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The Marriage Negotiation

Marriage Mayhem 7

~ Patrick ~

I'd gone into medicine to be a doctor, not a hospital administrator. After watching my frat brothers fight so hard for the lives they wanted, I decided I could do no less. So, after a quick trip home to attend my estranged brother's wedding, I was going to head off to New York City and a new life.

Discovering that my brother's fiancé was none other than my high school crush Zaq was a bit heart-wrenching, but it also changed things, especially when my bonehead brother got cold feet and took off right before the wedding was to start. I wonder how Zaq would feel if I stepped up and took my brother's place?

Warning: Gay erotic romance. The material in this book contains explicit sexual content that is intended for mature audiences only. All characters involved are adults capable of consent, are over the age of eighteen, and are willing participants.
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Chapter One

~ Patrick ~

"Okay." I smiled as I set the pen down and closed the file I'd been working on. "I think that's everything."

I was so glad this was all over. After all the papers I had signed, my hand was close to cramping. Who knew it took so much paperwork to change your life?

My friend and lawyer, Joseph Navarro, grabbed the file and flipped it open, starting to go over the stack of papers inside. Luckily, he had already read through them so it didn't take long for him to finish reading the huge stack.

After about ten minutes, Joe closed the file and then glanced at me. "Is this what you really want to do, Patty?"

I nodded. "I've been thinking about this for a long time, Joe. That whole situation with Scotty just kind of brought it home for me."

"Once I turned these papers in, it's done. You get that right? You'll no longer be the hospital administrator."

"I do." It had taken me a long time to get to this point. "Scotty and Beck were doing everything that they could to pursue the life they wanted. I think it's about time that I did the same."

"Do you know where you're going to go?"

"I do." I smiled again, elation and a bit of anxiety hitting me all at once. "I think we're going to be neighbors."

Joe's jaw dropped for just a moment. "You're moving to New York?"

I nodded.

"Do you have a job waiting for you? Are you going to work at one of the hospitals there?"

"Not for awhile," I replied. "I went straight from high school to the university and straight from there to working. I think I'm going to take a little time off and think about where I want my life to go."

I was no longer sure.

I'd dreamed of being a doctor since I received my first play doctor kit when I was five years old. That thought had never wavered in my mind. I had studied hard and worked my way quickly up through the ranks. Now, as a hospital administrator, I should have been ecstatic.

I wasn't.

I spent more time on paperwork and in budget meetings than I did practicing medicine and that had not been my dream. I needed to do something else with my life or I was going to lose myself.

"With the investments you and your father helped me with, I have enough money saved up to last me for awhile, and I don't plan on being out of work forever. Just a few months. That will give me time for the move and to get settled." I smiled ruefully. "And maybe think about what I want to do with the rest of my life."

"Well, if you need anything, be sure to let us know. We're always there for you if you need us. You know that, right?"

I smiled as I nodded. "I do."

The bond between us had been set in stone fifteen years ago when we'd all become frat brothers. It was solid to this day.

"How are Scotty and Beck settling in?" I asked. "Is his father doing okay?"

"He is," Joe replied. "They all are. Once Scotty and Beck got settled, they got his father into physical therapy. He's now able to walk with a cane."

"That's good to hear."

I'd been worried about the old man when Jake had called and asked for my help. I had been more concerned when I'd actually seen the man. He'd been so pale, I'd taken his vitals just to make sure he wasn't on the edge of dying. It was good to hear he was okay.

"They still live in that condo Jake got for them after they left Texas," Joe stated. "You'll be neighbors with them so I'm sure you can check in on them any time you want."

Might not be a bad idea.

"Well, it'll be a few weeks until I check in on anyone. I still need to get packed and then get all of my stuff shipped to my new place. Plus, I have to work my last two weeks after those papers are turned in."

The next month was going to be insane. Still, I was looking forward to it. Well, I was looking to my life changing, not necessarily the packing and actual moving. The drive from Texas to New York was going to take forever.

"New York City takes a bit to get used to, especially if you've lived someplace like Texas for most of your life. I'm for California and it was still hard for me to get used to. If you have any questions, don't be afraid to ask."

A new city, a new life?

I'd done it before. I could do it again.

I smiled as I shook Joe's hand. "I think I'll do okay."

Joe patted me on the shoulder. "Okay, man."

"Just get those papers filed," I said. "I'm tired of being a paper pusher."

Joe frowned. "I'm a paper pusher."

"You're a lawyer." That might actually be worse than a paper pusher, but I didn't mention that. "Big difference."

Joe chuckled. "Not by much. I swear I spend more time going over case law and visiting the records department down at city hall than I do in the courtroom."

"You could always do something else."

"Naw." Joe shook his head. "Working for Jake is actually pretty interesting. Technically, I'm in corporate law, but some of the things Jake is into is like science fiction, man. Like, seriously bizarre. He lets his lab nerds dream and pursue anything that takes their fancy, and it almost always pays off in big ways. Recently, the M zeros in Jake's bank account became B zeros."

My eyes widened. "Jake is a billionaire?"

"He is and that means he takes good care of the people that helped get him there. I've made more money working for Jake over the last year than I did in five years working as a lawyer in California."

Must be nice.

"Jake need an on-call doctor?"

Instead of laughing as I had expected, Joe looked thoughtful. "Maybe."

"What?" I asked.

"Let me drop a bug in Jake's ear," Joe said. "Having an on-call doctor for all of us isn't a bad idea. We tend to get into scrapes here and there. A man named Spencer has been helping where he can, but it isn't always in our best interest to associate with him, so we try and keep it at a minimum."

I frowned at his words. "Why not? Is he not licensed or something?"

"Oh, no, he's licensed. It's just that his husband is mafia. King runs Queens."

I stared for a moment, positive I'd misheard him. "You guys are involved in the mafia?"

"That is a yes or no answer with a long explanation that would take a few hours to explain."

"Short version?" I suggested.

"Yes, but only as friends."

Yeah, that wasn't any better.

"You're friends with a mafia boss?"

"We're actually friends with four of the five mafia bosses in New York City and a couple in Italy."

I wasn't sure I wanted to know, but... "How?"

"Once you get settled in, Jake and I will meet with you for drinks and explain it all to you. Until then, I can tell you that they are all pretty decent men considering the line of work they are in. They have actually lowered the crime rate since they've been in charge and gotten rid of some of the worst criminals in the city."

I wasn't sure what to say to that. An ethical mafia boss?

Was that even possible?

I was pretty sure that I knew my frat brothers well enough to know that they wouldn't get involved with bad people. I just wasn't sure where the mafia fell into that.

"I'd better get going," Joe said. "I need to get these papers filed and then catch my flight back to New York. If I'm late for dinner, Jayce will kill me."

"Okay," I said. "Thanks for flying out here and doing this for me."

"Of course," Joe replied. "Anything for a frat brother."

I walked Joe out of the conference room and then to the elevator. After saying goodbye one more time, I waited until the doors closed between us, and then made my way to my office.

I couldn't believe it was finally done. I felt a sense of relief, but also a little trepidation. This was a big step for me. Many would say I was being an idiot for giving up my position, except I had never wanted to be a hospital administrator. I just wanted to be a doctor. It's what I had gone to school for after all.

I sighed as I sat at my desk and stared at the pile of papers I was supposed to go through before the next budget meeting. I don't know why I even bothered. Nothing ever happened in those meetings.

It was just a lot of talk by people that had too much money to spend and no real intention of doing something good with it. They liked to pretend that they were something special because they served on the board of directors of a hospital. In reality, they were bored and did nothing.

Didn't help the hospital one damn bit.

I frowned when my cell phone rang. Glancing down at the screen, that frown became a grimace. I'd rather deal with the board of directors than take this phone call.

Unfortunately, I knew the caller would just keep on calling until I answered.

I swiped my finger across the screen and placed the phone to my ear. "Hello, Peter."

"Hey, bro," my brother replied. "Long time no talk."

"Ten years." I could have easily gone another ten years without talking to him. "How did you get my number?"

I certainly hadn't given it to him.

"Mom gave it to me."

I sighed heavily. I couldn't berate my mother for giving my brother my cell number. I doubted she had done it on purpose. She probably didn't even know Peter had taken it.

"So, what do you want?" I asked. I doubted there was anything Peter could say that I wanted to hear. We hadn't been close as kids and we weren't close now.

"I'm getting married."

"Congratulations."

Still didn't know what that had to me.

"I want you to come to my wedding."

"No," I answered without hesitation.

"Patrick—"

"We haven't seen each other in ten years. Why ruin a good thing?"

"Just come to the wedding," Peter said. "Mom and Dad miss you and want to see you. This would be a great time for a family reunion."

I wanted to disagree specifically for the fact that I was still in contact with my parents. I'd even seen them just a couple of months ago when I'd flown to California for a medical conference.

We just hadn't informed Peter.

"When is the wedding?" I asked.

Maybe I was busy.

"Two weeks," Peter replied. "You have to be there. I've rented a tux for you and everything."

"I have a tux, Peter." I actually had two. "Just tell me when and where the wedding is going to be."

I still hadn't decided whether I was going or not, but I was leaning toward not going...and changing my number.

Peter relayed the information and then asked, "So, you'll come?"

"I'll think about it."

"You have to come, Patrick. You're my little brother. You have to be at my wedding. I can't wait to introduce you to my fiancé."

I could imagine the type of person that had agreed to marry my brother and I shuddered at just the idea of meeting them.

"I need to go, Peter. I have a meeting soon."

"What?" Peter scoffed. "They actually have meetings for convenience store workers?"

And there would be one of the reasons I wanted nothing to do with my brother. He was a jerk and had been since we were kids. He hadn't changed as he grew up.

"I don't work at a convenience store, Peter."

Peter let out a loud laugh. "Oh, you got fired?"

I rolled my eyes even if Peter couldn't see it. I had worked at a convenience store when I was in high school. That had been a long time ago. I wasn't about to tell him what I did for work now. Knowing my brother, he'd probably ask me for money.

"If you need a job," Peter said, amusement clear in his voice. "I could hire you on here at Dad's company. We could always use a janitor."

"I don't need a job, Peter."

"Yeah, whatever. Just don't ask me to pay for your airfare."

"I won't." I'd never ask my brother for money, not even a single penny. It wasn't worth being in contact with him. "Goodbye, Peter."

I hung up before he could say anything more.

I dialed my mom's number, wanting to get the truth about this wedding. I couldn't shake the feeling that Peter was scheming.

"Hey, Mom, it's me."

"Patrick," she replied in a happy tone. "How are you, son?"

"I'm good." I hadn't told them about my move yet. At this point, they didn't even know I was a doctor. They knew I worked in a hospital, but they assumed I was a janitor or a paper pusher or something.

It wasn't that I hadn't wanted to tell them, but I hadn't wanted word getting to Peter. As much as I loved my parents, they could never keep anything from him.

I held out hope that somewhere deep in their hearts, they knew that Peter was a bad seed. I hadn't seen it so far. From the day I was born, Peter was treated as the older sibling and golden child.

Granted, they showered me with love and affection, too. They just refused to see the bad in Peter.

"Peter called."

"He did?"

"He said he was getting married and asked me to attend his wedding in two weeks. Is he really getting married?"

My mother's sigh was not reassuring.

"He is," my mother replied. "But I almost wished he wasn't."

"Huh?" That wasn't something I ever expected my mother to say. "Why is that?"

"His fiancé is such a sweet young man. Peter insists that they are in love, but I have my doubts. He just doesn't seem like the type of person Peter would be interested in."

"Peter's gay?"

This was the first I was hearing of this.

"That's just it," my mother stated. "Peter has always gone out with women in the past and then suddenly three months ago, he showed up with his fiancé and said they were getting married."

That was weird.

"Is there money involved?" I asked.

It could be the only answer.

"I don't know, but why would that matter?"

God, my parents had blinders on where it came to Peter.

"I guess it doesn't," I finally answered. It wasn't my wedding after all. None of this was part of my life or the one I planned to build for myself when I moved to New York.

"So, we'll see you in two weeks then?" my mother asked.

Man, I so didn't want to go.

"I'll see, Mom. Work is pretty busy right now."

"Oh?"

"Lots of paperwork."

I wasn't lying.

"Try and make time, Patrick. This is your brother's wedding."

"We'll see, Mom. We'll see."

I wasn't placing any bets on it.


Chapter Two

~ Patrick ~

I should have made a bet.

I'd be rich.

I tugged at the edges of my bowtie, trying to get it straight. I hated these damn things. My only relief was the fact that it was my tux and not a rental. I'd spent my childhood wearing my brother's hand-me-downs. I had a strong aversion to wearing other people's clothes.

I'd hated it then and I'd hate it now.

I frowned at the slightly tilted bowtie. I guess it wasn't going to get any better than this. I grabbed the present I'd bought for the happy couple and walked out of my hotel room and headed downstairs.

Thankfully, I hadn't booked a hotel room anywhere close to where my parents lived. It wasn't too far from the wedding venue so I wasn't surprised to see a few people I knew when I reached the lobby.

