of you keep that shit secret?” Roxie called over from his kitchen, the clank of porcelain mugs echoing through the place. “When Mel and I got together, you guys knew like…the next day.”

“Babe, that’s only because we had to watch the two of you pine after each other for the better part of a year,” Jas called back.

“So, what are you going to do?” Cal asked, not letting Jas off the hook, the bastard.

What was he going to do? The idea of starting over in another state was looking more appealing by the moment, but while he was fine hurting himself, he wouldn’t be able to survive knowing he’d hurt Matt.

“If you say let him down gently, I will kick you,” Roxie called over again, the hiss of his electric kettle sounding a moment later.

Jasper scrubbed at his face with his palms, everything feeling slightly sticky.

“Okay, if you take away future worries and doubts,” Cal said. “Would you want to be with him?”

“Rude,” Jasper responded, but he listened to Cal and tried to focus on the present. “Right now, things are…fuck. Matt’s perfect. He’s caring, he’s sweet, and he’s too pure for someone like me.”

Cal checked his shoulder. “None of that shit. You deserve good things, and Rox and I are here to remind you of that until you believe it.”

Jasper swallowed hard. If he didn’t have Roxie and Cal…fuck, he doubted he’d have survived. “I love you guys,” he murmured, the words barely audible.

Cal’s arms wrapped around him a second later in a crushing hug. “We love you too.”

“Ah, I’m not missing out,” Roxie called over, her footsteps creaking until her arms wrapped around them too in a group hug that was far too mushy for the likes of him. He sank into this warmth, a reminder to hold onto the moments rather than the fears. To bask in the love of his best friends that had anchored him through his worst days and continued to do so. He’d listened to his gut and fought for Roxie and Cal, choosing them over and over again.

The answer settled in his core, one that had been out of reach until now.

“I know what to do about Matt,” Jasper whispered.

He’d fight for him too.
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Chapter Twenty-Six

  
  







Matt woke up far too early on instinct, even though Ryan covered at the shop today. After he’d woodenly trudged through the rest of Sophie’s party last night, he’d texted Jas, but no answer.

His heart ached—hell, his whole body ached—like he’d walked right into a brick building. All the hopes he’d held onto last night of this thing between him and Jasper turning to more had crumbled to dust. He should’ve figured—no matter the gender, he was never enough for the people he fell for. He didn’t know why he’d been naïve enough to believe Jas would be different.

His phone began to buzz on his nightstand, and he all but dove to grab it. The moment he saw the name on the screen though, any jitters of anticipation just swirled down the drain. His mom was calling, and after her reaction last night, he didn’t know if he could handle this talk. But his mother also wouldn’t stop trying until he picked up.

Matt heaved a sigh and clicked the answer button. “Hello?”

“Mattie, I’m so sorry,” Mom gushed out before he could even sit upright in his bed properly. He settled into place, his throat clicking as he swallowed. “Last night when you told us, I didn’t handle that the way I wanted to. I just…it was a big change in what I’d imagined for your future, and I spoke before I thought about how that would make you feel. And I haven’t been able to stop thinking about my response the whole night—”

“Have you slept at all, Mom?” Matt asked, his heart melting at her anxious babble. Tears pricked his eyes with everything so fresh and present at this point.

“No, how could I when I made my baby feel like garbage?” she said, her worried tone soothing something inside him at the moment. “I figured you’d be up and getting ready for work, so I wanted to call before you had to head in.”

Considering it was four in the morning, that tracked. He’d been expecting a few weeks before she came around, not overnight, but maybe Sophie and Dad had gotten a chance to talk to her.

“Hey,” he murmured, his voice soft though a little husky from sleep still. “What I want and who I am hasn’t changed just because I’ve learned some things about myself. If I want to settle down and have a family, I can do that regardless of who I’m with.”

“Your father might’ve pointed that out on the drive home,” Mom admitted, her tone a little sheepish. “It made me wonder if I’d been a bad mother for not noticing, for not realizing sooner. We’ve always been so close, and it broke my heart to think this was a part of you I’d never known.”

Matt shook his head even though his mom couldn’t see the motion over the phone. A slight smile lifted his lips. Even though everything with Jasper weighed him down, threatening to send him spiraling, he could hold on to this one good thing for all his might. “We are still close. I didn’t realize this about myself until recently,” he said, sucking in a breath for courage. “After Haley dumped me, I ended up hanging out with one of my friends a lot more and realized I was interested in him. It was new for me too.”

“Are you two together?” Mom asked, the hopeful note in her voice both encouraging and heartbreaking in the same breath.

“No,” Matt said. “I…told him how I felt, but I guess he didn’t feel the same way.”

“It’s not Ryan, is it?” Mom asked. “Because I love that boy, but if he hurt you, I’ll give him a talking to.”

Matt let out a snort. “It’s not Ryan, Mom.”

A ding sounded from his doorbell, which snapped his gaze upward. Who was coming to his house before five in the morning? Was there an issue at Land and Hearth?

“Hold on,” he said as he hopped out of bed and slipped on a pair of sleep pants. Whoever had showed up could deal with him shirtless. “There’s someone at my door.”

“At this hour?” she asked, her tone incredulous, as if she hadn’t just called him.

Matt padded toward the door as his mind started spinning with what-ifs revolving around the business. Ryan should be arriving at Land and Hearth soon to get the bread baked and food prepped, but what if there was a fire? Except his friend had keys to his place, so there’d be no reason for him to ring the bell. Before he could wonder anymore, his feet carried him to the door, and he dragged it open.

Jasper stood in the doorway.

“Hey, Mom,” Matt said, unable to tear his eyes away from the man he thought had vanished from his life last night. “I’ll call you back, okay?” With that, he ended the call, his arm dangling by his side as he just stared in disbelief, wondering if he was hallucinating. Hurt twisted inside him, alive and real after the way he’d offered his heart to Jasper last night, only for the man to run out on him.

He’d left.

“Hey,” Jas said, his low voice slicing through the quiet. “I wanted to catch you before work. Can we talk?”

Matt swallowed hard. Jasper’s gaze looked more haunted than it had previously, shadows under his eyes and a firm downturn of his lips that didn’t seem promising. All of it made Matt want to say no. Made him want to shut out Jasper the way Jasper had pushed him away last night. However, Matt also couldn’t help but drink in the details—the vanilla and amber scent, how Jasper’s presence melted his insides. His heart was so tangled up after everything that had happened—the high of coming out to his family, the low of Jasper’s rejection, only to be followed by…whatever this was.

“Yeah, come on in,” Matt said, even though he was pretty sure he would regret the offer. At least he wasn’t heading to work today, so he could curl up on the couch afterwards and hide away from the world in the aftermath. He trudged inside, the door clicking shut after Jasper entered, but Matt didn’t look back. He just headed toward his couch and slumped into it, prepared to stay here for the rest of the day after Jasper dumped him officially and left.

Jasper didn’t take a seat beside him. No, the man paced back and forth in front of him, wearing those provocative running shorts and a tank top that glued to his abs. Of course he wouldn’t sit down when he’d be leaving a moment later. Hurt thudded in Matt’s chest, alive and real. Matt had been so naïve to think that just because he’d fallen for Jasper that the feelings would be reciprocated. He’d seen Jasper’s history, knew the guy didn’t do more than one-night stands, yet he’d still gotten it into his head that what they shared was special.

That Jasper might feel something more toward him.

“First off, I’m so sorry for running out on you last night,” Jasper said, his gaze trained on the floor as he continued to pace back and forth along Matt’s carpet.

“You…just left me,” Matt choked out, barely able to summon the words. Already, his eyes began to sting. “Maybe I shouldn’t have risked my heart so soon after getting it broken, but I thought…” he trailed off, realizing he was giving more of himself away again.

“Fuck,” Jasper swore, those dark brows drawing together in concern. “I am so sorry, Matt.”

Quiet settled between them, but Matt wouldn’t offer any more. He’d already bared enough.

Jasper sucked in a shaky breath as he met Matt’s eyes. “I had a panic attack, and Roxie and Cal helped bring me down from it.”

Matt sat upright, his brows drawing together. Concern thumped in his chest, twisting with the mixed emotions that Jas hadn’t let Matt help him through it.

Jasper held a hand up, finally stopping his pacing. “That’s no excuse, but I just wanted you to know why I hadn’t responded until now.” Jasper fixed his gaze on Matt, the intensity there the sort Matt wanted to linger in for as long as he could. In those moments, this man made him feel worthy, made him feel like he was enough, and that was a gift so rare he wasn’t sure he’d find it again. The hurt still remained, but the knowledge of what had happened softened the edges a bit.

“I’ve always had a sense about people,” Jasper said, “a gut impulse that always ended up being true even if my heart and head disagreed. I knew my parents weren’t kind for a long time. I knew they wouldn’t accept me. And there’s always been far more bad than good people in my life. But I also knew Roxie and Cal were genuine when we met, even if I still struggle to believe it some days.”

Matt’s breath caught in his throat as he listened, unable to look anywhere else but at the man he’d fallen hard for.

“The day I met you,” Jasper continued, “I knew you’d be dangerous for my heart. Because you were everything I’ve ever wanted in a man, but I figured I was safe—you were straight, unattainable, and I could fall for you from a distance, but my heart wouldn’t truly be on the line. I’ve been in love with you for a while now, but never in my wildest dreams did I believe you’d feel the same. And last night, when you said those words, something in me snapped.”

Matt’s heart pounded out of control as the weight of Jasper’s confession settled across his skin. As the reality broke through the hold of last night’s rejection. His chest began to expand, butterfly wings beginning to flutter inside him, one by one until a swarm overtook him.

“What does that mean?” Matt asked, the hope excruciating in this moment, because he wanted Jasper so damn badly, more than he’d longed for anyone else.

“It means if you want me, I’m yours,” Jasper murmured, a rawness in his tone that had Matt’s chest squeezing tight. This man had suffered so damn much in his life, and yet he’d showed up here this morning to put his heart on the line. He’d tried to fight for them too. The love Matt felt in the moment moved with such a powerful surge that tears pricked his eyes.

Matt rose from the couch unbidden and closed the distance between them. He wrapped his hands around Jasper’s waist and kissed the man. Matt poured everything he wanted to communicate into the kiss—his tenderness toward him, the sheer passion that ran hot through his veins every time Jasper was in the room, and something deeper, something that sparked through him with promise, like kneading fresh dough in his hands.

Jasper melted into the kiss, the man fast taking command as his fingers threaded through Matt’s hair, as his tongue delved into Matt’s mouth in hot, consuming strokes. Matt gripped onto Jasper’s hips as his knees wobbled from the sheer force of the way Jasper kissed, at how their connection lit him up like a sunrise.

Matt lost himself in the way Jasper sucked his lower lip into his mouth, the breaks for breath, their shoulders both heaving, how their chests pressed close enough that Matt could feel the rapid thump of his heart. Relief washed through him like a cool shower after cutting the lawn because when he woke up this morning, he’d never expected this to happen.

He thought he’d screwed up everything last night, but instead, Jasper was here.

Jasper wanted to be his.

Their kisses softened until they broke, and Jasper pulled back, his hot breaths puffing against Matt’s tender lips.

Matt reached up and cupped the side of Jasper’s face, stroking a thumb over his cheekbone. His heart was so full it might just burst. He couldn’t help the dopey grin that rose to his face as he stared into Jasper’s eyes. “Thank you,” he murmured.

“For what?” Jasper asked, those deep brown eyes a shade of vulnerable he seemed to only reveal around Matt.

“For taking a chance on us,” Matt said, leaning back in to brush his lips to Jasper’s. “I’m serious about you. I’ve never felt this safe to be myself with a partner before, and I’m in this for the long haul.”

“Look,” Jasper said, tugging at the drawstrings of Matt’s pajama pants. “I’ve never had a long haul before. I figured I’d be alone for the rest of my life. So, chances are, I’m going to be garbage at this whole…being together thing. I can’t promise I won’t shut down again or attempt to avoid talking about the shit that makes me prickly. It’s a constant struggle.”

“No one’s expecting you to be perfect,” Matt murmured. He was aware of Jasper’s fear of getting discarded, at how that had been imprinted in him after what had happened with his parents. “You’re willing to try, and you’ve shown with your actions that you’re willing to fight for this. That’s all I need.”

Jasper’s Adam’s apple bobbed with his swallow. “You realize you’re the only one I’ve let in, right?”

“I’m starting to get that,” Matt said, his chest expanding until it overflowed. “I won’t be careless with you. I’ve dated a lot of people—enough to know that what we have is worth protecting.”

Jasper rested his forehead against Matt’s, and the wave of adoration he felt for this man was powerful enough to take his breath away.

“Fuck, I wish you didn’t have to head in to work,” Jasper murmured. “The things I want to do to you right now…”

Matt’s lips lifted unbidden. “Lucky for you, I don’t. Ryan took my shift today.”

“Really?” Jasper said, pulling back to meet Matt’s gaze. His eyes twinkled with the wickedness that never failed to elicit shivers.

“I was thinking maybe you’d fuck me?” Matt said, his mouth going a little dry at the thought. His cock hardened to a semi as the words left his lips. “If that’s something you’d want.”

Jasper’s eyes blazed with lust. “Oh, I want.” He slipped his hand in Matt’s and began to lead him back toward the bedroom. “I’m going to make you feel so good, sweetness.”

Matt’s heart thumped a little harder, some jitters rising up, but he trusted Jas with everything in him.

After the ups and downs of the last few days, Matt needed Jasper to claim him in every possible way.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven

  
  







Jasper had a boyfriend.

He didn’t think those words would ever be strung in the same sentence, but Matt made everything far easier than Jasper always worried it would be. The man’s tenderness and care came easily, and he had patience Jasper needed—because this wouldn’t be the first time he fucked up.

But right now, all he wanted to do was taste every inch of the man who belonged to him and then sink inside him. Fuck, even the thought had him close to shooting off. Jasper flicked the light on in Matt’s bedroom as he headed over to the bed, the sheets still rumpled. His heart thudded hard in anticipation. While part of him wanted to slip into their roles, to watch Matt beg and plead and writhe for his cock, Jasper needed a little tenderness this morning.

He wanted to show Matt how deep the current ran for him, how much this man had imprinted on him.

“Ditch the pants,” Jas said and then pointed to the bed. “And then get up there, on your hands and knees.” Maybe he couldn’t shut off his dominant side completely. How he’d ever believed he was a sub blew his mind. Those attempts had never settled him or felt as effortless as this.

“Yes, sir,” Matt said, a slight smirk on his lips. Jasper tried to compose himself, because he sorely wanted to spank that boy for the sassy way he said that. Jas stripped out of his running shorts and kicked his shoes off. By the time he was tugging his shirt over his head, Matt was already buck naked and on his hands and knees on his bed.

The sight was so fucking delicious that Jasper had to reach down to palm his overexcited cock. Those thick glutes were enticing as sin, and Matt’s massive thighs were covered in the same red fur as his chest, which Jasper loved burying against. He settled onto the bed behind him, the mattress creaking with the motion.

“Look at that pretty hole,” Jasper purred as he approached. “Have you touched yourself there before, sweetness?”

“A little,” Matt admitted.

“So, what you’re telling me is that your tight little virgin hole is going to need some loosening, right?” Jasper continued, resting on his knees as he leaned close to Matt’s pucker, framed enticingly by wiry strands of the same copper hair. He dipped his head and dragged his tongue from his perineum up to that fucking sinful bundle of muscle.

“Oh god,” Matt said, his fingers curling into the sheets in front of him.

Jasper couldn’t help the satisfied curl of his lips. There was one surefire way to get Matt relaxed enough to take his cock, and he would enjoy every second of Matt’s moans. He grabbed each firm cheek and dove between them to slurp, lick, and suck at the man’s hole, loving the musky taste on his tongue and the full-body shudders that claimed Matt as he began a relentless attack.

Matt was just as expressive as ever, not holding back with his sweet moans as Jasper licked up against his taint and the tight muscle until it relaxed against his tongue. Jasper began to push his tongue inside, fucking in with the tip, and Matt let out a wounded sound in response. Before he knew it, Matt was all but riding his face, shifting back to meet him over and over again.

Jasper’s nails sank into the flesh of his cheeks as he continued to devour him, spit dripping down his crack to leave spots on the sheets below them. Jasper’s cock throbbed, pre-come dripping from the tip as he focused on Matt. He wanted Matt’s first time taking a cock to be unforgettable.

“Please, please,” Matt begged, and Jasper nipped at his hole again before reaching around to feel Matt’s cock hard and heavy between his legs, dripping a pool of precum onto the bedsheets.

“You want my cock, sweetness?” Jasper asked innocently as he ran his palm up Matt’s length while licking along his perineum.

Matt let out a choked gasp. “Fuck, yes.”

“Too bad,” Jasper said, his lips quirking with amusement. “Where are your condoms and lube?”

“Top drawer,” Matt said, pointing toward the nightstand. Jasper gave Matt’s ass a light slap before he slipped over to grab what he needed. He settled on his knees behind the man again and squirted lube on his finger before dripping some down Matt’s crack. His pretty hole was already spit-slicked and shiny, but Jasper didn’t want him to feel any discomfort here.

He pushed his finger inside, the grip impossibly hot and tight. Matt let out a grunt, and Jasper took his time easing in.

“Tell me if it’s too much,” Jasper warned as he continued to slip in bit by bit.

“I want this,” Matt said stubbornly, his breaths coming out choppy.

Fuck, Jasper did too. He sank his finger in all the way, the vise grip making him shudder at imagining his cock buried here. Jasper began to pull his finger back and glide forward, enjoying the feel as he opened Matt up. Jasper bit his lower lip as he found the bundle of nerves and crooked his finger.

“Ohhhh….” Matt let out a long moan, almost shooting forward. “What was that?”

“Welcome to your prostate, sweetness,” Jasper said, feeling his grin bloom like the warmth in his chest. Getting to be the one to introduce Matt to all of this was a privilege, one he wouldn’t take for granted. Possessiveness curled around his heart at the thought of being the only one to bury inside this man. Matt didn’t know what he’d signed on for.

Jasper didn’t let people in easily, but once they got in, he held on for dear life.