I ignored everyone and headed straight for the front doors so I could hail a taxi to take me to the venue. Renting a car for the two days I'd be in California didn't seem worth it.

I climbed into the taxi the doorman had hailed for me and gave directions to the venue. That was another reason I hadn't rented a car. I needed these few minutes to prepare myself for the coming confrontation with Peter.

And I had no doubt that it would be a confrontation. Peter would be up to his usual antics. I knew that for a fact. I didn't think he could go a single second of his life without bullying someone. It was like oxygen for him.

I felt really bad for whoever he was marrying.

I groaned when we reached the wedding venue. That ride had not been long enough. I almost told him to drive around for a little longer, but I knew if I didn't get this over with, I never would.

I paid the driver and climbed out of the car. I drew in a deep breath and walked up the stairs to the main doors. I could hear the low murmur of voices as soon as I stepped inside.

I knew I was a bit early, but I had wanted to get a good seat, that being one at the back of the venue so I'd have a quick escape. It looked as if I had arrived before anyone else, but there was still a flurry of activity.

At first, I thought it was people getting everything ready for the ceremony, but I quickly realized that the workers were whispering amongst themselves. It was what they were whispering that had me so confused.

Had the wedding been cancelled?

What was going on here?

I stopped the first worker that passed by me and asked, "Can you tell me where the Scotton family is?"

I needed to talk to my mother and father and figure out what was going on here. Maybe I could go home early?

"Oh, um, I'm not sure exactly, but their wedding preparation room is the third door down on the second floor." She pointed behind me. "The stairs are right over there."

"Thank you."

I hurried up the stairs and down the hallway to the third door. Inside the room was silent so I wondered if anyone was inside. I knocked and waited. After a moment, the door opened and my father stood there.

I didn't like the grim look on his face.

"Dad, what's wrong?"

My father sighed and stepped back, allowing me to enter.

I quickly scanned the room, but only found my mother. "Where's Peter?" He should have been here.

"That seems to be the big question," my father replied.

"What?"

"Your idiot brother didn't come to the venue this morning," my father said. I was a little shocked. I had never heard him call my brother an idiot. "When he didn't show, I called the hotel only to find out that he checked out last night."

"He checked out?" I asked, astonished.

"He's just got cold feet," my mother said. "He's young. It's understandable. I just wish he had said something to me. I could have talked to him about it."

My eyebrows shot up when my father rolled his eyes.

Had his blinders finally fallen off?

"Does his fiancé know?" I asked.

My father shook his head and my mother let out a little sob.

"He's still getting ready for the ceremony," my father said. "His parents are with him and..."

"And what?"

"We can't tell his parents." My mother dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief. "Our reputation will be ruined if this gets out."

"You're worried about your reputation?" Were they for real? "Some guy is going to be left at the altar because you are afraid people will think badly of you?"

"Son, you don't understand," my father insisted. "We do business with his parents. They are one of our biggest clients. If this gets out, the company could go under."

"One way or another, it's going to get out. Don't you get that? If you tell them now, it's going to be a lot less of an issue than if you wait for Peter to not show up for the ceremony."

"You tell him."

I stared at my father, wondering just how much of his mind he had truly lost. "You want me to go tell a man I have never met that my estranged brother is an idiot?"

"Peter is not an idiot." My mother jumped up and stomped her foot. "He's just scared."

I called bullshit.

"Peter is thirty-eight years old, Mother. If you keep coddling him, he's never going to learn to take responsibility for his actions."

My father's face flushed with anger. "Don't speak to your mother like that!"

Seriously?

"You're going to take a hit from this one way or the other," I said. "It's up to you how much of a hit you take."

This wasn't rocket science. If they admitted now that my brother had gotten cold feet and run off, it was going to look a whole lot better if they left Peter's fiancé standing at the altar, especially with all the wedding guests to be looking on.

"Keep trying to reach Peter," I directed, using my hospital administrator voice. "I'm going to go talk with his fiancé."

I spun around and stormed out of the room. I didn't slam the door after I walked out no how much I wanted to. My parents had taught me better than that. Under the current circumstances, it seemed like I was the only one.

I walked back down the stairs to the main floor and flagged down the closest worker, asking for the room of the other groom. I was directed to another set of stairs that led to the far side of the building.

My heart felt heavy as I climbed the stairs. I wasn't looking forward to breaking this guy's heart, but I couldn't let him stand at the altar waiting for a groom that would never appear.

Once I reached the second floor, it was easy to pick out the room where the groom was waiting. It was the third door down just like Peter's room.

I drew in a deep breath and knocked on the door.

When the door swung open, I was faced with an older man. "Hello, my name is Patrick Scotton, Peter's brother. I wondered if I could have a moment to speak with the groom."

When the man gave me a quizzical look, I smiled. "I haven't had the chance to introduce myself yet. I thought it would be rude to do so after the ceremony."

"Yes, of course." The man stepped back so I could enter the room. "I'm Oscar Dinh."

I tilted my head even as I shook the man's hand. "Dinh is a very unusual name." I'd only heard it once before and that had been a lifetime ago.

"It's Vietnamese."

I knew that.

"My parents immigrated here during the Vietnam War and opened a restaurant in San Francisco. I was born here a year later."

That explained the name.

"My son is in the other room getting ready."

I nodded and then watched as the man walked over and knocked softly on the door. I heard a voice from inside his room, but couldn't make out what was said.

Mr. Dinh opened the door and peeked his head inside. "You have a visitor, son."

"Who is it, Dad?"

"He says his name is Patrick Scotton. He's Peter's brother."

"Peter's brother?"

My eyebrows pulled together when I heard that soft spoken voice. I'd heard it before, but it had been a very long time. Still, I had never forgotten the sweet sound that had haunted my dreams for years.

I stepped up to the doorway and pressed a hand to my chest when I caught my first glance at the man I'd come to see. My heart slammed against my ribs so hard it was painful. He was just as beautiful now as he had been when we were in high school.

And he was engaged to my idiot brother.

Maybe.

"I only need a few minutes of your time."

The groom nodded. When his father stepped out of the way, I walked into the room and then turned to shut the door behind me. I wanted this conversation to be in private.

"Do you know where Peter is?"

I shook my head. "That's what I came to talk to you about."

The man's shoulders slumped.

"Zaq, right?" I knew it was his name. I just wasn't sure I wanted him to know that I remembered him. Not yet. I wasn't ready for that.

"Yeah."

"I'm not sure if you remember me, but—"

"I was a couple of grades below you in high school, but I remember you."

My heart skipped a beat.

"Have you heard from Peter?" he asked me.

God, this is going to suck.

"We haven't, but my parents tried to get in contact with him this morning and found out that he has checked out of his hotel room."

Instead of being surprised, Zaq nodded. "Yeah, I figured that would happen."

My eyebrows shot up. "You knew?"

Zaq grabbed his cell phone and handed it to me. "Peter's mistress sent me these this morning."

"His what?" I nearly shouted. "Peter has a mistress?"

Why was I not surprised.

Zaq let out a rueful laugh. "Apparently."

I took the phone and started going through the pictures that had been sent to him. Most of them were for public viewing, just Peter and some brunette holding hands, attending a candlelight dinner, and cuddling on a couch.

There were a few that were a lot more graphic. That was a side of my brother that I never wanted to see. That was a sight of a woman I never wanted to see.

I shuddered in disgust.

"She told me that Peter couldn't force himself to go through with the marriage, that he was disgusted by the very idea of marrying me so he had run off with her." Zaq drew in a heavy breath. "She also said Peter wasn't going to pay any of the cancelation fees since today was the day of the wedding and I'd have to be financially responsible for all of it."

That rat bastard.

"You won't have to take responsibility for it." I'd pay it if I had to. "Peter is the one that cancelled the wedding by running away with his mistress. He should be the one to pay whatever fees there are."

I sat down in the chair next to Zaq, resting my elbows on my knees. "I'm really sorry about this, Zaq. My brother is a bonehead. Even if he decided he didn't want to marry you, he shouldn't have waited until the day of your wedding."

"It's not your fault," Zaq replied. "If I remember correctly, you haven't even been home in ten years."

"I've come back to visit every now and then, but just my parents. Peter and I don't really get along."

"I'm not surprised," Zaq replied. "He didn't have a lot of good things to say about you."

"I'm not surprised either." Peter never had anything good to say about me. "It doesn't bother me much anymore. Having spent the last ten years not being called derogatory names or being bullied has actually been kind of nice."

Zaq winced. "He really did that?"

I shrugged. "Water under the bridge."

Zaq sighed before rubbing his hands over his face, his sigh growing into a loud grown before he dropped his hands. "I don't know what to do now. My parents are going to flip when they find out I'm not getting married."

"Why?" I asked. "I'd think they would be happy you're not marrying a man that not only has a mistress, but leaves you at the altar on the day of your wedding."

Made perfect sense to me.

"The whole mistress thing isn't an issue in my family. My mother is perfectly aware that my father has a mistress and even encourages him to spend time with her."

"No shit?"

"My parents' marriage was a marriage of convenience. They did not marry for love. They don't have that kind of relationship. They live together and attend all public outings together, but behind closed doors, they live very separate lives."

"That must be pretty tough for you."

I couldn't even imagine it. My parents might not have been the best parents in the world, but at least I knew that they loved each other and me.

"I grew up that way so it was more of a surprise when I learned that other families weren't like that than anything. I'm not in real favor of having a side-piece, but it's not my place to tell someone else they can't do that."

"So, if the mistress thing isn't a problem in your house, then why will your father be upset if you don't marry Peter?"

"A couple of reasons really," Zaq said. "The biggest reason is that I am thirty-one year old gay man and not married. My father says it doesn't look good. He seems to believe this is my only chance to ever get married."

"You're gorgeous," I stated. "I'm sure you have plenty of men clambering to marry you."

Zaq chuckled even as his cheeks heated. "You'd think that, but there are a lot less than you'd think."

"I don't believe it."

"My dating life had been dismal. Most men I have been interested in either wanted to treat me like a delicate little doll, arm candy, or were repulsed by what I do for a living."

I hated dating, too, so I could understand where he was coming from. When people learned that I was a doctor, they saw gold plated dollar signs, not me.

"The other reason is that your father and my father do business together," Zaq continued. "Once both our fathers retired, the companies were supposed to merge and Peter was set to take over as CEO of both companies. My father can't exactly let Peter take over if we're not married."

"Don't you want to take over the company? It's your family's company."

"No." Zaq smiled as he shook his head. "I've never wanted the family business. My career path took a totally different direction."

I was intrigued by the smile on Zaq's face. "What do you do?"

"I'm a nurse. I know it sounds odd for a man to be a nurse. Believe me, I hear it from my father all the time, but I love what I do. Currently, I work in triage in the emergency room, but over the last five years I've worked all sorts of different departments."

I sucked in a breath. "You're a nurse?"

Could he be any more perfect?

Zaq eyed me critically. "Yeah. So what?"

I sent him a friendly smile. "I'm a doctor."

Zaq's eyes rounded. "You're a doctor?"

I nodded.

"Peter said you worked at a convenience store."

"I did back when I was working my way through medical school. I've been a doctor for several years now. Well, I'm a hospital administrator right now, but I just turned in my resignation letter. I want to go back to practicing medicine, not doing an endless amount of paperwork."

"You're a hospital administrator?"

"For the next two weeks."

And then the sky was the limit.


Chapter Three

~ Zaq ~

I smiled as I watched Patrick's eyes sparkled as he talked about his career. I'd been working in the medical field long enough to differentiate between people that became doctors because of the money they could make and people that did it because they truly loved it.

Patrick loved it.

I could tell.

"So, what are you going to do once you're no longer the hospital administrator?"

Patrick shrugged. "Not sure yet. I'm going to take a couple of months off to think about my next move. I do know I still want to practice medicine though. I'm done with the paper part of all of this. I'm not cut out to be an administrator."

"Peter wants me..." I grimaced. "Peter wanted me to quit after we got married."

"Why?"

"He said it wasn't proper for his husband to be working as a nurse. Unfortunately, my father backs him up all the way."

"That doesn't make sense. Nurses are some of the hardest workers in the medical field. Doctors might do the big stuff like surgery and such, but the nurses are the ones on the ground keeping everything going. That's nothing to be ashamed of."

"Preaching to the choir here," I replied. "I love what I do, the day to day caring for my patients, watching the joy on their family's faces when they get batter and are able to go home. I just wished my father saw it the same way I did instead of looking down on me because I didn't go into the family business or become a doctor."

"He wanted you to become a doctor?"

"No, but a doctor would have been more acceptable for the son of Oscar Dinh than a nurse. According to my father, only girls become nurses."

"Bullshit."

I snorted out a laugh. I felt pretty much the same way. "He said it made sense that I became a nurse after he discovered that I was gay since, you know, I was basically a girl."

Patrick's eyes rolled.

"I could introduce you to a lot of men that are captains of their industries," he said. "All of them are gay and none of them are girls. They don't even look like girls."

Patrick dug out his cell phone and opened his picture gallery, swiping through it until he came to a picture with several guys all holding beers in their hands.

"This is us the last time we all got together."