He continued to toy with Matt, finding his prostate over and over and relentlessly pegging it to watch him moan and writhe in front of him. Jasper’s cock hung heavy between his legs, his balls fucking aching at this point. As much as he’d love to play with Matt like this forever, a visceral need gripped his chest to bury himself inside this man, to stake his claim until Matt knew Jasper was in this just as much as he was.

“Please fuck me,” Matt all but sobbed while Jasper speared two fingers inside him. “I just want to feel you.”

Jasper licked his lips. “As you wish,” he murmured, pulling his fingers out. He ripped open the foil of a condom and sheathed up before rising a little higher on his knees to line his cock up with Matt’s hole. “We’ll take it slow.”

He pushed in the first inch and had to brace himself to keep from coming on the spot. All that tight heat wrapped around him, incendiary and so fucking good. “Bear down, sweetness,” he warned as he continued to sink inside him. Matt’s fingers curled into the sheets a little harder and Jasper didn’t miss how his cock had softened a bit in the process, but he wasn’t complaining. Jasper slid the rest of the way into Matt until his pubes brushed up against his ass, and Jasper tilted his head back to look at the ceiling. The heat wrapped around his cock felt so amazing, so sinful that he couldn’t stand it.

“I need to move inside you,” Jasper managed to force the words out.

“Do it,” Matt responded, his voice raspy with lust.

Jasper pulled back and then sank forward, the thrill of pleasure enough that his eyes rolled back. Matt let out a loud moan, and Jasper took that encouragement to continue. He started to move in earnest, rocking forward, drawing back, shifting with an undulating rhythm that had him hurtling toward oblivion far faster than intended. He wasn’t going to last long like this, but he didn’t need to.

He could do this for the rest of their lives.

Jasper started ramming in harder, losing himself in the strokes as he reached around to grasp Matt’s cock. His length was hard and leaking, and Jasper started jerking it in time with his movements. Matt was equally enthusiastic, his hips rocking back to meet him with every thrust. Sweat dripped down Jasper’s forehead, the scent sharp and mingling with the cedarwood and oak moss that lingered in this room.

Their breaths grew ragged and desperate, the choppy sounds echoing through the room as Jasper gripped Matt’s hips tight enough to bruise, driving inside him with force, as if he could somehow merge with this man. The smack of their skin to skin was delicious, a slight sting that Jasper savored, and he memorized every detail of the man before him—the freckles dotting all across his pale and flushed skin, the flexing muscles of his back, the nail marks on his pert and perfect ass.

“Oh fuck.” Matt threw his head back, and a second later, he was coming. His release splattered on the sheets beneath him, and his hole spasmed tight around Jasper’s cock with the force of his orgasm.

The motion was enough to send Jasper vaulting over the edge.

He thrust in once, twice, and the third time his cock was pulsing deep inside Matt’s ass, his cum filling the condom. Jasper’s eyes rolled back as he lost himself to the sheer bliss that washed over him in hot, consuming waves. He gripped Matt’s cheeks hard, sagging over him as his orgasm ripped all sense of reason and awareness from him. He tasted the salt from a drop of sweat as it trickled onto his lip, his breaths as shaky as Matt’s. Every time with Matt felt better and better, and he couldn’t imagine what they had in store for them.

As he slowly came back down to earth, his heart thudded hard, awareness filtering through him that this was his reality—the man of his dreams lay in his bed and was his for keeps. Part of him still couldn’t believe it, but he focused on the moment—on how he didn’t want to pull out from Matt because it felt too good to be connected to him like this. On how his chest lurched at the sweet smile Matt lobbed his way when he looked back. Jasper traced light circles around the globes of Matt’s ass, loving each and every mark from his nails and grip.

“Gonna stay parked there?” Matt asked, his eyes twinkling.

Jasper gave his cheek a light spank. “For that sass, I think I just might.” Still, he drew his cock out of Matt and tied off the condom. As he got off the bed, the mattress creaked, but he tossed the condom in the trash can on the way to the bathroom. He wet a washcloth and brought it back into the bed. Matt was sprawled out on his back, his forearm slung overhead and a fuckdrunk, sweet look on his face that made Jasper’s heart do a barrel roll.

“Let me clean you up,” Jasper said, wiping away the drops of cum dotting his legs, since the sheets had caught most of it. He then took his time clearing off Matt’s cock and his lube-slickened hole. Matt watched him the entire time, a softness in his gaze that meant everything in the moment.

“Move over,” Jasper said, rolling onto his side next to Matt. “I don’t want to lie in the wet spot.”

“Going to sleep on me?” Matt asked as he complied, both of them inching to the other side of the bed. Jasper slung an arm around Matt’s waist and buried his face in the crook between Matt’s neck and his shoulder. The man smelled like sex, sweat, and cedarwood, and his heart gave a possessive little clench.

“We’ve got all day, sweetness,” Jasper murmured before licking the rim of Matt’s ear just to watch him shiver. “And you’re all mine. A short nap can’t hurt.”

“Fuck, say it again,” Matt responded, his tone a little rough, a little vulnerable.

“You’re all mine.” Jasper settled in against this man who felt like a home he’d never known, the sort of bone-deep comfort that had never belonged to him.

He floated on Matt’s quiet breaths, the heat of his body, the brush of their tangled together legs, wanting to live in this moment for the rest of his life.

This one—this one, he would keep.




* * *




Jasper hadn’t left Matt’s house all of yesterday, and he’d even slept over—which he planned on doing as much as possible. However, today he had a different agenda.

His shift at Tabletop Tavern might not start until the afternoon, but he’d called together as many people as possible. Their deadline was at the end of the week, and Roxie and Cal had been right. He hadn’t been fighting, believing any chance was doomed from the start. But today, he’d start in earnest.

By the time he rolled up to the front door of Tabletop Tavern, he buzzed with unspent energy and the sixteen emails and texts he’d sent this morning. Waking up at the same time as his early-riser boyfriend had some perks, even if he wasn’t used to it—the hours and the boyfriend thing.

Jasper chewed on his lower lip in an attempt to restrain the stupid smile that threatened to break free. This was serious time, not time to be gushing over what he’d found with Matt. And yet, he couldn’t help but cling to that joy he’d found. He pushed inside Tabletop Tavern, the familiar scents of coffee and citrus cleaner greeting him this early in the morning. The place was far busier than usual, except it wasn’t from people playing games at the tables or customers waiting for their coffee orders.

No, most of his employees were here, on top of Cal, Arjun, and Hunter who were opening the shop today. Kelly, Tabby, and Mase had claimed their favorite couch, all crammed on it, and Meg had showed up with Pixie and their other employee Sloan. Benji sat at one of the tables along with Izzy from the boutique up the street, and Carter from the gym Jasper went to when he got in the groove. Clearly word had started to spread, and they had more business owners interested.

Whether it would be enough to stop Leviticus Developers still loomed overhead, but he lifted his chin and marched forward regardless.

“Look who finally showed up,” Meg called over in her low, throaty tone, offering a wink.

Jasper’s lips quirked, and he strode on over to the group who had sprawled out over the couches and nearby tables in an attempt to be within earshot of each other. “Thank you guys for coming,” Jasper said, rifling his hand through his hair.

“No need for thanks,” Carter said, his thick brows drawn together. “This affects all of us.”

“They’re targeting my shop too,” Izzy said, tugging on the end of her braid.

“Boss, we’ve got a list of store owners interested in a rainbow business coalition,” Mase called over, their laptop precariously balanced in their lap. “I’ve got the paperwork together for whenever you want to pull the trigger on that.”

First, they needed to secure Tabletop Tavern.

“Hey, Jasper?” One of the regulars walked over, a skinny guy with longer hair who kept to himself for the most part. “It’s Kev,” he said, offering a hand.

“Yeah?” Jasper said, trying to act like he’d remembered the guy’s name.

“Hunter and Mase asked me to look into some shit on Leviticus Developers,” he said, passing over a thick file of papers. “I wasn’t quite sure what to search for, but I printed out financials and bank statements for the past five years.”

“We’ve got a bunch of paperwork to go through too,” Meg said, tapping her pointer finger to her own stack. “Any articles we were able to get ahold of.”

“That’s where we can start then,” Jasper said. It was where they should’ve tried from the get-go. If they could stop Leviticus Developers, then maybe they’d get lucky and whoever Fiona sold to would keep renting to them. Jasper clutched the file tight. “Thanks, Kev.”

Kev offered a hesitant smile. “No problem. I don’t want this place to go anywhere. None of us do.” With that, he stepped back over to one of the tables where his friend waited with a game already set up.

Jasper’s heart thumped a little harder as the weight of that settled in his chest. He knew why Tabletop Tavern was important to him, but he hadn’t dared believe that folks saw their business as more than a nice place to escape with friends where they wouldn’t be harassed for their orientation.

“Give me the bank statements,” Tabby said, gesturing for the folder. “If anyone is going to be able to parse through this, it’s the woman who’s been an accountant for years.”

“Look at you and your badass superpowers,” Kelly purred, pressing a kiss to Tabby’s cheek. She glanced up at Jas. “If we do find anything, do you want me to get my sister on standby? She doesn’t live in the area, but she has colleagues here who’d represent us.”

“Do it,” Jasper said. “It can’t hurt to bring more people into the fold here.” He caught the gazes of the other business owners. “And that goes to all of you too. Talk to your friends, employees, anyone you think might be able to help stop this. We’re not going to let Leviticus Developers just take over our area and run us out.”

“We brought donuts,” Mel called from the door as she and Roxie stepped inside.

“And we’ll fuel whoever’s here working on this with coffee and food,” Roxie said, tilting her head toward the kitchen.

Jasper flashed her a grin, one of the first he felt in a long time.

Roxie sidled up next to him and squeezed his shoulder. “Is that…happiness on your face, Tanaka? Don’t tell me…”

A full fucking smile strained his cheeks, one he tried to shove away. “Matt’s my boyfriend,” he murmured, trying to keep the news between them. “You and Cal were right, so treasure those words because it’s the last time you’ll be hearing them. With him, with this—it was worth the fight, no matter the outcome.”

“I’m so happy for you,” Roxie said, giving him big doe eyes filled with warmth that was about to catapult him over the edge.

“Donut?” Mel asked, all but shoving the box in his face. “And filling me in on what you two are whispering about?”

“Later,” Roxie mouthed, and Mel pouted, impatient as always.

Jasper faced the rest of the group again. “Mase, start filling out the paperwork. It couldn’t hurt to try the coalition angle. Tabby, you lead the charge on the financials. Delegate to any of us that you need to. Meg, start handing out those news articles. Let’s see what dirt we can dig up on this business.” His heart burned as he faced the crew gathered here, an unfamiliar conviction brewing in his veins.

“We’re going to war.”
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Chapter Twenty-Eight

  
  







“Any other questions?” Matt asked as he walked his new employee through the steps of ringing up on the register.

He’d gone with the candidate he had the good gut feeling about. Sage’s vibe fit in here, and they were the sort of person he wouldn’t be surprised might live in a cottage in the woods, all loose peasant shirts, dark brown pants, and sweeping chestnut tresses. They were sweet around customers, and they’d been able to navigate through most of the ringing up and basic sandwich assembling Matt had put them through. He’d still be the main person baking until he either found someone else to go in on the business with him or hired another employee who specialized in that.

“Nah, the point of sale system reminds me a lot of the ones I used at the coffee shop I worked at,” they said, poking around at the different submenus on the app. “But I’ll ask when questions come up.”

“Please do,” Matt said. “You’ve got my cell number, right?”

Sage nodded as they continued to poke around the register area, soaking in where everything was kept. “Yeah. Same time tomorrow?” they asked.

“Yep,” Matt said. “Ryan will be shadowing you a few days, but I’ll be on most of the shifts. He’s going to be moving to the East Coast in a week.”

“That’s rough,” they said, offering a sympathetic glance.

“I’ll miss him for sure,” Matt admitted, not ready for the big change. But he had to get through tomorrow first. What happened to Tabletop Tavern wasn’t going to just affect them but so, so many of the businesses in the SOMA district. He led Sage to the back so they could grab their things and lock up.

“What are you doing with the rest of your afternoon?” Sage asked as they snagged their hoodie and bag from the hooks. Matt tugged out his keys, and they jingled in his grasp.

“Going to my boyfriend’s cafe,” he said, the words still warming his chest inside. They were new in every sense—that he’d never had a boyfriend before but also that Jasper was his.

“Have a blast, boss,” they said, flashing him a grin before they headed out the door first. Matt took his time in double checking that everything was off before following suit. He had to swing home first and get changed out of his work clothes before heading over. Tonight wouldn’t be a casual hang like After Hours—no, everyone was gathering just…to be together.

Tomorrow was monumental—not just for Tabletop Tavern, but for all of them. Matt would be there for Jasper through everything, no matter the outcome.

By the time Matt finished up at his place and headed over to Tabletop Tavern, the light was waning, hazy orange streaks trailing across the horizon, mingling with the gold and rose ones. His pulse thumped wildly, and he wasn’t sure what would await him once he arrived. Beyond Jasper, he’d known most of this crew casually for the past two years, and he’d been looking forward to the opportunity to get to know them as Jasper’s boyfriend.

But what would happen if Tabletop Tavern shut down? Would everyone scatter in the breeze?

Matt pulled up in a spot along the road nearby, since he’d be driving him and Jasper back tonight. When he stepped out of his car, the crispness in the air made his nose tingle—the scent of sunset, of fading light, of endings. He swallowed hard, trying not to view that as an omen for tomorrow. Jasper had been researching, making phone calls, sending emails every waking minute the past few days, and Matt had pretty much just made sure he ate.

Whenever Matt asked what they’d found, Jasper kept repeating that there were no guarantees.

Well hell, wasn’t that life.

The breeze swept by, rifling through the hair along his arms, causing a shiver to ripple down his spine. The shadows grew longer and sharper with the disappearing light, and he breathed in the asphalt and fumes of the cars zipping by, traffic still a steady clip at this time in the evening. The last time he’d met everyone as a group, he hadn’t been out yet, and the realization made his pulse tick up.

This was a safe group of people, but he was starting to realize that if this thing between him and Jasper lasted, he’d pretty much be coming out for the rest of his life. Which was what made spaces like Tabletop Tavern, like Land and Hearth, like Whipped so important. Ones that waved their rainbow flags high, that made members of the community feel welcome and safe on instinct. Because Matt was well-aware that Jasper wasn’t alone in what he’d experienced.

The rustic Tabletop Tavern sign caught his eye farther down the block, the lettering giving off major D&D tavern vibes. It had always made him smile, but now, a glow lit in his chest at the sight. Because this whole place had Jasper’s handiwork all over it, and having gotten to know him so well, he noticed each and every detail that was his.

The lights were dimmed inside Tabletop Tavern—they’d shut down early today and they’d decided to close tomorrow because if things went south, they needed the space to grieve. Matt pushed at the door, which wasn’t locked, and stepped inside. The lingering scent of coffee and flatbreads greeted him, similar enough to Land and Hearth that he already felt at home. The sight reminded him of when he’d showed up to After Hours on Jasper’s invite.

The entire staff and their significant others were here, as well as a few others he didn’t know yet. And just like last time, a pall throughout the place cast a heaviness to the air he couldn’t shake.

“Hey, sweetness,” Jasper’s voice snapped him from observation mode as his boyfriend approached. Despite the air of seriousness Jasper emanated, the man looked just as gorgeous as ever, his black hair lightly styled with product and those lush lips curled in an inviting smirk.

“Hey,” Matt said, closing the distance between them. He didn’t hesitate as he pressed his lips to Jasper’s, needing the reassurance that this was all still real. Jasper melted into the kiss, one hand snaking around to squeeze his nape. Matt drank in the taste of him, like dark coffee, how everything else drifted away when he was around.

A wolf whistle pierced through the reverie, and Arjun approached, his eyes dancing. “I fucking knew it,” he sang. “When were you going to tell us you had a boyfriend, Jas?”

“Don’t mind him,” Eli said, wrapping his arms around Arjun, half in affection and half to drag him away. “He never learned manners.”

“Whatever, you like that,” Arjun responded with a wink.

“And you all wonder why I didn’t say anything?” Jasper said, heaving an affected sigh. No matter how much Jasper protested, Matt didn’t miss the tiny quirk of his lips, the smile he tried to hide from the world. “Okay, everyone. This is Matt. We’re dating.”

“We’ve met Matt already,” Tabby called out, looking up at him. “What I’d like to know is how you managed to nail this one down.”

“That’s so sweet,” Mase said, wrapping their arms around Hunter’s shoulders in excitement. “Isn’t that cute?”

“Yeah, cute,” Hunter said, amusement in his tone.

“Are you really going to make the rest of us haul this stuff out?” Jules called over to Jasper. “We want to grill the new boyfriend.”

“Yes, now set up the projector,” Jasper responded, wrapping a possessive arm around Matt. He leaned into the touch, loving to listen to all the back and forth.

“What are we watching?” Matt asked.

“Lord of the Rings marathon while we work,” Jasper said, dipping in to press an absent kiss to the side of Matt’s neck. A shiver ran down Matt’s spine while butterflies exploded inside him. Something about the man’s casual affection slayed him every time, and he was so grateful that he got to keep Jasper—if he was lucky, for life.

Matt squeezed Jasper back just as tightly. “You need the reminder, don’t you? That there’s some good worth fighting for.” The realization struck him deep in his chest that Jasper was doing that every day—for him. Fighting his demons, fighting the past that tried to drag him under. “I love you so much,” he whispered.

Jasper looked up at him, his confident, cocky mask disappearing as those dark chocolate eyes grew glassy. “I love you too,” he murmured. “Now let’s get moving before anyone else decides to harass you.”

“Let them,” Matt said, beginning to walk with him as they approached the tables that everyone hunkered down at. Their fingers intertwined as they walked hand in hand. “I can handle these guys.”

“Do you mind helping Tabby with the reports? I figured since you run a business you might at least have an idea of what to look for,” Jasper said.

“I’d be happy to,” Matt said, squeezing Jasper’s hand tight.

Roxie was walking by and stopped mid-stride to make her way over to him. Cal was trotting behind her as well. Matt’s nerves picked up again. Out of everyone, these were the two who mattered most to Jasper—his first family after his blood relatives had abandoned him.