Yeah, he was right. Not a single one of them looked like the flamboyant gay stereotype my father seemed to think all gay men looked like.

I, unfortunately, fell into the stereotype.

I stood a hair under five feet ten inches tall and was more on the slender delicate side of things. I'd inherited my mother's blond hair, which looked exotic when next to my almond shaped brown eyes and pale skin.

"So, what are you going to do now?" Patrick asked as he put his phone away. "I have to be honest here. I don't think Peter is coming back."

"I no longer care if Peter comes back. I'm more concerned with how freaked out my parents are going to be that I'm not getting married than I am that he left me. If he wants to pull something like this on the day of our wedding, then I feel as if I dodged a bullet."

"This is probably totally inappropriate to ask, but did you love my brother?"

I winced. "No, but I did like him. He was very charming when we first met. I didn't really want to get married, but I was under a lot of pressure from my parents. I figured I could do worse." I widened my eyes dramatically. "Guess I was wrong."

"I'm sorry."

"It's not your fault, Patrick. This all lies at the feet of that brother of yours."

"He's no brother of mine," Patrick retorted vehemently. "I cut ties with Peter ten years ago. I only agreed to attend the wedding for my parents."

"I'm sure they appreciate it."

Patrick's eyes rolled once again. "They are totally convinced that their perfect little golden boy has cold feet and he'll come back."

I snorted rudely. "Wouldn't matter if he came back crawling on his hands and knees and begging for my forgiveness. I wouldn't marry him, not after this."

There was only so far I was willing to forgive someone and the groom standing me up on my wedding day crossed the line. There was no way I'd ever forgive Peter and take him back.

"You could always marry me."

I tilted my head, leaning closer because I was positive I'd misheard Patrick. "Come again?"

"Well, I just figured, since your father is so insistent that you get married and marry someone from my family, I'd fit the bill. Besides, we obviously have similar interests. I'd never belittle you or ask you to quit your job."

"Yeah, but—"

"There's just one little thing."

Here it comes.

"I'd need you to move to New York."

My eyebrows lifted. "New York City?"

"Yeah, as soon as my two weeks are up, I'm moving to New York. I already have a place waiting for me."

"Where do you live now?"

"Texas."

Enough said.

"So, New York City, huh?"

Patrick shrugged. "I have a lot of friends there so it made sense."

I stared at Patrick, wondering why I was even considering this. I should be laughing him out of the room. Not contemplating if he was being serious or not.

"I'd want a pre-nup."

Maybe that would throw him off.

"I'm okay with that," Patrick replied.

"With a fidelity clause."

"I'm okay with that, too." Patrick smiled. "I'm actually in favor of it."

Considering what I told him about my parents' marriage, that made sense.

"Are you really serious about this?" I had to be sure. Apparently, I'd been fooled before.

"I am," Patrick admitted. "Besides, we have a perfectly good wedding already set up." He reached up and tugged at his bowtie. "And I'm already dressed for it, so..."

"You don't think it'll be a little weird for me to be engaged to one brother and marry the other one? I mean, what will the guests think?"

"We'll tell them that there was a mess-up at the printers and they printed the wrong name on the wedding invitations. No one has to know that you weren't supposed to marry me."

People would know. I was sure of it.

"What about Peter's friends? I'm sure they'd know."

"Do you really think Peter's friends are going to show up for a wedding where he isn't the groom?"

Well, now that he mentioned it...

"I'm sure Peter has already contacted his friends—if he has any—and told them the wedding was cancelled. They are probably sitting somewhere with that woman he's fooling around with laughing their asses off."

I grimaced at that thought. While I hadn't been in love with Peter, I had liked him and had accepted that I would be spending my life with him. It smarted a little that he had left me for someone else, and a woman at that. If he had been so disgusted that I was gay, he shouldn't have even started dating me.

"How do we get a pre-nup set up?" I asked.

"I need a computer and then I can call a friend of mine who is a lawyer. He can write something up and we can sign it electronically."

"Is that legal?"

"It is," Patrick replied. "The one thing I'm worried about is the marriage license. It's in Peter's name, not mine."

"Couldn't we have the ceremony now and then turn in the marriage papers later?" I wasn't sure how else to get around that.

"Yeah, that might work," Patrick agreed. "We can go to the courthouse as soon as the reception is over. No one has to know except us that we don't have the papers yet."

I took a couple of deep breaths before asking, "Are we really going to do this?"

"I think we can," Patrick answered.

I wasn't so sure.

"Are you going to have an issue about me being engaged to your brother in the future?" I could just imagine what a battlefield that would make our married life.

"Do you love him?"

My eyebrows snapped together. "I already told you that I didn't."

"Do you think, once you get to know me, we might be able to establish a real relationship between us?"

I stared at Patrick in bewilderment. "You mean like a real marriage?"

"Yes," he answered with no hesitation.

"I mean, anything is possible, right?" We didn't know each other except in passing when we had been in high school. Patrick had been a couple of grades ahead of me and terribly shy.

"You're an attractive man and we do seem to have some interests in common. I think, given some time for us to get to know each other, there might be a possibility of us growing closer."

"Then I don't see what the problem is. We're not friends yet, but we're not enemies either. Maybe, given enough time, we'll find that we do like each other. If not, I'm willing to accept you as my friend. There's no pressure and no hurry. We'll just take each day as it comes."

Was this guy for real?

"You're seriously willing to marry me with a fidelity clause in the pre-nup knowing that we might not ever be anything more than friends?"

"Sex is great and all, but I don't need that to make me happy. I prefer the closeness of a relationship, even if it's simply friendship, more than a one simply based on sex."

I liked that answer.

"I do have one request," I stated.

"And what might that be?"

"If at any time you feel that you need out of the marriage, we discuss it openly and honestly. I hate liars." It was one of the many reasons I no longer wanted anything to do with Peter."

"I can agree to that, but I ask that you do the same. I also ask that you give us an honest chance. Like I said, there is no hurry. We can take the time to get to know each other. Beyond us getting married today, no other decisions have to be made right now."

"I can do that."

I was seriously considering this.

I had to be crazy.


Chapter Four

~ Patrick ~

I swallowed tightly as I slid the ring onto Zaq's finger. I was so anxious that something might happen to end this fantasy that I could barely breathe. Zaq was everything my teenage heart had dreamed of and now was my chance to grab that dream and make it come true.

I defied anyone to make me give up this chance.

I shot a quick glance toward where my parents were sitting. I expected the tears on my mother's face and the glower on my father's. Neither of them had been happy to learn I would be marrying Zaq instead of Peter.

My mother was convinced Peter had simply gotten cold feet and he would be back, that he and Zaq were in love and once my brother came back, everyone would be happy.

Her rose colored glasses were steamed over.

My father, on the other hand, was pissed, both at me and my brother. Peter, because he had taken off without saying anything, causing the family to face embarrassment.

I think he was mad at me because I stepped in, but I couldn't be sure. I'd taken him aside after speaking to both of them and showed him the pictures Peter's mistress had sent to Zaq. I wanted him to fully understand that this whole mess could and should be laid at my brother's feet.

Not sure he believed me.

I glanced at Zaq's parents who were sitting across the aisle from mine. They didn't look anymore pleased than my parents did. Mrs. Dinh wouldn't even look at us. She just kept dabbing at her eyes with her handkerchief. Mr. Dinh looked almost constipated.

We were getting a few weird looks from the guests, but not as many as I had thought there would be. Maybe I was right in guessing all of Peter's friends had decided not to attend the wedding.

When the officiate said we could kiss, I froze for just a moment. It wasn't really appropriate to kiss him like I wanted to, not even under these circumstances, but we had to put on a show for the guests.

I swept Zaq into my arms and then angled my head so the audience wouldn't see me place a chaste kiss on the corner of his mouth. I heard a lot of clapping so I guess it worked.

I grabbed Zaq's hand and turned with him to face the guests. I knew the reception was scheduled next, but I needed a few minutes alone with Zaq. We needed to discuss a few things like how we met and why we got married.

We needed a cover story.

When we left the dais and walked down the aisle, instead of stopping to accept the well wishes of everyone, I led Zaq past the double doors and then upstairs to one of the ready rooms.

As soon as I shut the door, I leaned back against it and closed my eyes, breathing in slowly and then blowing it out through my nose. As much as I wanted this, it was nerve-wracking.

"You okay?"

I smiled as I opened my eyes. "I'm okay."

Zaq looked skeptical. "Are you sure?"

I nodded. "We need a cover story."

Zaq's eyebrows lifted. "A cover story?"

"People are going to ask how we met and how we ended up getting married. We need to have a story we can tell everyone that they will believe."

"You're just thinking about this now?"

Zaq sounded so outraged, I couldn't help but laugh. "I just thought of it."

The eye roll was cute.

"We met in high school so high school sweethearts wouldn't be too out of place," Zaq stated as he started to pace. "We could tell everyone we were out of touch for several years, which is true, and that Peter brought us back together, which is also true."

That might work.

"It would also explain why you and Peter have been hanging around each other so much," I said. This was a stretch, but I was going with it. "Peter, as my older brother, was trying to get the two of us together."

Zaq had a grin on his face when he turned to look at me. "So, you're saying we owe our everlasting love story to that bonehead?"

I shrugged. "It could work."

"I like it," Zaq replied.

"Maybe Peter saw it as his way of asking for forgiveness for all the rotten things he's done to me over the years."

Zaq snorted. "Doubtful."

Yeah, I kind of doubted it too, but it made a good story line. My parents might even buy it.

"It would also explain why Peter's name is on the invitations and not mine," I said. "There was obviously a mix-up at the printers. Did Peter place the order?"

Zaq shook his head. "No, the wedding planner did."

"Did she discuss it with him at any time?"

"Are you kidding? After the proposal, Peter refused to have anything to do with planning the wedding. It was me and the wedding planner that did it all."

My brow flickered with interest. "You planned this wedding?"

"Most of it," Zaq replied. "I don't think I would have gone this ostentatious if I'd had my way, but Peter wanted flashy so I gave him flashy."

"Are you happy with the results?" If not, I'd give him another wedding, maybe on our first anniversary.

"I'm certainly happy that the groom got changed."

Me, too. I would forever be grateful my brother was an idiot and gave me this golden opportunity.

"And the rest of it?" I asked.

"For the most part I liked the wedding, but like I said, I wouldn't have chosen something quite so flashy or so big. I would have preferred something a little more intimate with just a few friends and family. I don't know half the people out there."

That was one up on me. I knew like two people, my mother and my father. Well, Zaq's parents, but I didn't think they counted as we had just met. There were a couple of relatives on the guest list, but I wasn't close to any of them.

"So, high school sweethearts that haven't seen each other in years brought together by my brother." I raised an eyebrow. "Have I got that right?"

Zaq's face lit up when he laughed, stealing my breath away. "It'll be a great story to tell our kids one day."

That stopped me cold.

"You want kids?"

I hated when the light faded from Zaq's face.

"I do," he admitted. "Is that going to be a problem? If so, tell me now and we can call this whole thing off."

"No, no," I said quickly. "I'd always planned to have kids one day. I'm in full support of the idea. Do you prefer to us a surrogate or go the adoption route?"

I was fine with either.

Zaq frowned. "I don't think I have a preference. I would like a girl and boy, so maybe adoption is the best choice. It's more predictable than using a surrogate."

"Not necessarily," I replied. "Medical advances have come pretty far in IFV treatment. You can now use Preimplantation Genetic Testing to choose the sex of a baby before you mix it in a martini glass."

"Oh, right. I'd forgotten about that." Zaq let out a small chuckle. "Guess it's pretty handy to have a doctor in the family."

"Pretty handy having a nurse in the family, too." I sent Zaq a small wink. "I don't have to explain what that is."

Having someone in the same career field and being able to talk to them about it without having to explain every little thing was kind of a dream come true.

"So, I guess we have to go back in there, huh?" Zaq had a frown on his face as if that was the last thing he wanted to do.

"We could always make a run for it," I suggested. "Tell everyone we ran off to our honeymoon."

Zaq's eyebrow cocked. "Honeymoon?"

"Well, it's more packing you up so we can head to New York City."

"I'm already packed," Zaq replied. "Except for a few items, everything is already in boxes. I was supposed to be moving in with Peter after we got back from our honeymoon."

Zaq's eyes suddenly narrowed. He pulled his cell phone out of his back pocket and scrolled through his messages. "That son of a bitch!"

"What?"

"He took that two-bit floozy on our honeymoon In Hawaii."

"Really?"

If that was true, it was in very bad taste.

"This is the honeymoon I booked for us." Zaq jabbed his finger at the picture on the screen. "This is even the deluxe room with a view I saw online and booked for us."

I couldn't tell if Zaq was heartbroken or angry.

"I paid for the whole damn honeymoon with my own money."

"Oh, really?" I started to smile. "Since you're not going, don't you think you should cancel it and get your money back? There might be a small cancellation fee, but..."

Zaq stilled for a moment. I worried that I might have pushed him too far until he looked up at me with a grin on his face. "I should probably report my credit card as stolen, too, since Peter has it."

I snickered just imagining how pissed Peter was going to be when he had to pay for everything out of his own pocket. "I say go for it. Cancel the honeymoon and report your credit card stolen. Let Peter deal with it."

It would serve him right to get the bill.

While Zaq started calling to cancel the honeymoon and report his credit card as stolen, I grabbed what little of his was in the room and put it into his overnight bag.

If Peter was already in Hawaii with his mistress then we had a limited amount of time to get to New York City before he came back. I'd rather Zaq not have to deal with my brother if we could help it.

"Did you pay for the airline tickets?"

Zaq's eyes rolled and he started making another phone call, which told me he had. I wasn't sure he'd get any refund on those, especially since the flight to Hawaii had already been used, but he might be able to cancel the flight back. That would delay Peter's return just a little longer.

I should have been shocked that Peter had the gall to use the honeymoon Zaq had paid for to take his mistress on vacation, but I wasn't. This was just the sort of self serving shit my brother liked to pull.

One of the main reasons I couldn't stand the guy.

"So, here's how I see things right now," I said once Zaq hung up and put his cell phone away. "We can stick around here and visit with all these people we don't know or we can tell everyone we're leaving for our honeymoon, go back to your place to grab your stuff, and get out of here."

Zaq winced. "I have a lot of stuff."

"How much stuff?" I asked. "Would it fit into the back of a moving van?"

"Yeah, probably."

"Not a problem then. I still have to pick up my stuff in Texas so we could just rent a moving van, pack your stuff in it, drive to my place to get my stuff, and then head to New York."

"Honeymoon road trip?"

I snickered. "Yeah, I guess so, but only for now. I'll take you on a real honeymoon once we get settled."

"I don't need it. I'd be perfectly happy staying at home and just spending time together. We have a lot of years to make up for and a lot of life experience to talk about. Spending time together is more important than going someplace fancy."

"Why not do both then?" I asked. "We'll use this road trip to get to know each other and then once we get settled, we can go on a honeymoon someplace fancy."

"Not too fancy," Zaq countered. "I'm actually a pretty low-key kind of guy. My idea of a good time is curling in front of an open fire with a glass of wine and the latest medical journal."

I grabbed Zaq and crushed him against my chest. "Now, I know you're perfect."

"Not too nerdy?"

"I'm a nerd, so no."

Zaq rested his head against my shoulder for a moment before pushing away. "I say we make a run for it. I don't even want to tell our parents we're leaving. We'll have one of the waiters do it after we're gone."

I was in full support of this idea.

I grabbed Zaq's overnight bag with one hand and his arm with the other. "Let's go."

We couldn't get out of there fast enough for my liking.


Chapter Five

~ Zaq ~

We'd been on the road for two days. We weren't in any big hurry once we left California, but there was still a bit of anxiety. Patrick swore that Peter had no idea where he lived now, but his parents did. The quicker we got him packed up and we left Texas, the better. We were currently somewhere outside Albuquerque, New Mexico.

We had a ways to go yet.

"You want to stop for the night?" Patrick asked. "I hear the music scene in Albuquerque is pretty good. We could get a room for the night and get something to eat, listen to some good music."

"That's sounds fun." I glanced at Patrick's profile. "Do you dance?"

"I'm a doctor. I checked and I got two left feet."

I chuckled at his joke. "Guess we'll need to find a gay bar then. We can slow dance. Doesn't matter if you have two left feet if you slow dance."

Patrick raised an eyebrow. "Slow dance?"

I just shrugged.

"If you promise not to punch me if I step on your feet, I'm in."

"No, I wouldn't punch you because then I'd have to patch you up and my license is valid in New Mexico."

I was dreading the paperwork I'd need to do to get licenses as a nurse in New York City. If I wanted to work in a good hospital—and I did—I'd probably have to take a few courses at a medical school to get caught up with their regulations.

"Do you know which hospital you want to work at?" I asked.

"Not really. I haven't gotten that far yet. I thought about taking some time off to just enjoy life for a little while before I jump back into practicing medicine." Patrick glanced at me briefly. "What about you?"

"I've put a few feelers out just to see what's available. Hospitals are always hiring nurses so I don't think I'll have much problem after I get a state license."

"One of my friends told me about an opportunity that I wanted to discuss with you."

I gave Patrick my full attention. "I'm listening."

"Nothing has been finalized yet, you understand. This is all just talk at this moment."

"So, hypothetical then?"

"Maybe a little more than hypothetical, but yeah."

"So, what's this opportunity?" I asked.

"Several of my friends in New York are rather well off. Joe mentioned that they might be interested in an on-call doctor. All of the particulars on how this would work haven't been ironed out yet, but we'd basically be giving medical care to them whenever they called."

"An on-call doctor?"

"Well, an on-call doctor and nurse. I'd have to hire someone to work with me, so why not you?"

It was an interesting proposition.

"Would there be enough work for us?"

Patrick squinted for a moment. "That I am not sure of yet. Joe said we'd get together with the others once we got settled and they would explain things in greater detail, but he seemed to think they needed a full time doctor. I guess right now they are using a doctor that leaves a little to be desired."

"What?" I nearly shouted. "Is he not licensed or something?"

"He's the husband of a mob boss."

My jaw dropped. "They are using a mob doctor?"

Was that even legal?

"Apparently, he's a friend."

If my jaw wasn't already on my chest, it would have hit there at that statement. "A friend? These people hang out with the mob?"

Just who were Patrick's friends?

"Again, Joe said they would explain it in greater detail once we got to New York, but he did say they were on friendly terms with four of the five families in the city. He also said these particular mob bosses have actually cleaned up a lot of the crime in the city."

I'd believe that when I saw it.

"I guess they want to move to a doctor that doesn't have mob connections," Patrick stated. "It probably doesn't look good to associate with them very often."

Yeah, I'd bet.

"So, would this be something you'd be interested in doing with me?"

I seriously had to think about that. Yeah, working with Patrick would be great, but I worried that there just wouldn't be enough work for us to be able to live.

"If they are serious about this, and I mean really serious, they'd have to put us on salary, especially if we were on-call twenty-four-seven. There would also have to be rules. I won't do anything illegal."

Hanging out with mobsters seemed to be really close to the edge of legal and illegal. It's not where I wanted to be standing.

"I agree with all of that," Patrick replied. "I just wanted to know if you had any interest in doing something like this with me if the offer came up."

"Well, yeah, I think it would be cool to work with my husband, and you would need a nurse to assist you, so I'm right for the position. I'm just a little worried about what kind of medicine we'd be practicing. I mean, are we talking colds and earaches here or taking bullets out of mobsters?"

"I don't think we'll know until we talk to the others."

"I won't do anything illegal." I wanted to be real clear on that. I wouldn't do anything that might jeopardize my nursing license. "If they want an on-call doctor just to get prescriptions or something, I'm out."

Patrick quickly shook his head. "No, none of my friends do drugs. We saw too many people destroy their lives doing drugs when we were attending the university. None of us are real fans of drugs, even the prescription kind."

That was a relief.

"Why don't you search for a gay bar in Albuquerque?" Patrick asked. "Maybe one close to a good hotel. I'm getting kind of hungry and I know we could both do with a shower and a good night's sleep."

Right.

I pulled my cell phone out and started a search on gay bars and hotels in Albuquerque. I found more than one, which was good. I hated going places where I had to hide who I was.

I told Patrick what exit we needed when we reached the city and then gave him directions to the hotel. Luckily, it was just a block away from the bar so we could leave the moving truck in the hotel parking lot.

It would be weird to drive one to a bar.

An hour later I was walking into a hotel room with Patrick, overnight bag in hand. I was actually kind of impressed that we had found such a nice room for the price we paid for it. It was clean, aesthetically pleasing, and looked very comfortable.

Considering how many miles we had covered today, a chicken shed would be comfortable.

"I'm going to jump in the shower real quick and wash off some of this road grime."

I nodded absently to Patrick, not really paying attention to what he said until I heard the shower come on.

I swallowed tightly as I glanced toward the shower door, watching as steam billowed out of the opening. My mind went into overdrive as I envisioned what was just beyond that doorway.

Somehow, in all this time since Patrick came back into my life, I'd missed out on the sexual component to being married to someone, and now it was all I could think about.

We'd agreed to take things slow and get to know each other before jumping into the deep end of marriage. I couldn't help but wonder what exactly "slow" meant. Measured in time, just how long was that? A week? A month? A year?

Now sounded good.

I started to get up to go look, but then quickly sat back down. Looking would be bad. Well, it would be great, but bad.

I was so conflicted, and confused. Very confused. Except for that very chaste kiss Patrick had given me when we said our vows, he hadn't made a single overture toward me.

He did say he hoped that we could have a real marriage at some point, but when was that point?

I was right back to that damn slow thing.

I was sitting in the same exact spot when Patrick walked out of the bathroom a few minutes later. The only thing Patrick had one was a white towel wrapped around his waist. He was using another towel to dry his hair.

Drool began to pool in my mouth as I looked him up and down.

This was where the slow part came in.

I took a long measured look from the top of his wet hair, down his beautiful face and square cut jaw, his long neck, the sexy six pack abs I had ever seen, to his narrow waist and hips and then past the white towel to the bottoms of his long slender feet.

Could a guy have sexy feet?

I needed a cold shower and quick.

I jumped up to race to the bathroom, but my feet got tangled and I tripped, falling to my knees. I reached out for any leverage I could grab to keep me from falling to my feet.

When I looked up, I inhaled a sharp breath. I had grabbed Patrick's towel and it now lay in a heap at his feet. The man was standing there in all of his naked glory.

My eyes widened as I watched his cock harden and rise right in front of my face. I raised an eyebrow as glanced up to his face.

"Seriously?" Patrick asked. "I'd have to be dead six months not to get aroused by the sight of you kneeling at my feet."

Oh, good answer.

I tentatively reached out a hand and stroked Patrick's thigh with my hand, starting at his knees and slowly moving up his damp skin. I swallowed tightly when Patrick arched into my touch.

"Both hands, Zaq, please," Patrick pleaded.

I laid both of my hands on Patrick's thighs, my fingers clenching against his slick skin. A delightful shiver of wanting shook my body at the simple touch.

"Your hands feel so good, Zaq," Patrick whispered, his voice breathless and needy.

"Yeah?" I whispered back. .

I moved my hands so I could gently caress Patrick's abdomen. His reaction to my simple touch was shocking. The man moaned, his entire body trembling.

My senses reeled as I watched him, almost as if my brain had short-circuited. Patrick's skin was flushed with desire. His eyes half hooded as he stared down at me. His mouth was partially open, small pants falling from his lips.

He was breathtaking.

My heart pounded rapidly in my chest, I leaned forward and licked a line on his thigh to the crease where his thigh met his groin. I smiled against his skin when Patrick's groans of pleasure reached my ears.

Apparently, I'd found a hot spot for Patrick. I couldn't have been more thrilled. I intended to exploit that hot spot for all it was worth, or at least until I found another one.

When Patrick's hands clenched in my hair, the air in my lungs hissed out in a deep rush. I felt almost light-headed for a moment.

"Patrick." I closed my eyes and rested my head against Patrick's thigh. The man's touch was just too much to take in. It felt too good and not good enough all at the same time.

"What do you need, Zaq?"

I didn't have a clue what I needed, but I knew I needed something. I ached in a way I never had before. My cock felt so hard I could have cut marble, and it leaked as if preparing for something big.

Patrick grabbed me by the arms and pulled me up. His touch was light and painfully teasing as his fingers moved over my face, tilting my head up until our eyes met. There was earnestness in his eyes as he looked down at me that I hadn't expected.

"Whatever you want, Zaq."

"I need you."

I moved closer to Patrick to give him better access and then pushed back against the fingers that slid under the waistline of my pants and grazed my aching hole.

Waves of ecstasy throbbed through my body.

My mind swirled, jumping from one thought to another faster than I could keep track of them. I was supposed to be driving Patrick insane with lust, but one touch of the man's hands and I came unglued. I wanted to pleasure Patrick, but I didn't want to stop the man from what he was doing, either.

"Patrick," I groaned again as I looked at him. The sensual light burning in Patrick's dark brown eyes took what remaining breath I had right out of my lungs.

Patrick's mouth covered mine, the hunger in his kiss rocking me down to my toes. It was hard and searching, and I loved every last second of it. I groaned in protest when Patrick pulled away until he reached for the buttons of my jeans.

I was actually kind of impressed with how quickly he got them off.

"Get on the bed and pull your shirt up," Patrick ordered.

I was confused for a moment, but did as Patrick asked. I got the idea quickly when Patrick climbed onto the bed between my legs and his lips wrapped around the head of my cock.

I dug my fingers into the headboard and I hung on for all I was worth as ecstasy shot through my body.

I was so intent on the feeling of Patrick's mouth moving over me that I didn't even realize Patrick's finger had invaded my ass until he began to move it. My grip on the headboard tightened as all the blood in my body pooled in my groin.

I didn't know whether to thrust forward or backward. Both movements felt great. Both movements made me tremble uncontrollably. Too many sensations filled my body to settle on one. I just soared higher until the peak of delight was reached and I shattered, shooting into Patrick's mouth.