“Hey,” Roxie said as she stopped in front of them, her eyes gleaming. “We’re so thrilled you guys are together.”

Jasper rolled his eyes. “You’re just happy to have another permanent member of your ridiculously big D&D game.”

“I can’t even make any vaguely threatening comments because you’re too damn sweet,” Cal teased. Warmth rose in Matt’s chest at the way Jasper’s friends dragged him into the fold, no questions asked.

“Thank you guys,” Matt said, the depth of his feelings fathomless. “For being there for him all these years.”

“Welcome to the family,” Cal said, his eyes crinkling at the edges.

“We’ll be here for you too,” Mel jumped in, wrapping her arms around Roxie from behind. “We’re annoying like that.”

“Are you all going to just leave us here with the projector?” Jules called over, standing there alongside Kelly along with two other women. One had short neon blue hair and the other had lavender tresses and wore a pretty floral swing dress.

“It’s not that difficult to set up,” the blue-haired chick fired back. “Stop being so whiny.”

Matt soaked in his surroundings, sound and movement in every direction. Whether someone was hustling around on the floor, helping themselves to the pizza and beer scattered across the tables or to the rustle of paper as most of the staff here flipped through paperwork of some sort or hunched over laptops, typing away.

“That’s Rose and Lilah,” Jasper said, pointing a finger at the two Matt didn’t know. “You’ll see them as often as everyone else in this mess.” Jasper quieted at the comment, and Matt didn’t have to be a mindreader to guess where his head went.

If they made it through tomorrow.

Matt squeezed their intertwined hands, leaning in close to murmur. “Ties like these don’t fade, even if things change.”

“That’s not my experience,” Jasper responded, a bitter laugh escaping him.

“Well, this time, I’ll be here to remind you,” Matt said, meeting Jasper’s eyes. The electricity that sparked between them every time charged him up like a cloudless summer day. Jasper’s Adam’s apple bobbed, and Matt wanted to wrap him in his arms and protect his heart, just like Jasper tried to do for him.

“Is that a promise?” Jasper asked, his voice coming out a little husky.

“You bet,” Matt said. “As long as you’ll keep me.”

“What are you two whispering about?” Arjun asked, sheer, annoying delight in his voice.

“Murdering you,” Jasper shot back, giving him a pointed look.

“Jules, save me,” Arjun called over.

“I’m busy fighting with a projector,” he called back.

“It’s winning,” the lavender-haired woman responded.

Matt couldn’t help the amusement that bubbled up in his chest. The chaos that brewed every time they all got together was addictive, the sort he could imagine himself coming to value more and more in the weeks ahead—especially when Ryan left.

“Come on,” Jasper said, taking a seat at the table where Tabby was flipping through a massive stack of papers. “We’re going to help Tabs.”

“How are you managing to focus with all of this going on?” Matt asked, a grin on his lips.

Tabby snorted. “Please, I’ve been an accountant for years. I can do this in my sleep. Which is good, because I might not be getting any tonight.”

“Put me to work,” Matt said, extending his hands in offer.

Tabby plunked a stack of papers in them at once. “This is part of their tax returns for the past five years. If anything pops out or you don’t know a certain line item, circle it and send it back my way. This will help me cut down on the pile.”

“They can’t be clean,” Kelly said with a huff as she plunked down next to Tabby.

“I wish we could buy the place outright,” Roxie said from behind them. “But the home equity loans wouldn’t be enough.”

“We’ll find another way,” Jasper said, an unshakeable confidence in his voice that hadn’t been there in the past. Matt saw through his mask well enough to know that this time, it was real. And he hoped with all his might that would be true. The idea of this place shutting down, this bastion of the community no longer being here, plunged a dagger through his chest. Even worse, he didn’t know what the loss of that dream would do to Jasper.

“Fucking got it,” the blue-haired chick called out, and a second later, the projector light snapped on against the massive brick wall lining the side of the building.

“Thank god,” Jules said, throwing up his hands as he stepped away. “Everyone ready for some Fellowship of the Ring?”

The screen lit to life with the movie, and the opening strains hit the air, drawing attention at once.

A cheer ripped through the room before all the idle chatter hushed for a moment to listen to Galadriel’s familiar recounting. Matt’s heart thumped hard as he snuck a look at Jasper who watched up at the screen, his eyes alight with the sort of joy Matt needed to protect. No matter what happened, they were all here together to fight for something bigger than all of them tonight.

Tomorrow, the fate of Tabletop Tavern would be decided.
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Chapter Twenty-Nine

  
  







Jasper hadn’t slept a wink.

Most of the crew had stayed at Tabletop Tavern until three or four in the morning, only going home when he, Roxie, and Cal made them. His heart thudded hard as he fiddled with the collar of his button-down, going for more professional today. They’d scraped together every bit of fight they could over the past week—today was judgment day.

“Fuck, how are you not nervous?” Matt asked, gripping his steering wheel tight as he drove in the direction of Tabletop Tavern.

A weird calm had settled over Jasper this morning—a sense of the inevitable leaking into his veins. Whatever happened, they’d done all they could.

Jasper glanced to Matt. “Because I’ve got you with me.” The words came out rusty, the raw affection still making his skin prickle, but he needed Matt to know.

No matter what happened today, Jasper wouldn’t let their family dissolve.

He’d fight for each and every one of them.

“You can park in my spot behind the building,” Jasper said as they neared. Matt turned the corner, putting Tabletop Tavern in view, and Jasper’s breath caught in his throat.

The sidewalks were flooded with people.

He couldn’t even see the front windows of Tabletop Tavern with everyone crowded outside of their cafe, some people holding up signs that said “Save Tabletop Tavern” and others waving rainbow banners as they all lingered around the front of the building. Matt slipped into the alley that led to the parking lot, but Jasper was still processing the sight he’d witnessed. Curiosity flooded his veins like a shot of epinephrine.

“Are they all the other business owners?” Jasper asked, his mind cycling over what could’ve spurred this.

“No idea,” Matt said, shutting the ignition off. “But you’re about to find out.”

His heartbeat thumped hard in his ears as they approached the front of the building. Whistles and cheers sounded as he passed, and he started to pick out familiar faces—regulars who came here all the time, business owners and some of their employees that they’d contacted about the coalition. But there were even more swarming the streets, with signs, with banners, all making their presence known. Jasper’s heart swelled at the sight as the crowd let him through to the doors of Tabletop Tavern.

They’d all showed up today to support. Because they knew how much this meant.

“When this is over,” he called out, “you’re all welcome in—for better or for worse.”

Shouts greeted him in return, and he clasped Matt’s hand tight as he entered Tabletop Tavern. The place was quiet with the early morning and not being open for business, but Roxie and Cal waited here, along with Mel, Jules, and Mason.

Mason tipped their fingers in a salute. “The coalition’s here,” they said, nodding toward the crowd outside the doors.

“You did all this?” Jasper said, unable to help the wonder in his voice.

“The community did all this,” Mason corrected. “We know how important this is. What it means for everyone.”

Jasper’s heart clenched tight. When he’d dreamed up this place, he’d just wanted the sort of haven he would’ve killed for when he was a scared, in-the-closet queer kid. When his parents had kicked him out of his home and he didn’t know where to turn to. He’d never expected how many people they’d been able to reach since they opened their doors—and he didn’t want this to be over.

Today, he was going to fight.

Matt squeezed his hand and stepped to the side where Mel and Jules were hanging out, knowing Jasper needed to be with Roxie and Cal for this.

Jasper strode up to his two oldest friends. “You ready for this?” he asked, a rare seriousness in his tone.

“Bring it,” Cal said, that steadiness of his something they all needed in the moment.

“No matter what happens, I’ll never regret chasing this dream with you guys,” Roxie said, her eyes misting over. Jasper swallowed hard to choke back the lump that rose in his throat.

A knock pounded at the door, and their landlord stood there waiting.

Jasper broke away from the group to let her in, his skin buzzing. The click of the door opening sounded like the toll of a bell, and it took everything in him to step aside and let her in.

She glanced to the crowd standing outside. “You’ve certainly got loyalty on your side.”

Jasper’s brows drew together, not sure if she was impressed or disdainful. “We’ve got more than that,” he said. “Would you come and take a seat?” Fiona accommodated, slipping into an open spot at the table where Roxie and Cal already sat.

This was it. The one shot they’d get to try and save their business.

Jasper joined his friends on their side of the table to face their landlord. “We don’t have the money to make an offer,” he said point-blank. “But before you go, we need you to listen.”

Her lips thinned, but she didn’t move from her seat.

“I know you want to leave and Leviticus Developers is making a fantastic offer to you. And while the concern that they’re trying to erase the queer community out of our own spaces might not be enough to sway you, I’ve got something that will. There’s no guarantee they’ll be able to pay you from prison.”

Her brows drew together. “What do you mean?”

“Sell the building if you must,” Roxie piped in, “but to someone—anyone else.”

“We’re talking tax evasion, Mrs. Delaney,” Cal finished out, slapping the file of papers they’d photocopied on the table. “If you don’t believe us, the proof is there.”

“And the lawsuit against them for said tax evasion is in the works,” Roxie said, thrusting her chin forward.