As soon as my body came down and I was able to form a single thought, I beckoned with my hand. Patrick moved up, his hands landing on either side of my head as he hovered over the top of me.

There was a tingling in the pit of my stomach. I curled my arms around Patrick’s waist, pulling him closer. His hard erection pressed against my own. The friction was maddening. I would never get enough of feeling Patrick’s hard cock against my body.

"Want you," I whispered against delicious kiss-swollen lips.

"How much?" Patrick's tone was so damn deep and seductive that I groaned with hot, aching need.

"You have no idea." My skin was pulsing with desire, my body writhing against the larger man. I pulled back to see Patrick’s flushed cheeks, lust eating up his irises. Patrick’s aroused passion was making mine grow stronger.

Patrick made a throaty sound as his lips left a searing trail of kisses and licks along my skin. My legs began to shake as Patrick moved lower and lower.

I jerked, my breath coming out in shallow gasps, my cock hard and erect. Patrick licked around my navel, his tongue sensually dancing along the fine hairs that ran from my abdomen to my groin. I was going out of my mind and Patrick was teasing me.

A cry left my lips when Patrick placed his hands on the back of my thighs and raised my bottom, licking along the underside of my sac. I fisted my hands, my head lolling to the side. I could feel myself trembling and it was only the start of things.

I let Patrick maneuver me, taking full advantage of my body. I quickly learned just how sensual a lover Patrick could be. Arousal ran over me in hot currents, heating me up to the point I thought I was going to melt.

Patrick took my half hard erection into his mouth again, savored it, tasted it, and brought me to the edge. I inhaled deeply, my fingers digging into Patrick's shoulders as the need to come clawed at me.

I closed my eyes, pressing my cheek to the mattress as Patrick's fingers slid down the crease in my ass, slid over my aching hole. Firm fingers slid down my inner thigh as the other hand moved to spread my cheeks once more.

This time Patrick's fingers were wet when they circled my quivering opening. One lone finger slipped inside my body and I thought I was going to lose my mind.

Patrick rose up, climbing back over me, his cock pressing between my ass cheeks. My head fell back when Patrick's lubed fingers breached me. I bent my legs, spreading them wider as Patrick stretched his body over mine.

When Patrick’s fingers slipped from my body, I almost whimpered in protest until I felt the blunt head of Patrick’s cock pressing into my ass. I expected Patrick to ease in slowly as he always had in the past. Instead, Patrick surged all the way in with one single thrust.

"Patrick!" I cried out as I wrapped my legs around Patrick’s waist. I absently noted that he was wearing a condom and was thankful for his forethought. I'd certainly had not been thinking about it.

Having Patrick inside of me was like a carnal kiss. We were joined at the most intimate level. The bliss was so great, I never dreamed of asking Patrick to slow down. If anything, I urged him on by letting out a groan of pleasure as Patrick’s cock brushed against my sweet spot.

"I love hearing my name on your lips." Patrick nipped my shoulder, his tongue playing havoc with my nerve endings. His large hand was pressing into my back, the other curved around my hip.

Patrick rotated his hips, pushing and pulling, shooting me closer to the edge, and then bringing me back. He almost had me pinned to the desk, enclosing me in pure muscle as he made slow, sweet love to me.

I surged forward, meeting Patrick's thrusts, my fingers grabbing the man's shoulders and holding on. Patrick pulled out almost all the way and then thrust deep. My legs inched higher and higher up Patrick’s back. I whimpered when Patrick grabbed my ankles, pushing my legs past my head.

My head fell back against the mattress, my eyes rolling in my head. The sensations were clawing their way throughout my entire body and ensnaring me in a sensual hold as my body splintered into a thousand pieces of pleasure.

Patrick growled, thrusting so hard that I could no longer keep up. I was lost in my climax, clinging to Patrick with the last vestige of consciousness. Patrick’s moves were deep, fast, and had me arching my back as Patrick came. His muscles shuddered under my hands before the man let out a rough shout as he filled the condom.

Patrick rested his body on top of mine as he cupped my face between his hands and searched my face with his eyes. "Was that okay?" he asked. "I know we said we were going to take it slow and—"

I pressed a finger to Patrick's lips. "I am capable of saying no, Patrick, even when I'm horny."

With Patrick as a husband, I was pretty sure I would be horny all the damn time, especially now that I knew what he was like in bed.

"I do have one question."

"Go ahead," Patrick encouraged.

"Where did you find the condom and the lube?"

Patrick smirked. "I'm gay, Zaq. I always carry them in my wallet."

Yeah, I didn't remember him getting his wallet.

A soft flush filled Patrick's cheeks. "I might have had extra in my overnight bag."

I chuckled and pressed a quick kiss to his lips. "Let me know when we run out so we can restock up."

We'd definitely be doing this again.


Chapter Six

~ Patrick ~

"This is your place?"

I glanced back at Zaq as I unlocked the door to my condo. "For the next two weeks and then I hope it'll become someone else's place. I've already got a realtor ready to list the place."

The faster it sold, the faster the money went into my bank account and I could use it for something else. Like that fancy condo in New York City that was costing me an arm and a leg. If I hadn't had friends to help me find the place and then get a discount, I would probably be living in a dumpster.

"The place that is waiting for us in New York is much bigger than this place." Which had kind of surprised me. "This is only a two bedroom. The condo in New York is a three bedroom."

I opened the door and stepped inside, holding the door open for Zaq. It wasn't much to look at considering everything was already packed and waiting to be put in the moving van.

"Oh, early cardboard," Zaq said as he walked into the living room. He gave the stacked boxes against the wall a long look. "Not my design style, but I can see the appeal."

I chuckled as I slid the house keys into my pocket. "I was trying something new."

"I'm a fan." Zaq grinned at me over his shoulder. "It'll go well with the cardboard I have packed in the van."

I liked this playful side of Zaq. He was humorous and I'd always believed that laughter was the essence of life. I'd seen so many of my patients over the years get better quicker when they were happy and laughing.

"I donated most of the furniture to a halfway house, so we only need to pack those boxes into the moving van." It didn't make sense to me to truck a bunch of furniture halfway across the country when it would be just as easy to buy it new when I got there.

"How many more days on the road until we reached New York do you think?" Zaq asked.

"Depending on traffic it's really only about a twenty-five hour drive, so I figure a couple of more days maybe." I wasn't in a big hurry. Yes, I wanted to reach our new condo so we could go about living our new lives, but I was also enjoying spending this time with Zaq.

"Do you want to pack this stuff in the van tomorrow or do it now and get on the road before dark?"

"Well, there's no bed here, so..." I shrugged. "I say we get it all packed and see how much road we can eat up before we have to stop for the night."

"I'll go open the back of the van."

Before he could take two steps, Zaq's phone rang. He pulled it out of his pocket and then rolled his eyes after looking at the screen. "This should be fun."

I gave him a quizzical look as he answered the call, but put it on speaker.

"What do you want?" Zaq asked in what might have been the most unfriendly tone I'd ever heard him use.

"What did you do, Zaq?"

As soon as I heard my brother's voice, I knew exactly why Zaq had rolled his eyes. I wanted to roll mine too, but I was more interested in finding out why Peter was calling. Although, I had a pretty good idea.

"I'm not the one that did anything, Peter. You did when you stood me up at the altar to run off to Hawaii with your mistress."

"I don't know what you're talking about," Peter replied quickly, almost too quickly. "What mistress?"

That was what he was focusing on?

"She's blonde, maybe five six or five seven, and has a really impressive rack on her. I suspect silicone, but I can't be sure since I don't tend to be around breasts all that often because I'm GAY!"

My eyes rounded when Zaq shouted that last part.

"I can send you pictures if you want," Zaq continued. "Your girlfriend was nice enough to send them to me on our wedding day. You know, the day you weren't there."

Yeah, there was a little bit of anger there.

"I just needed a breather, Zaq. All that wedding talk made me nervous. That's all. I meant to call you, but time just got away from me. You know I'd never leave you hanging, baby. I love you."

Wow, could my brother spin a story or what?

"The wedding was five days ago, Peter. You're just calling me now?"

"Well, like I said," Peter replied, "Time just got away from me."

"It tends to do that when you're sunning yourself on a beach in Hawaii."

I almost laughed at the sudden silence that met Zaq's words. Had Peter not figured out that Zaq knew where he was?

"I just needed some time to think, Zaq."

"I no longer care, Peter."

I couldn't keep from grinning.

"Don't be like that, Zaq. I'm coming back. I swear."

Zaq held the cell phone directly in front of his face as he spat out angrily, "Peter, we are no longer engaged. We're not dating. We're not even friends anymore. I don't care if you come back. I want nothing to do with you."

"Zaq!"

"You left me at the altar, Peter. You took your girlfriend, and I emphasize girl, on our honeymoon, the one I paid for. What makes you think I'd want anything to do with you after that?"

"Could you at least call my parents for me?" Peter asked. "I can't seem to get through to them."

"Why?" Zaq asked.

I bet I knew why.

"Something is wrong with my credit card and I need my parents to wire me some money, or maybe you could? I just need a couple of thousand. That's all. I'll pay you back just as soon as I get home."

"Sorry to burst your bubble, Peter, but your credit card doesn't work because it is my credit card and I had it canceled. As for me loaning you money, not a chance in hell."

I shoved my knuckles into my mouth to keep from laughing when Peter began to sputter.

"You canceled my credit card?"

"No, I canceled my credit card, attached to my bank account. I'm no longer your piggy bank, Peter. Find someone else to mooch off of." Zaq started to lift the phone away, but them stopped and smirked. "Oh, yeah, one more thing. I canceled the honeymoon. The entire honeymoon, including the airfare."

"What?" Peter screeched.

"I had to pay quite a bit in cancelation fees, so you'll be getting a letter from my lawyer for compensation."

Zaq swiped his finger over the phone, hanging up on Peter before he could utter another word. I watched him carefully, worried about how this might affect him.

"What an asshole," Zaq snapped. "How did I ever agree to marry him?"

I kind of wondered that, too, but I wasn't going to mention it.

"Well, it's not a problem anymore," I said instead. "You're married to me now. Peter can't have you."

That put a bright smile on Zaq's face. "Man, I'd like to a bug on a wall when he finds that out."

"You don't think he already knows?"

Zaq shook his head. "If he'd known, he would have raised a much bigger stink. Peter does not like to lose."

Oh, I was aware.

"No, he does not and that gives us an even bigger incentive to get this stuff in the truck and get the hell out of here."

Zaq's brow flickered. "Why?"

"Because both Peter and my parents know I live in Texas. Granted, neither of them have my actual address, but I doubt it would be too hard for them to track it down."

"Can't they track you to New York?"

"They could, but I doubt they'd ever think to look there. But, just to be on the safe side, the building we're moving into has some serious security. Even if they found us, they'd never get up to our condo without our permission."

Zaq blinked at me for a moment before turning and walking away. "You get the boxes. I'll get the door."

Sounded like a plan to me.

I grabbed the first box and followed Zaq out the front door.

Two hours later, I was wishing I'd hired a moving company. I was sitting on the steps, resting my arms on my legs and praying I didn't have to move anytime soon.

"Maybe we should find a hotel and rest up before we hit the road."

Zaq, who was sitting two steps below me, tilted his head back to look up at me. "I vote for that, but we should get out of the city first. Once rush hour traffic starts, it'll take us forever to get out of here."

That was true enough.

"I'm going to do one more walk-through and then I'll meet you in the truck."

Zaq nodded as he stood and then headed for the moving van.

I climbed to my feet and went back into the condo I had lived in for the last five years. There was a part of me that would miss this place. It was the first home I'd ever owned and paid for with my hard earned money.

Another part of me was looking forward to the new life I hoped to build with Zaq in New York City. A new house, a new job, and a new love interest. It was a really good way to start the next phase of my life.

I went through the condo, checking every cupboard and closet just to make sure I wasn't leaving anything behind. Luckily, I found nothing, which meant I had everything.

I stepped out onto the porch, locked the door, dropped the keys through the mail slot since the realtor already had a copy, and then walked down to the moving van.

As soon as I climbed inside, I felt the cool relief of the air conditioning. I just sat there for a moment, letting it cool my heated skin. "I am not going to miss the sweltering heat in Texas."

Zaq was fanning himself with his hand. "New York gets heat too, you know?"

"Maybe, but our building is equipped with a pool."

Zaq shot me a quick glance. "Seriously?"

I nodded. "Pool, gym, the works. It's also right across the street from Central Park."

"Damn, I'm sold."

Yeah, I had been, too.


Chapter Seven

~ Zaq ~

"We're here, Zaq."

I opened my eyes to find us surrounded by tall glass and cement monstrosities. I blinked for a moment as I sat up and looked around. There were a few trees planted along the sidewalks and some flowers and shrubs, but that was about it.

"Not much of a view."

Patrick chuckled. "The view is behind us."

I automatically glanced in the rearview mirror. "Oh, I found the trees."

"That's Central park," Patrick said. "After we get settled in, we can go for a walk if you want. Joe assures me that this end is pretty nice."

I turned to look at Patrick. "Joe?"

"Joe Navarro," Patrick replied. "He's that frat brother I told you about, the lawyer that flew out to Texas and helped me deal with my resignation paperwork."

"Oh, right. I remember." Sort of. Patrick had a lot of frat brothers. It was hard to keep track of them all. "And he lives in the building?"

"Him and his husband Jayce. They both work for Jake D'Amato, another frat brother who also lives in the building. Joe works in Jake's legal department. Jayce is a lab rat."

I raised one eyebrow. "Lab rat?"

"Jake hired Jayce to work in his lab. He's come up with so many groundbreaking projects that Jake just lets him run free and basically funds his dreams."

Must be nice.

"I think you and Jayce would get along pretty well, but be forewarned, he'll probably try to pick your brain once he knows you're a nurse."

I frowned, not connecting the dots. "Why?"

"Jayce recently developed an artificial skin to cover prosthetics. Not only can it be color matched to match a patient's skin color, but it makes the prosthetics stronger and more fire resistant."

My eyes rounded. "I've heard about this. It's in trials at several Veterans' Hospitals."

Patrick nodded. "If the trials pass the FDA, I imagine this artificial skin will go worldwide. With Jayce holding the patent rights and Jake backing him, they'll make a bundle."

Damn.

"What does that have to do with him picking my brain?" I asked, still not connecting the dots.

"Jayce likes to ask what if and why questions. He's big on hypotheses. He likes to brainstorm, but to do that, he needs people in different fields that he can talk to and ask questions so he knows which direction to take his dreams."

Okay, I could see that.

"Well, I'm not sure how I can help him, but he's free to ask any questions he wants."

Patrick shot me a grin. "I'll let him know."

Once the moving van was parked at the loading dock, we climbed out, made sure it was locked up, and then Patrick led me inside the building. He seemed to know where he was going so I just followed along.

When we reached the lobby, Patrick walked up to the security desk. "I'm Patrick Scotton. I just purchased condo number ten-o-two." He turned and gestured to me. "This is my husband, Zaq Scotton."

"Can I see some ID, sir?" the guard asked.

I quickly pulled out my wallet and grabbed my ID while Patrick did the same. The guard had no expression on his face whatsoever as he took them and started typing in his computer. I wasn't sure if that was his normal face or just for work, but it was a bit off-setting.

Between the guard verifying who we were, that Patrick owned the condo, and checking us in as new residents, we were there for about twenty minutes.

Just as we were finishing up, the elevator doors slid open and a dark haired man walked out. He was as tall as Patrick, his shoulders just as wide, but he had an air about him that immediately made me wary.

This was not a man to piss off.

"Patty?"

Patrick turned and as soon as he spotted the man, a wide grin spread across his face. "Jake."

"We weren't expecting you for a couple of more days," Jake stated. "Joe mentioned something about you running behind because you were attending your brother's wedding or something like that, but I didn't think that was right. You always said your brother was a bonehead. Why would you attend his wedding?"

My face heated up as I turned my head away.

"Best thing that ever happened to me," Patrick said as he wrapped his arm around my shoulders. "This is Zaq, my new husband."

"Zaq?" Jake's eyes snapped to me. "You mean—"

"Yes," Patrick said quickly. "We knew each other in high school."

"Oh." Jake started to smile as he held out his hand. "It's nice to meet you, Zaq."

I shook his hand and repeated his greeting.

"How was the trip?"

"It was good," Patrick replied. "We weren't in a big hurry so we were able to stop and sight-see along the way."

"Getting out of Texas was nice," I added. "I kept expecting Peter to pop up at any moment."

Jake's dark eyebrow arched over his eyes. "Is that a concern?"

I shrugged, not real sure how to answer that.

"Neither Peter or my parents know we moved to New York," Patrick stated. "We'd like to keep it that way."

"Well, I'm not going to tell them and I doubt any of the others will, especially if you ask them not to."

"And I appreciate that," Patrick said. "I know I'll probably eventually tell my parents where I am, but not right now. Not until they take off their blinders were Peter is concerned."

"You know, if you're worried about them showing up you can give security a picture and restrict their access, right?" Jake asked. "The security here is top notch. I have a friend in the security business and he trained all of our guards."

"Oh, let's do that," I said. "Peter would lose his mind if he showed up and they didn't allow them in. If security is as good as you say it is, I'd bet they could get it on camera."

Jake snorted and waved at hand at me. "I like this guy."

Patrick smiled down at me. "I like him, too."

I glanced down, my face so hot I was sure it was blazing red. Patrick had been so sincere with his words, so honest. I couldn't help but hope he was telling the truth.

We'd spent a lot of time talking and getting to know each other on the road, and more than one night in bed together. It wasn't a great romance—yet—but it was a start.

"We were just going to go up and check out the condo," Patrick said as he looked up, "I wanted to get a feel for the place before we start bringing in boxes."

"I can help with that." Jake grinned as he pulled out his cell phone with one hand and held the other one out to Patrick. "Give me your truck keys and I'll arrange for some people to start hauling your stuff up to your condo. You just have to tell them where to put it."

"I'll take that deal," Patrick replied. "We've been on the road for several days. We're both burnt."

I was with Patrick. Granted, traveling across the country had been a lot of fun, but I was ready to stay in one place for awhile.

"Go check out your new place," Jake said. "I need to make a few phone calls and get some people over here to move your crap."

"Excuse me very much." Patrick stuck his nose in the air. "These boxes are from Texas. It's not crap, its bullshit."

Yeah, I had nothing for that.

Jake's laugh jingled in my ears as Patrick led me toward the bay of elevators. We were headed up to the tenth floor. I hoped the view from our condo was better than it had been on the street. I'd like to see a little something besides concrete and glass.

I was impressed with how clean and efficient everything was. There was no garbage lying around, not bugs that shouldn't be there. I hadn't even spotted a homeless person on the street. Everything also seemed to be in good working order.

So far, I was a fan of the place.

"So, that was your friend that owns the lab?"

"That's him."

"Seems like a nice guy."

"Jake and my other frat brothers helped keep me in med school. They always made sure I had food to eat and a way to and from school. Jake even purchased some of my school books and labs when I couldn't afford it. I basically owe them for keeping me alive long enough to graduate."

I swallowed tightly as I glanced at Patrick. "Your parents didn't help?"

There was a lingering sadness in Patrick's eyes as he shook his head. "They were too busy with Peter. He was being trained to take over for my father, remember? He getting his business degree was more important than whatever I was doing, especially since I didn't want to go into the family business."

My brow wrinkled as I frowned in confusion. "Peter never finished his business degree. If I remember correctly, he flunked out of school like three times or something."

"Oh, I am aware."

I snorted rudely. "Your parents really need to get a clue."

"I've been saying that for years," Patrick stated. "It's gotten to the point that I just don't care anymore. Peter is going to keep fucking up and my parents are going to keep making excuses for him and bailing him out."

"Well, on the upside, basically everything you have in life now is due to your own hard work."

The sadness faded from Patrick's eyes as he glanced down at me, replaced by a hint of mischievousness. "Does that include you?"

"Yes and no."

Patrick cocked an eyebrow.

"If Peter hadn't fucked up yet again, we might not have been given the opportunity to get married. That being said, the idea of us two getting married was all yours, so you get credit for that."

Patrick leaned down toward me and whispered in a conspirator tone, "Should we send him flowers?"

"Only if its poison ivy."

Patrick's chuckle made me smile. I liked getting that response from him. He wasn't uptight and rigid like our parents or his brother. He was a little more laid back and tended to take things in stride.

He also knew how to laugh and to me that meant everything. I don't think I could go through life without at least one good moment of humor in a day. I'd be bored silly.

"This is it." Patrick stopped in front of one of the doors on the tenth floor and pulled out a key. He shot me a quick look. "Ready?"

I nodded.

Patrick unlocked the door and pushed it open. My jaw hit the floor before I even stepped over the threshold. There were a lot of clean lines in the place, but the architecture wasn't what I had been expecting for this modern building.

Crown molding went along every line of the ceiling, the doors, and archways. Just inside the doorway was a small entry that was all white marble, but beyond that was a whole lot of dark wood flooring.

I couldn't keep my eyes from widening as I walked through the place. The entry was grand enough, but the rest of the place was truly breathtaking. Whoever designed it knew what they were doing. They had brought old world charm to a modern space.

"Do you like it?" Patrick asked. "We can change anything you don't like."

"I love it."

Patrick released a breath. "Good."

"You said three bedrooms?"

"Yes, there is one here." He pointed to a door near the front entry. "And two more bedrooms towards the back." He walked over and opened the door he had indicated. "I was thinking this would make a good office and library for us."

I stepped inside and was once again amazed. A row of dark wood bookshelves went all along one wall. There were two sets of glass doors leading out to a balcony beyond, separated by a marble fireplace.

"Is that real or gas?"

"Its gas, but it gives off heat, which is good. New York winters can be brutal."

So I'd heard. Having lived all of my life in California, I actually couldn't wait for the first snowfall.

"The balcony goes all the way around to the bedrooms. I bought this place specifically because they face east so they get the morning sunlight."

I glanced at Patrick. "Not a sunset fan?"

"I like sunsets as much as the next guy, but after working in a hospital for so many years, I've kind of gotten used to being an early bird. I like to have my coffee out on the balcony so I can watch the day start."

"We'll need a good coffee machine."

"We have one," Patrick replied. "It's in one of the boxes in the van. That was one of the things I refused to part with."

Sounded like a good plan to me.

"We'll need to buy furniture for every room. We just have to decide what we want to do with the extra bedroom."

"I vote gym."

"The building comes with a gym, remember?"

"Oh." I frowned as I tried to think of another use for that space. "I'd say guest room, but I can't think of any guests we could have over."

"Why don't we just use it for storage right now until we can decide what we want to use it for?" Patrick asked. "I don't want to buy a bunch of furniture for a room and then have to change it later."

"Yeah, that makes sense."

Patrick gestured with his head. "Want to see the kitchen?"

"Sure." I started following Patrick once again as he led me through the condo. "I love to cook, especially savory recipes like bread. Can't say I'm terribly good at it, but I do love the smell of fresh baked bread."

"I do okay with cooking," Patrick admitted. "I'm not a gourmet chef by any means, but we won't have to do take-out every night. That gets old after awhile."

Patrick showed me the kitchen, the dining room, and then the rest of the condo. By the time we'd been through the entire house, we had ended up on the large balcony.

"Well, what do you think?" Patrick asked. "Do you think you could be happy here?"

I smiled as I walked into his arms. "I think we could be very happy here."

That was the plan anyway.


Chapter Eight

~ Patrick ~

I let out a little grunt as I set down the medical journal I had been reading and rubbed the bridge of my nose between my fingers. Even if I wasn't actively working as a doctor, I still needed to keep up on everything happening in the medical world.

When my cell phone rang, I briefly glanced at the clock as I picked it up and answered. "Kind of late for you to be calling, isn't it, Jake? Jai kick you out of bed?"

Jake chuckled good naturedly. "That'll never happen."

I hoped I could say the same after a few years of marriage.

"So, what's up?"

"Just wanted to check if you and Zaq are all moved in now."

"For the most part," I replied. "Couldn't have done it without your help, though." We would have been moving boxes for days.

I still hadn't figured out how he'd done it, but Jake came up with ten guys on the spur of the moment to get all of our stuff up to our condo from the loading dock.

"Jai and I are having a little get-together at our place tomorrow night at seven and we wanted to know if you and Zaq would like to come. It's just the guys and their spouses. It'll give Zaq a chance to meet everyone."

That actually sounded like a great idea. Zaq had met a few of my frat brothers in the last three weeks since we moved here, but not all of them. I was also interested in meeting the husband's of those who were married that I hadn't met yet.

"I'll have to check with Zaq, but I don't see a problem with it."

"It's a casual affair, so need to dress up. Jai only lets me put him in a tux about once a month. More than that and he gets squirrely."

I chuckled picturing the strawberry blond throwing a fit over a tux. I could actually see it. He might be shorter than Zaq, but he was a spitfire.

"Why don't I give you a call tomorrow and let you know?" I asked. "I'm pretty sure Zaq has already gone to bed. I just got done with my reading so I'm headed there myself."

"Sure," Jake replied. "Goodnight."

"Night." I hung up and then set my journal aside, got up, and went to lock up the condo and then go find my husband.

Neither Zaq or I were in a big hurry to get back to work. We'd spent the last three weeks getting unpacked and learning about the neighborhood we'd moved into.

We'd even gone on a few dates.

I found Zaq in the bedroom putting clothes away in the dresser. A laundry basket sat on the floor at his feet.

"Hey."

Zaq smiled at me when he glanced up. "Hey."

I walked up behind Zaq, pressing my chest to his back and wrapping my arms around him. "I thought you'd be in bed already."

It was after ten o'clock at night.

I bent closer to Zaq and pressed my lips against the side of his neck. The shiver that shook his body made me feel like a king.

"All done for the night?" Zaq whispered as he tilted his head to one side, barring more of his throat to me.

"Yeah, I finished the journal and then made sure everything was locked up."