Before Jasper could say anything else, a loud noise came from outside the building, which took a few seconds for him to register. People were booing, and it wasn’t until Preston Anderson burst through the door a moment later that Jasper realized why.

The sleazeball looked like he’d run here, his suit wrinkled and a few plastic strands of hair out of place. “We’ll up our offer,” he pronounced as he interrupted their meeting, cutting through the room like he had permission to be here.

Jasper let out a caustic laugh as he stood to stop the man mid-stride. “Your business days are over,” he said. “And I think Mrs. Delaney is smart enough to not attach herself to a sinking ship.” His heart hammered hard as he glanced back to where his landlord held the fate of their building in her hands.

She had been flipping through the folder they’d passed her, her lips pursed. Everyone in the room grew silent as they waited for her to look up, for her to respond. A drop of sweat crawled down his neck, but he couldn’t move from his spot—couldn’t look away from the woman who scanned through those documents, giving no sign of where she might land.

At last, she glanced up and arched her eyebrow. “Whoever combed through these was thorough—and correct.”

“About what?” Preston said, his tone dropping as his hands balled into fists at his side.

“Your company’s tax fraud,” she said perfunctorily. “And Mr. Tanaka is also correct in assuming I won’t be a party to working with a business like that.”

Jasper stared, his heart stopping and then restarting. Did that mean….?

Her eyes crinkled when she looked up at him. “I won’t be selling to Leviticus Developers.”

Roxie clapped a hand over her mouth, her eyes glossing up, and a broad smile lit Cal’s face. Jasper stared, barely able to believe they might survive a little longer. He managed to look up at Preston.

“Get out of our shop,” Jasper said as he began to walk toward him, directing him toward the door. “I won’t ask again.” He opened the door and gestured, despite Preston’s sputtering along the way. “The next time you’ll be seeing us, it’ll be in court—and you can tell your bosses that they’ve got a lawsuit coming their way for fucking tax evasion.”

As Preston stumbled out onto the sidewalk, a cheer broke through the air from all the people standing by and watching. The sound resonated through his bones like the early morning light, and he stood there at the entrance, soaking it in, the sheer immensity of the moment beginning to filter in. This was one he would hold onto for a long time—one that served as a reminder that despite the clouds smothering the horizon, eventually the sun would break through.

Hunter jogged up to the front of the building, his shoulders heaving. “I’m not too late, am I?” he asked.

Jasper couldn’t help the grin that stole his face. “She’s not going to sell to Leviticus Developers.”

Hunter panted out a few breaths as he glanced toward the building. “But she’s still in there?”

Jasper nodded, lifting an eyebrow as he followed Hunter inside, who seemed to be on a mission.

Hunter glanced back, clutching his phone tight in his hand that was now trembling. “Remember when I asked you if you trusted me? And you gave me the go ahead?”

“Yeah,” Jasper said slowly as they approached the table where Mrs. Delaney sat talking with Roxie and Cal. He wasn’t sure what Hunter was getting at, but they’d bought themselves more time.

“They’re going to buy the building,” Hunter said, placing his phone in front of Mrs. Delaney and turning on the screen.

“We can’t do that—” Roxie started, lifting a hand to interrupt him.

Jasper stepped up to Mrs. Delaney and brought his gaze down.

On the screen was a Kickstarter.

One that had raised hundreds of thousands of dollars—all in the name of saving Tabletop Tavern.

Jasper’s jaw dropped open. “How…” He blinked, barely able to process what he was seeing in front of him. He scooped the phone off the table and stared at the screen, beginning to scroll through. Artwork of Tabletop Tavern and staff decorated the page, and he pored over the rewards—all different types from signed board games, artwork from Hunter, a meal delivery service courtesy of Jules, Arjun, and Kelly, memberships, space rentals, and a dozen other creative ideas that he knew had been courtesy of the whole team.

His heart was going to burst out of his chest. Tears pricked at his eyes as he looked up at Hunter. “How did you do this?” he managed to push the words out, even though his voice had grown thick.

Hunter clutched the back of his neck. “The board game publisher I work for spread word around on social media,” he said, “and the campaign went viral. We asked everyone to not tag you guys—I didn’t want to get hopes up. But people from beyond just the Bay Area began to send in their support and donations. We had a few really big donors, and…yeah.” He met Jasper’s gaze. “This is my home too, and I don’t want anyone to take that away.”

A few hot tears slipped down Jasper’s cheeks as the reality smacked him in the sternum.

Tabletop Tavern was theirs.

No one would be able to take it away from them.

He placed the phone on the table and closed the feet between him and Hunter, all but slamming into him for a hug. His arms wrapped around Hunter, and he squeezed tight. “Every fellowship needs a Samwise Gamgee. Thank you for being ours.”

“Fuck,” Cal swore, and Roxie let out a gasp, and a second later, the two of them had launched into the hug as well. Jasper sank into the euphoria that filtered through his veins. After so many years of watching the worst happen, of being on the receiving end of one bad turn after another, all of this good news was more than he dared to believe.

Except this was never just him.

This was what humanity could do when they used their powers for good. When they came together to support each other, to lift each other up. This was what this community of theirs that they’d built over the past few years could achieve together, and he was beyond honored to be a part of it.

“It seems as if you have the funds to buy the building after all,” Mrs. Delaney said, her amused tone interrupting their group huddle. “I’ll let you all celebrate, and we’ll handle the paperwork on a different day.”

Jasper pulled away at last, just in time to see her soft smile and nod as she strode toward the door.

“We did it!” Mel shrieked, bounding over like a puppy as she launched herself at Roxie’s side.

“How the hell did you manage to keep that a secret?” Cal asked, giving Julian an amused look.

“Don’t question my wiles,” he flirted back.

Mase wrapped their arms around Hunter, all but nuzzling into him. “I’m so proud of you sweetheart.”

“Thanks,” Hunter said, pressing a kiss to the top of their head.

Jasper didn’t have a chance to look around for Matt before a familiar warmth pressed against his back. Matt leaned in to brush a kiss on the side of Jasper’s temple, the sweetness in the motion, the sheer relief, overwhelming.

He’d gone from believing everything he’d wanted was out of reach or about to be ripped away to having this. The business he ran with his chosen family. The man whose presence lit him up on the inside. A future that wasn’t so shaky it might be ripped away from him at any moment.

He met Roxie and Cal’s gazes, soaking in the tremendous joy that poured over him.

They had done this.

Created this place, this family, this community.

If he could be proud of one single thing in his life, it’d be this.

“The masses look like they’re getting restless,” Roxie said, tilting her head toward the door.

“Let’s open the gates,” Jasper called out, gesturing toward the doors. “Today will be all day board games and drinks on the house.” He stepped away, clutching Matt’s hand tight.

Matt leaned in, his lips brushing Jasper’s ear. “You did it.”

Jasper didn’t bother putting on a false face. Not today. Today, he let that joy shine free.

“No, we did it. All of us.”
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Chapter Thirty

  
  







Matt had already closed up Land and Hearth while he worked his last shift with Ryan, who waited outside. His car was packed, and he’d be heading east from here.

When Ryan had first broken the news, Matt hadn’t known how he was going to survive. He’d been falling in love with Jasper, scared out of his mind at all the unknown, and he hadn’t known where he’d belong.

Now, he knew.

He still had his best friend and the business he’d helped build from the ground up, but he’d gained so much as well. A community of close friends who supported each other through everything. A man who lit his mornings brighter than a sunrise and who made him delirious with pleasure every damn night.

Matt sucked in a deep, fortifying breath. A chapter was ending, but a new one was beginning. He grabbed the keys and headed for the door, his shoulders heavy. When he stepped outside, Ryan waited for him close to his packed car. Matt didn’t miss how his best friend’s eyes were already glassy. Good, because his were too.

“Hey, you call me when you break for the night, okay?” Matt said, stepping up to wrap his arms around Ryan in a hug. Ryan sank into his chest, and Matt squeezed tight, as if he could send all the love he felt for his friend with him. His eyes stung as Ryan gripped a little tighter, wetness imprinting on Matt’s shirt.

“I will,” Ryan promised. “And don’t forget to ring up the guy who was interested in investing—what was his name, Leo? I’m sure you’ll forget all about me in no time.” He choked a little at the comment, and Matt squeezed him tighter.

“There’s no way I’m forgetting you because we’re going to talk every day. Like you promised,” Matt reminded, just soaking in these final moments of having his best friend here in person. As much as they’d keep in contact, it wouldn’t be the same as when they’d lived nearby and worked together on their business. A part of him grieved that, but there was so much on his horizon to run toward at the same time.

At last, they broke apart, and Ryan wiped his forearm over his eyes. “Tell Jasper to take care of your ass,” he said before moving away, taking the steps toward the driver’s side. “You’re important to me.”

“Back at you,” Matt murmured, his heart squeezing tight as Ryan settled into the car. One second, he was turning the ignition, and the next, he was peeling onto the road. Matt stood and watched, long after Ryan’s car turned the corner and disappeared out of view. The wind rippled through his hair, crisp and full of change, something that used to terrify him. Except now, he was ready to embrace it.

Matt finally dragged himself from the sidewalk and started off in the direction of Jasper’s apartment. Once they’d made things official, they’d been inseparable—to the point he was debating giving up his place if Jasper ever asked him to move in. He loved every second of waking up next to his boyfriend, falling asleep next to him, and seeing how their chaotic lives meshed together.

He trekked down the sidewalk, making the turn to Jasper’s apartment, which lay farther down on the block. A week had passed since the landlord had agreed to sell Tabletop Tavern to Roxie, Cal, and Jas, and every time Matt had swung over to the cafe, it buzzed with excitement. The first coalition meeting was coming up, one he was proud to be a part of, and with all the attention Tabletop Tavern had gotten through the Kickstarter, the place had become busier than ever.

Matt slid his key into the door to Jasper’s apartment. The guy who had been terrified of commitment proved what Matt had always believed—when he went in, he went all in. Jasper had already made him his own key, which was in constant use because Matt stayed over every night. When he stepped inside, the fragrant smell of savory spices slammed into him, strong enough to make his mouth water.

“Are you cooking?” Matt asked, seeing Jasper standing in front of the stove stirring something.

“It won’t be done for another hour or so,” Jasper said, not turning around. Matt couldn’t help but soak in the sight of him—all long, sloping torso, muscular legs on full display in the tiny running shorts he loved to parade around the house in.

Matt bit his lip. Unf. He strode across the room until he was wrapping his arms around Jasper’s waist. He pressed up against his back, loving the perfect way their bodies fit together.

“How did the Ryan sendoff go?” Jasper asked, tilting his head back to claim a kiss.

Matt pressed another few kisses along Jasper’s neck before he responded. “Sad, mostly. Even though Sage is a quick learner, nothing’s going to be able to replace sharing the business with my best friend.”

“I can understand that,” Jasper responded, his voice a little husky.

Matt mouthed along his shoulder around the strip of fabric from the tank top, continuing with the slow kisses. His cock began to harden, pressing against the firm globes of Jasper’s ass.

Jasper glanced back and arched a brow. “Needy boy. Keep that up, and you’re not getting any of the comfort ramen I’m making.”

“You made me comfort food?” Matt asked, his heart squeezing tight. The way Jasper showed his care every day—it was more than he’d ever thought he’d get.

“An old family recipe,” Jasper said with a shrug, even though Matt was close enough to feel the way his spine stiffened.

“You didn’t need to unearth that for me,” Matt said, squeezing his waist.

“Just because my parents are garbage doesn’t mean I can’t appreciate certain things from how I grew up,” Jasper said. “And family was on my mind a little. You remember the biggest donation from the Kickstarter that we were wondering over?”

“I still can’t get over all of that,” Matt murmured. “I’m so happy for you.”

“Thanks, sweetness,” Jasper said, still stirring the pot in front of him. “I did some sleuthing and figured out who’d made the donation—my Auntie Himari. She sent me a letter too. It arrived yesterday. Apparently my parents had lied to her about their intentions.”

“What are your thoughts?” Matt asked.

“I might need a little time before meeting in person again,” Jasper said. “But I’m willing to open the lines of communication. My parents would’ve never supported a queer business, and the fact that she donated the money to help keep us open does mean something to me—that maybe her intentions that day were innocent.”

“I’m in awe of you,” Matt said, nuzzling into the space between Jasper’s neck and shoulders. Jasper tilted his head back, the sheer bliss on his features turning Matt the hell on.

“Are you kidding me?” Jasper murmured. “I’m still waking up every morning wondering how I got this lucky.” He blinked his eyes open, and when their gazes met, Matt was ensnared by the seriousness in Jasper’s eyes. “You’re everything to me. You know that, right?”

Matt swallowed, his throat going tight. His self-confidence had taken a beating over the years, never being good enough for one girlfriend to the next. But Jasper took the time to soothe those wounds, to build him up brick by brick until he could start believing in himself a little more. That he could be enough for someone. That they’d know all of him and still want him.

“I love you,” Matt said, not looking away. Because this man deserved his full attention, every damn time.

“I love you too,” Jasper said, before pressing his ass against Matt’s cock and grinding. A mischievous grin lit his features as he did it again, very much on purpose. Matt let out a groan, his cock throbbing at the friction. “You want more of that, sweetness?” Jasper teased.

“You know I do,” Matt grumbled as Jasper continued to grind that sexy as fuck ass back on him.

Jasper chewed on his lower lip, glancing to the stove and then behind Matt. He reached forward and turned the burner to low. “The broth can simmer.” His gaze flashed as he pulled away and grabbed Matt’s hand to drag him along. “In the meanwhile, I want you to put your sexy mouth to use.”

“Yes, sir,” Matt replied on instinct, the words as natural as they’d always been. They never failed to send a bolt of warmth through him, a reminder that he’d found where he truly belonged—and who he belonged with. Jasper led him in the direction of the couch, and Matt followed eagerly behind.

He’d been reading from the same book for far too long, afraid to break the old comfortable words he’d cycled through, but it took Jasper Tanaka for him to step free. Every day with him was a new part of their story, a new adventure of the tale he’d been searching for his entire life.

With Jasper by his side, no matter what they faced, he wasn’t afraid to turn the page.
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Epilogue

  
  




One Year Later…




The streets were utter chaos.

The first inaugural festival for the Rainbow Coalition had arrived, and Jasper wasn’t ready. Okay, maybe he’d been sending out marketing alerts for months now and had been to Yerba Buena Gardens every night this week to help get this festival prepared—but he definitely wasn’t. At least not for the sheer volume of people who headed to the festival that he and the other local queer businesses had coordinated in time for Pride.

“Should we go see if they’re surviving?” Jasper asked, glancing to Matt. His boyfriend held tight to his hand as they navigated the crowds together, which thickened the closer they got to the festival entrance.

“Let’s check on your crew first,” Matt said. “I helped Sage set up before you were even awake today.”

“Is Leo holding down the fort at Land and Hearth?” Jas asked. His heart caught in his chest as he soaked in the sight of his gorgeous boyfriend. The way his gray Coalition T-shirt strained across his broad shoulders, how his thick ginger beard framed his face and his gorgeous blue eyes rivaled the sky today. Fuck, Jas was so head over heels for this man.

“Yeah,” Matt said, his grin wide. “He’s rolling out some new types of bread in celebration of the festival.” Leo was a transplant from Chicago, some former businessman turned baker who’d swept in and bought Ryan out of his share of the business. Matt and Leo got along great so far—not like people found it hard to get along with Matt. If anyone was the difficult one, it was Jasper.

Sweet scents of baked goods swept his way on the strong breezes, and the sun beat down today, only broken up by the occasional bouts of fog. Today was the sort of gorgeous summer day that scorched into memory, and Jasper didn’t want to miss a second of it. He squeezed Matt’s hand as they walked along through Yerba Buena Gardens, the buildings rising around them in the distance, even amidst this slice of greenery.

Crazy to think a year ago he’d been fighting to keep his business and scared of letting Matt in. His boyfriend had moved in a few weeks later, which might’ve been rushing things, but after a lifetime spent keeping people at a distance, Jasper didn’t want to wait. Just like he’d been starting to get impatient on other aspects of their life.

Colorful booths surrounded them on either side of the large tiled area, all featuring familiar faces, folks he’d gotten to know better than ever over the past year. He spotted Benji and his Tale of Two Treasures entourage at one end, looking like he’d brought a whole rummage sale on display. Whipped had their display on the opposite side, and Meg waved as they passed by. He and Matt had become frequent visitors at the coffee shop—though more for the kink workshop aspect as they continued to enjoy every second of exploring what made the other tick.

“Hey, slacker,” Cal said, jostling his elbow on the other side. Kay clutched to her dad’s back in a piggyback ride.

“Slacker,” she repeated, a glint in her far too clever eyes. Jasper loved the kid so damn much.

“Ha,” Jas responded, casting his best friend a dry look. “And who stayed here until one in the morning last night?” They’d agreed to open Tabletop Tavern late today—just to give all their employees a chance to be here together. This anniversary was a special one for their crew, and he wanted them to all see what their hard work brought to life.

“I mean, we were up at one in the morning, but Cal here was doing all the work,” Jules said, waggling his brows.

“Who’s this stranger?” another voice piped up from behind them. A second later, Arjun exploded into view, slamming into Julian with a hug. “Abandoner of the kitchen.” Jules hadn’t been working for them anymore over the past few months. Nursing school had picked up the pace so that part time wasn’t an option, and on his final day at Tabletop Tavern, Cal had surprised him by proposing.

Jules arched a brow at Arjun. “You saw me last week at game.”

Matt snorted. “I’m surprised Roxie didn’t kick us all out after that fiasco.”

Jasper squeezed his hand. “Please, if Roxie hasn’t kicked us out yet, she’s never going to.”

“I’m not sure,” Eli said, stepping up beside Arjun. “That game might’ve been a bridge too far. I mean…trying to fuck a Mindflayer?”

“Not my fault you’re a beast in bed,” Arjun said with a flirty wink.

The Tabletop Tavern booth came into view, and he spotted Kelly and Tabby standing outside of it, chatting with Rose and Lilah. The four of them waved the moment they saw their growing entourage heading over. Jasper snuck a glance at the rest of the festival, which was fast picking up steam. Folks with different colored hair, tattoos, rainbow shirts and skirts drew his attention in every direction, queer folks and allies flooding Yerba Buena Gardens today.