Zaq shuddered again before turning and wrapping his arms around my neck. "Learn anything new?"

I grinned, having a pretty good idea where Zaq's brain was going. "One or two things."

"Tell me." Zaq shuddered again and pressed against me. "I'm a good student. Swear."

Zaq pulled at my shirt until I lifted my arms and allowed him to slide it over my head, tossing it aside. Gentle hands slid down my sides until they reached the zipper on my slacks. I held my breath as Zaq slowly began to work my pants free. He stopped momentarily to remove my socks.

Losing just a bit of the tight rein I had on my emotions, I pulled away from Zaq and pushed my pants down and all the way off, and then I stood there, naked as the day I was born. My heart quickened when Zaq gave me a sensual smile as he trailed his fingertips down my naked chest.

No one could get my motor running as quickly as Zaq.

I moved closer to Zaq without even realizing it, the sweet, heady scent of the man—hot summer rain—drawing me in and curling around my senses.

I cupped Zaq’s cheek to make him turn and look at me. I drew Zaq in for a soft kiss that quickly turned passionate.

I ran my hand over his blond hair, feeling more than just a lustful need. Zaq was wrapped tightly around my heart even if I hadn't admitted it to him, and I could barely breathe as I held him in my arms.

"You have no idea how much I want you, Zaq," I whispered.

"Oh, I might."

With a tug of my hand, I pulled Zaq down to the bed. We both tumbled backward, rolling until I landed on top of him. My legs shifted as I straddled his waist between my thighs.

I leaned forward, inhaling Zaq’s sweet scent from collarbone to ear, taking in the raw aroma of man. The scent rushed into me in a wave of intoxication.

"You smell delicious." Zaq’s skin flushed as I leaned forward to nip the man on his jaw.

Zaq’s warm breath tickled my cheek. His breath came out raggedly, softly, though. Then Zaq groaned, and pure, raw need slammed into me at the soft sound.

I tugged at Zaq’s cheek until our mouths were only an inch apart, and then moved in to capture his lips. I shuddered and then nipped Zaq on his bottom lip. My body tightened involuntarily, every bone and muscle in me reaching for Zaq's mouth, the hot draw of his lips, and the moist wash of his tongue.

Zaq tasted so damn good.

Eagerly, Zaq’s tongue mated with mine, the spicy taste of man making me grow harder. Like a drug addict in the first seconds of his fix, I tried to devour Zaq. I licked at Zaq’s lips, nibbled at them, drew Zaq’s tongue into my mouth, and sucked at it.

Zaq arched even closer, his cock jerking against mine through his jeans. Zaq’s hands gripped my hair, holding me to him as our teeth and tongues clashed. The kiss was hard, hungry, and I urged Zaq closer, deepening the kiss.

I wrapped my arms around Zaq, blunt nails scraping along his back as he arched into me, his body twisting closer, as if desperate to mate every cell in our bodies together.

I opened my eyes, seeing Zaq’s grimace of pleasure, the raw lust that transformed his beautiful face. I hadn’t thought Zaq could get any better looking, but staring down at the man, I knew I had been wrong.

"You are so fucking beautiful, Zaq." I ran the palms of my hands up Zaq’s chest and pinched both nipples through his shirt. "You take my breath away every time I look at you."

I slid my hands under Zaq’s shirt, smoothing my fingers over his back. Zaq shivered at the contact. I pushed the shirt up, pulling it up and over Zaq’s head.

Zaq raised his arms and allowed me to undress him. I tossed the shirt aside then I ran my hands down Zaq’s chest, my thumbs playing at those beautiful brown-hued nipples.

A course of lust shot through my groin when Zaq's lips parted and a moan escaped. I was fascinated by the sight, my dick throbbing in anticipation of what was to come.

I tightened my grip on Zaq’s nipples, squeezing them, rolling them between my fingertips. Zaq bucked underneath me, pressing his chest harder into my hands.

It was the most erotic thing I'd had ever seen.

I slid my hands up Zaq’s arms, circling around his wrists, applying the lightest of pressure. I shifted my weight, pressing my body down until I could nuzzle Zaq’s neck and rub our chests together, feeling the sensual body beneath me.

I glanced down at the tanned and gleaming chest. It was lean, strong, and damn near perfect. I loved the sculpted way Zaq was formed. I ran my hands over the bare flesh, my nails scraping lightly, small red marks appearing along the way.

Glancing down Zaq’s body, I saw the outline of his erection beneath the fabric of his pants. It was full, stretched wide, and left little to the imagination. I released the snap on Zaq’s pants, pulling the zipper down until I saw the moist head of Zaq’s cock peeking out.

Zaq's tongue licked at my nipple, his lips nibbling sporadically. I gasped, arching back as that rough, rasping tongue stroked over my heated flesh. Oh, that was good, hot, with a gentle abrasion that had me panting as Zaq moved slowly to the other nipple.

I glanced down at Zaq again, staring into the deep pools of amber-green. I snaked my hand into Zaq’s slacks and massaged the heated flesh. It was hard, but felt like liquid silk under my fingers. I pulled at the waistband of Zaq’s pants, pushing the fabric down Zaq’s body until I could toss the fabric aside.

Zaq lay there stunningly naked now, exposed to my appreciative eyes. I drank the man in as I pushed Zaq’s thighs apart. Zaq didn’t hesitate. He parted his legs, showing off the sexiest thing I had ever seen. Zaq's body was such a sculpted piece of art to me, so perfect, so exotic.

I grinned as I pushed my body down until my head was even with Zaq’s weeping cock.

I needed to taste him.

I licked a path to Zaq’s cock. I nuzzled his balls before licking my way up the fully hard shaft and sucking at the engorged head to savor Zaq’s pre-cum. As I swallowed, I felt a small hand on my head and looked up to see Zaq gazing down at me, his brown eyes filled with hunger and need as great as my own.

Zaq’s fingers caressed my jaw, almost begging me to show him just what I could do with my lips. I leaned forward, engulfing Zaq’s cock. Zaq groaned out his pleasure as I swallowed the erection to the root.

Using my tongue, I lavished the tender depression beneath the swollen crown and then tongue-fucked the tiny slit, licking away the salty taste of Zaq’s desires.

I cupped the back of Zaq’s thighs, pushing the man’s legs back as I worked my mouth over his cock. Zaq wrapped his legs around my shoulders, pulling me closer.

Reaching around Zaq, I played at his hole, pressing my fingers against the throbbing muscle, but not entering.

Just teasing.

I reached my hand up, coating my fingers with my own saliva before placing them back at Zaq’s entrance, pushing three fingers deep into Zaq’s tight body, one at a time.

I wiggled my fingers, watching as Zaq fell apart in my arms. Since Zaq’s legs were on either side of mine, I pushed his legs further apart, opening Zaq wider.

"Don’t stop, Pat," Zaq begged. "F–feels so good."

In that moment, I knew I would give Zaq anything he asked for. I was totally lost in my love for him. I would capture the stars and lay them out at Zaq’s feet if that’s what he wanted. I was hopelessly and irrevocably in love with Zaq, had been since we were teenagers.

Zaq shouted, and his hips bucked, pushing his cock to the back of my mouth as hot seed spilt down my throat. I drank it down like a dying man, pulling every last drop from Zaq’s thick cock.

I let Zaq’s dick slide from between my lips as I leaned back. "Lube?"

Zaq didn’t move for a moment, his breathing heavy, and then he pointed toward the end of the bed. I saw the lube and condom lying on top of the covers. I grabbed them both.

My hands trembled as I tore open the condom and rolled it down my aching shaft. It didn't get any better when I grabbed the lube, squirted some out in the palm of my hand, and then coated my painfully straining erection.

I was so hard and ready that I feared I would come just from lathering my cock. The thought had my head spinning as I tossed the bottle of lube aside and leaned back over Zaq.

The head of my cock touched Zaq’s sensitive hole, but I didn’t push forward. Not yet. I watched in fascination as a shudder ran over Zaq, making his entire body tremble. I drew in a shuttering breath, telling myself over and over again to gain control.

I was so damn close already.

Zaq’s eyes sparkled, telling me what he truly wanted. I leaned forward, placing my hands on Zaq’s chest. My cock brushed along Zaq’s crease as I ran my tongue over the man's parted lips.

I reached up and touched Zaq’s moist lips, the pads of my fingers tingling as I ran them along the smooth and soft skin. I gripped the back of Zaq’s neck, pulling him up, taking Zaq’s lips with my own, my tongue plunging forcefully into his mouth.

"I want to ride your cock," Zaq whispered against my lips.

The rumble of pleasure that echoed through my chest made me shiver.

"Yes," I gasped as I rolled us, placing Zaq on top. I twisted in a grip of an erotic heat that was burning me alive. "Ride my cock, Zaq."

Using my biceps as leverage, Zaq lifted his hips and guided my cock into his tight hole. I hissed when the head of my shaft touched Zaq’s entrance, my body growing tense. Zaq’s eyes rolled upward, his hips pressing down onto my cock.

All I could do was shudder and close my eyes when I felt my cock enter the tight, wet heat of Zaq's body. It was me who cried out, my arms shaking as I placed my hands on Zaq’s thighs. I was overwhelmed at the feeling of being inside Zaq and the look of pure ecstasy on his face.

I gripped Zaq’s buttocks as the man seated himself. I held tight to Zaq’s ass as I pulled back, leaving only the head inside before thrusting my full length up into Zaq’s ass once again.

Zaq’s body arched, his mouth opening on a low cry as he shuddered. His nails pierced my arms, his legs tightening around my hips as I thrust in and out of the silken grasp encasing my cock.

"Harder, Pat," Zaq’s voice was low and husky, sultry.

Zaq was breathing rapidly, his chest rising and falling in hard breaths. His body was hot and wild as he raked his nails down my chest. Zaq began to bounce on my cock, his own shaft jumping around freely. I held Zaq's ass, cupped his ass cheeks, as Zaq took his pleasure from my body.

"That’s it, baby. Pleasure yourself, take what you want."

My fingers dug into Zaq’s ass as he gyrated his hips, his movements now slow and measured. Zaq was driving my need higher. I wasn’t sure what drove me more insane, the fast bouncing or the leisurely movements.

Zaq swiveled his hips, impaling himself on my cock over and over again. I was coming unglued, falling apart at the seams as Zaq took what he wanted, what he needed.

I was fighting not to plunge deep inside Zaq.

I almost lost my mind when Zaq clenched his inner muscles, encasing my cock in a tight vise-like grip. There was no other way to describe the growing madness inside of me. I began to move inside Zaq, slowly at first, pulling almost completely out and then pushing back in.

Unable to stand it anymore, I quickened my movements, and soon I was fucking Zaq with passion, ramming my cock hard and deep into Zaq's ass. It was the most amazing feeling in the world.

I could die that very second and know that I had visited heaven already. Zaq began to slide back up my cock, the grip like an iron fist as my body trembled. I growled gently, looking to where our bodies joined together, watching my cock reappear from Zaq’s giving flesh.

Zaq’s legs tightened around my hips, locking me into place as Zaq slammed his ass onto my cock harder. Zaq’s head rolled from side to side, his back arching as he let out a throaty groan. He arched his back, letting out a guttural sound as hot liquid spread across my chest.

My thighs grew tight as I watched the beautiful sight above me. I traced my fingers over Zaq’s hard chest, touching each dip as I rocked my cock in and out of his body. Zaq’s ass was pulsing, milking my cock with a ferocity that rocked me to my very core.

I felt a primal growl building in my throat, the need to possess Zaq overwhelming everything. It was a powerful feeling and one I had never felt before. I wanted to possess Zaq, to claim him, and let him know that no other would ever do for me.

He was it.

Forever.

Giving a few more plunges, I held tight to Zaq as I came unglued. My mind fragmented as I shoved my cock into Zaq’s ass, my seed forcefully being pulled from my body.

I was frozen in time and space, lights flashing before my eyes as I found my release, and felt my body emptying as endless spurts of cum filled the condom.

I grabbed Zaq's chin, yanking Zaq’s head down. As I stared into his beautiful brown eyes, I felt the drugging feeling of my orgasm slowly fade away.

I pulled my cock free, tied it off, and tossed it in the trash can beside the bed before curling up on the bed next to Zaq and pulling the covers up over the both of us. Zaq curled up to my chest.

I wrapped an arm around him, pulled him close, and let the tiny aftershocks settle me into sleep.

We could shower later.

Together.


Chapter Nine

~ Zaq ~

I wiped my hands on my pants legs, desperately wishing I wasn't so nervous about meeting Patrick's friends. I wanted to make a good impression, but these guys were captains of industry, millionaires and billionaires. I was just an unemployed nurse.

What could we possibly have in common?

"Don't be nervous," Patrick stated as he patted my hand. "They are going to love you."

Doubted it.

Patrick let out a small chuckle as he raised his hand and knocked on the door of Jake's penthouse. Why was his place called a penthouse when ours was called a condo? I never understood the whole apartment, condo, penthouse thing. Didn't make sense to me.

The door was opened by a man in a butler's uniform.

Maybe that was why.