They’d done this.

Not just him, or even his crew at Tabletop Tavern. Their community in the city had pulled together and created something truly beautiful. His heart grew so big it all but burst out of his chest. Matt leaned in and pressed a kiss to his temple, as if he sensed the overwhelming emotions rushing through him. The man was aware like that, someone Jasper treasured more and more with every passing day.

“Look, all I said was Jar Jar wasn’t that bad.” Tabby threw her hands out in defense, clearly in the middle of heated debate.

Kelly squinted at her girlfriend. “And I let you put your mouth on me?”

Tabby smirked. “Yeah, and you like it.”

Kelly crossed her arms. “Maybe not after that terrible statement.” Rose leaned over making gagging noises while Lilah rolled her eyes. Their booth had a big white tent, and they’d decked out the front with a similar wood-style sign to their Tabletop Tavern one. Today, they had a few games for auction on hand, a fuckton of Tabletop Tavern swag, and the big seller—gaming memberships.

Roxie waved at them from behind the booth, her wedding ring catching in the sun. She and Mel had gotten married over the past year in a manor that was the closest thing to a castle they could find. The ceremony and reception had been amazing, but even more memorable were the D&D games they’d played for the extended weekend at the place—everyone taking a turn DMing but Roxie to give her a well-deserved break.

“Hey,” Mel said, sneaking from behind the table to bounce up to them. “We’ve been waiting for you guys to get here.” She squeezed Jasper tight in a hug and moved down the line on the hug train.

Jasper pursed his lips and gave Roxie a look.

“Mel had the idea to do a group photo, and I’m not about to argue with my wife over that,” Roxie said with a shrug.

“I love the idea,” Mase said, popping up from their seat behind the booth. They’d been working fewer hours as they finished up their master’s, but they still spent most of their free time at Tabletop Tavern. Hunter sat next to Mase, his sketchpad out like always as he lost himself in another piece. His art was exploding all across the board game scene, and yet he still remained one of their most steadfast employees—and Jasper hoped he’d stay for a long time to come. Hunter glanced up at the rest of the crew assembled and offered a soft grin that Jasper matched.

“Who’s going to rally this group?” Matt asked, wrinkling his nose.

“I do that enough at D&D,” Roxie muttered.

Jasper shook his head, amusement clinging to his lips. “I’ve got this.” He brought his fingers to his mouth to let out an ear piercing whistle. “Everyone assemble in front of the booth,” he called out in what Matt referred to as his Dom voice. It worked. Not just the staff of Tabletop Tavern but their partners as well huddled in front of their booth, and after some jostling and hissed words, they settled into place.

“I’m getting this shot now, before you all ruin it,” Lilah called, stepping back far enough to include everyone as she lifted her camera.

Meg stepped up behind her. “You and your girlfriend get in there too. I can take the picture.”

Lilah shrugged and scampered over, wildly gesturing to Rose who followed suit. Jasper offered Meg a nod in appreciation when their gazes met.

He stood close to the front, Matt on one side of him and Roxie on the other. He stared forward to the camera, but all around him was the warmth and vibrant energy of this crew, this beautiful bunch of misfits who had woven their way into his heart. If the kid who’d been discarded could see him now…fuck, he couldn’t believe he’d made it here.

“All right,” Meg called out. “You’ve got a ton to pick through. I’ll send them on over.”

At that, everyone burst free from the formation in a fit of giggles and curses, because they were clearly five year olds and not in their thirties. Well, there was an almost five year old here, but she was the one acting the most mature, of course.

Meg sidled up to him and Roxie, flipping through a few of the shots. Jasper’s chest tightened at the sight of all of them there. This was his family, and these people were his home. And no matter how life changed, they still managed to make time for each other—for After Hour Sundays, for D&D games, and for the big moments—birthdays, weddings, engagement parties.

And he hoped to add his own celebration to the mix soon.

“Hey.” Jasper placed a hand on Matt’s shoulder and leaned in, loving how tall his boyfriend was. “Want to go escape for a minute before we get to work?”

Matt’s grin made his beautiful eyes shine, as earnest as ever. “Playing hooky? You’re a bad influence, Tanaka.”

“You know it, sweetness,” Jasper purred, leaning in to nip Matt’s earlobe just to watch him shiver. “Come on.”

He led them through the crowds of people swarming the black and gray tiled ground on this part of the gardens, heading in a familiar direction—a spot he’d escaped to from a young age. Whenever he needed to think, when he needed to get away from all his parents’ expectations and the pressure of the secret he’d been harboring, he’d come to these gardens. To the waterfall that cascaded down over the stone pillars.

The second they neared, the crisp scent of water flooded his senses, and the combination of that with the sunshine permeating through him, the warmth of Matt’s hand in his was enough to make him soar. Jasper stopped at the base of the waterfall, in front of the sill where people often sat. Droplets of water flecked across his skin, and he didn’t miss Matt’s curious gaze sneak to him. His throat dried as he stared up at the man he’d fallen for.

He’d been holding on to moments for years, trying to float from one to the next as if he might eventually find his way to dry land. However, this last year with Matt had made him realize he’d already been walking along the path—and he wanted to continue down the one he’d chosen…for the rest of his life. Nerves awakened inside him, but he’d also never flown higher.

Jasper fumbled a little as he reached into his pocket and pulled out the telltale jewelry box that had been weighing it down.

Matt’s jaw dropped.

“I wish I had some sort of romantic speech planned out,” Jasper murmured as he flicked it open. “But I think you know me well enough by now. Every day with you is a gift, one I’ll continue to fight for. I was yours for keeps the moment we started dating—would you be mine?”

Matt’s throat bobbed with his swallow as he cupped Jasper’s cheek, the sweet way he’d done so many times. Jasper’s heart tumbled as he fell for the man all over again.

“I already am,” Matt murmured, his blue eyes growing glassy. “But I’d love to make it official.”

Jasper blinked, barely able to register the words. “Yes?”

Matt’s grin widened as pure joy emanated from him. “Always.”

Jasper closed the space between them to kiss Matt. The moment their lips met was pure electricity, the way it forever was—how he hoped it would continue to be. Droplets splashed on his skin as he sank into Matt’s feverish kisses, into the joy that burst out of him like sunlight. He’d been terrified of giving anyone his heart for so long—but he hadn’t realized he’d been sharing pieces along the way. And when he’d met Matt, he’d seen enough of the good out there to recognize it in this man.

To know that Matt was his person, no matter what they faced in the future.

When they finally broke apart, Jasper slipped the ring on Matt’s finger and clutched his hand tight. Heat pricked in Jasper’s eyes at the sight of the platinum band he’d picked out on Matt’s finger, an outward symbol that this man belonged to him. He’d spend the rest of their lives showing him that.

Jasper tugged on his hand, the light inside him incandescent. All around them, the sounds of the festival rose to the sky, expanding outward, as if they might coat the entire city. A year ago, they had saved Tabletop Tavern, and now, he was going to start a new journey with the man he loved. Deep inside, he knew he never would’ve reached this place if it wasn’t for those college nights in Roxie’s dorm, dreaming up Tabletop Tavern with her and Cal. And somehow, that had been the start of this community—one he was honored to be a part of. One they celebrated here today.

“Come on,” he said as together they began to walk back toward the main stretch of the festival. Toward their friends. “Let’s go tell our family.”







  Coming Next…



What’s to come in the Dungeons and Dating universe? Well, the series might be over, but we’re still going to be in the San Francisco area for a while…




Later in 2023:




Merry Critmas, a Dungeons and Dating Christmas Novella




Starting in 2024:




Immersion Play, Leather and Lattes #1
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    Also by Katherine McIntyre
  


  
    Get ready for a brand new low angst, high heat series—Hot Under the Collar! Blue collar workers, geeks, and bears, all set in the Philly suburbs. 
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          Sweat Connection
        

        

        
          
            
              https://mybook.to/SweatConnection
            
          

        

        
          
            One disaster bi single dad. One sexy plumber on a house call. One hot-as-hell romance…. 




Rhys




If I was a hot mess before becoming a single dad, my life’s pretty much an on-fire garbage can now.

Okay, maybe that’s a tad melodramatic—my bestie/baby momma/ex-girlfriend is still awesome, currently in the throuple of her dreams. And my kiddo Sammy’s amazing, albeit exhausting. I’m the one who’s too intense and rambling, too obsessed with random trivia, too liable to set dinner on fire. Essentially, too much for any relationship.

However, when a hottie plumber drops by to fix our toilet—thanks, Sammy—and gives me his number? My luck might just be turning around. 




Cole




After my dad moved to a retirement community, he left me with the big, old house I grew up in and a whole lot of loneliness. 

I thought by now I’d be settled down, but no one’s looking for the guy who likes long hikes with his dog, stargazing, and fixing shit around the house. They want fun, entertaining, flashy—not me.

Except when I give Rhys my private line for an emergency house call, I show up for the job to discover it’s a date. It seems like I might’ve met the one man on earth who’s just as interested as I am—if only we can find the guts to admit it.  
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