"Good evening," the man said before waving his hand toward the interior of the penthouse. "Please, come in. Misters D'Amato is entertaining in the living room."

I tightened my grip on Patrick's hand as we started into the place. As soon as we stepped into the place I got a better idea of why it was called a penthouse and not something else. It was far grander than what we had.

There were lots of big cream-colored overstuffed furniture and colorful artwork to keep the place bright and cheery. Warm colors of greens, yellows, and even blues mixed in with white walls and blonde oak furniture. A wall of windows that overlooked Central Park.

I was a fan.

"Patty, Zaq," Jake called out as he approached us. "Glad you could make it."

I smiled as I shook the man's hand. "Thank you for inviting us."

"The guys are all spread out so grab yourself a drink and go hang out. We're expecting just a few more people before dinner is served."

Yeah, drinking would be a very bad idea for me. I could hold my liquor to a point, but it always made me feel a little jittery, and that would be bad right now.

I leaned closer to Patrick and asked, "Is there anything to drink that's not alcoholic?"

"Of course," Patrick replied. "Jake always makes sure there are non-alcoholic drinks at his parties. Not all of us drink."

That was good to know. I didn't want to feel like more of the odd man out than I already did.

As we walked into the living room, I saw several people I'd already met, but a lot more that I had never seen before. They all seemed to know Patrick if their hearty greetings were anything to go by.

When he introduced me as his husband, I couldn't help but preen a little bit. This was really the first time I was able to accompany Patrick to something like this and stand at his side as his husband.

It was as weird as it was exciting.

I felt a little less anxious when I saw so many of the couples gathered hugging and touching each other, some of them holding hands. One guy was even sitting on his husband's lap.

Patrick grabbed us both something to drink and then led me over to one of the large couches. I smiled at the couple across from us as we sat down. One of them was dressed like he was set to go into a boardroom. The other one looked as if he had just climbed off a motorcycle.

"Patty, it's good to finally see your face at Jake's little gatherings," one of the men said.

This was little?

"It's good to finally be able to attend. I've missed a lot of them," Patrick replied before turning to me. "Zaq, this is Lucas Kincaid and his husband Kyue." He had a pride smile on his face when he glanced back. "This is Zaq, my husband."

Lucas cocked an eyebrow. "Zaq?"

Why did they all ask that?

Patrick nodded.

"And just how did the two of you get together."

Patrick snorted. "Peter."

"Your bonehead brother?"

Apparently, they'd heard of him.

"Peter stood me up at our wedding ceremony to run off to Hawaii with his mistress." I smiled as I looked at Patrick, leaning into him. "Best thing he ever did for me."

The long dark haired man beside him snorted. "He had a mistress?"

"Yeah, I found out when she sent me intimate pictures of the two of them the morning of the wedding."

"You're better off without him," Kyue stated.

"Oh, I am aware." Very aware. I seriously doubted I would be this happy if I'd gone through with the wedding and married Peter. "I'm still waiting for the blow-up when he finds out I married Patrick."

Kyue glanced between me and Patrick, his mouth hanging open. "He doesn't know?"

"It's been over a month so I'm sure he does by now," I said, "I haven't heard from him since he called to beg for money because I canceled his credit cards."

Kyue grinned. "Nice."

I thought so.

"When he ran away from the wedding," Patrick said, "he took his mistress on the honeymoon that Zaq had planned and paid for. Zaq canceled everything. We haven't heard from Peter since."

"Do you think you will?" Lucas asked.

Patrick shrugged. "Maybe, but I don't care. He has no reason to contact us. There is nothing he can do now. Zaq and I are legally married."

"I changed my phone number when we got to New York anyway," I said. "I had to give it to my parents, of course, but I doubt they will give it to him. They are still pissed that he took off with his mistress."

"My parents still have my phone number," Patrick said. "But they think I'm still in Texas. Neither Zaq or I gave a forwarding address."

"Wise decision," Lucas stated. "Men like that need to go back and learn what it means to be men. Their behavior gives the rest of us a bad name."

Kyue smiled and pressed a quick kiss to Lucas's cheek. "Good answer, Mr. Kincaid."

Uh...

"So, Patrick mentioned that you're a nurse?" Lucas asked.

I hesitantly nodded. I was used to being looked down upon because of my chosen profession even by other gay men. How would Lucas react?

"Can I ask you a question?"

I shot Patrick a quick look before nodding again.

I was expecting a medical question about this pain or that pain. I was not expecting him to ask, "How do you keep all that stuff in your head?"

"Oh, um, well, a lot of studying in the beginning, but after awhile it just became second nature." That was the simplified version. "I always have to study up on the latest techniques and drugs and stuff, though."

"Sounds exhausting," Kyue stated. "I'd rather race motorcycles."

Lucas chuckled. "You'd rather do anything that requires me to see my heart doctor."

Kyue grinned. "True."

I must have looked confused because Lucas chuckled and said, "Kyue designs and races motorsport racing bikes. On his downtime, he does just about anything that turns my hair gray."

Kyue slapped his chest. "It keeps you young."

"Too late," Miles Cranston said as he walked up with a short black haired man hugging his side. "He's already old."

"You're the same age as me, you idiot," Lucas replied.

Miles grinned. "Which is why I know you're old."

My jaw dropped when the powerful man in the business suit flipped Miles off. Not something I thought I'd ever see, but it gave me an idea of how close these men were, especially when Miles just laughed it off.

Little by little, the others found spots to sit around the living room. The mood was light, some music playing softly in the background, and a cool breeze blowing in from the open balcony doors.

I curled closer to Patrick, sending him a small smile. "This is nice."

"These are my frat brothers," Patrick replied. "I trust all of them with my life. We forged an unbreakable bond when we were at the university. If the call goes out that one of us is in trouble, we're there. No questions asked."

Must be nice.

I'd never had anything like that in college. I was too busy working and studying because my father refused to pay the tuition for me to attend nursing school.

"Many of us here tonight have had to call for help," Jake stated. "I know in my case, Miles was instrumental in helping us put Jai's adopted parents away for what they did to him."

"Your Patty there helped us rescue my father," another man stated. "My stepmother was the living embodiment of the evil stepmother. She'd been poisoning my father for years, making him practically a vegetable. Patty arranged for an ambulance for us and then life-flighted my father to a safe hospital until we could get him to New York. Now, my father is up and around walking and talking."

I glanced at Patrick through my eyelashes, smirking at the flush I could see in his cheeks. "You did that?"

"I didn't do that much," Patrick replied. "I just made a few arrangements for them. They did all the hard work."

Joe walked up with the man he had introduced to us a couple of days after moved in as his husband Jayce. The lab guy. Patrick had been right, he had a lot of questions, all of which I had been happy to answer.

"I told Patrick that we'd tell him a bit more about our unusual friends when we all got together," Joe said. "He was curious about Spencer and why we'd hang out with mobsters."

There was a light round of chuckles from just about every man there.

"They are actually not bad men in the grand scheme of things. I don't think they are doing anything a lot of other people aren't doing," Jake said. "They just do it on a bigger scale."

"They've cleaned up a lot of the drug scene in the city," Lucas added. "I know they are into other things, but I've not asked and they haven't volunteered, but—"

"I know Vinnie isn't involved in sex trafficking and neither is Alejandro," Jake stated. "Vinnie is disgusted by the very idea and Alejandro's husband would skin him alive if he even thought about doing something like that."

"I doubt Dmitri or King are involved in human trafficking either," Lucas said.

"They're not," Kyue stated. "After what happened to Eiji, Dmitri would never get involved in something like that and King is too busy setting up his other stuff to get involved."

I wanted to ask what had happened to this Eiji guy, but thought better of it considering I didn't know these men and I wasn't sure I wanted to. I preferred my shoes not to be made of cement.

"One way or another," Jake continued, "we've all been involved with them or needed their help when we had to straddle the line between good and evil. If there's information we need and we can't get it through regular channels, we go to them, same as they come to us. It evens out eventually."

"You should have seen the dust up we were involved with just a couple of months ago," Kyue explained. "The husband of one heads of the families in Italy got kidnapped here in New York. He was a really sweet guy that had been held a virtual prisoner by his mother for ten years before he escaped and married his husband. Once we learned he had been kidnapped, we all went to help rescue him."

"That's the first time I've ever met Hu," Lucas said. "Interesting guy."

"Hu?" I asked before I could stop myself.

"There are five families in New York, each one of them runs a different borough. Hu runs Staten Island."

"The husbands of all these guys have started hanging out at the Illumination Club once a month. It's owned and operated by Dmitri, who runs the Bronx."

"It's like a social club," Lucas said before tilting his head toward Kyue, frowning at him. "And my husband is a card carrying member."

Jake snorted as he glanced at Jai. "Mine, too."

"Is Hu married, too?" Patrick asked.

Lucas frowned before lancing at Jake. "Is he?"

Jake shrugged. "I never asked."

"If he is," Kyue said, "his husband or wife doesn't attend our get-togethers."

"Is Hu gay?" Lucas asked.

"I don't know," Jake replied, "but wouldn't it turn the mafia world on his head if he was."

I frowned in confusion. "Why?"

"Gay is not readily accepted in the mafia world. It's only been the last couple of years that things have become a lot freer, and that's mostly due to the men we mentioned."

"They couldn't care less if someone has an issue with them being gay," Lucas continued. "They will love who they love and the rest of the mafia world can go fuck themselves as far as they are concerned."

While I agreed with that belief for the most part, Jake was right. It didn't sound very healthy in the mafia world.

Glad I wasn't mafia.


Chapter Ten

~ Patrick ~

"Hey, you busy?"

I glanced down at the medical journal in my lap. "Just doing a little reading."

"What about your better half?" Jake asked.

I smiled as I glanced at the man curled up beside me, his eyes intent on the book he was looking at. "He's reading, too."

We'd taken to curling up in bed together to read and keep up on our medical knowledge. We had our state licensing tests coming up soon and we both wanted to make sure we knew all the ins and outs to pass the exams.

"You want to swing by my office for some coffee?"

"Yeah, that would be fine," I replied. "Is everything okay, Jake?"

Zaq glanced up at me.

"Everything is good. Joe just talked to me about that idea you guys passed between you two concerning the on-call doctor gig and I thought we could sit down and talk it over, see if it's something you'd be interested in or if it's even feasible."

"Yeah, okay," I said. "Give us a few minutes to washes our faces and we'll be right over." We also needed to get dressed. Cuddle time had definitely become a naked sport over the last several weeks.

"See you soon."

Jake hung up before I could say more.

"Jake wants us to come down to his office to discuss that on-call doctor thing," I told Zaq. "We need to get dressed."

"I'm against it, but okay."

I lifted an eyebrow. "I thought you were in favor of the on-call doctor thing."

Zaq swung the blankets back and then scooted to the edge of the bed. "I'm against putting on clothes."

When he stood up in all of his naked glory, I knew I was against it too. Granted, we'd need them to go out because no one got to see my husband except me, but I also wanted to punch Jake right in the mouth.

"Come on," Zaq urged. "The quicker we get dressed and go talk to Jake, the quicker we can come back and get naked again."

There was that.

I got out of bed and headed for my dresser. I wasn't working so I went with a simple pair of tan slacks and a white dress shirt. It was warm enough out that I wouldn't need a blazer.

After dressing, I made a quick trip to the bathroom to brush my hair and wash my face. By the time I came out, Zaq was waiting for me. He had dressed similar to me, although his pants were a pair of faded denim jeans.

I absently plucked at his shirt and asked, "Is this okay?"

"It's fine," I replied as I looked him up and down, admiring the way the jeans hugged his thighs. I'd say I was a leg man, but I also liked his ass, his chest, and pretty much every inch of him.

Maybe I was just a Zaq man.

"Got your phone?"

Zaq nodded as he held it up and tilted it from side to side.

"Then let's go."

When we got into the elevator I leaned back against the wall and drew Zaq to me, his back against my front. I couldn't exactly make out with him without giving security a good show, but I could hold him.

"Want to go for a walk in the park when we get back?" I asked.

Zaq smiled back at me, tilting his head until our eyes met. "Depending on how long the meeting goes, we could grab dinner first and then walk it off."

Sounded like a plan to me.

The elevator doors slid open once we reached the ground floor. We were hit with a level of noise when we stepped out that I had never heard in the place before. There was a lot of shouting.

Clearly, someone was not happy.

I placed my hand in the low of Zaq's back and started leading him toward the front door. If someone was throwing that big of a fit, I didn't want Zaq anywhere around them. Security could deal with it.

Unfortunately, as soon as we left the bay of elevators, I recognized the voice shouting at security. I pondered for a moment on whether to just walk on by and pretend that Peter wasn't there, but I didn't want to leave security at the mercy of his shouting.

"I need to deal with this," I whispered to Zaq. "Why don't you go hail us a taxi?"

Zaq shook his head. "We're married now. We face problems together."

"You know how Peter can get," I reminded him "I don't want you to have to deal with that."

My brother could be a complete beast when he was angry. He used his mouth first to get his way and if that didn't work, he used his fists.

Zaq smiled as he stepped in front of me, pressing his hand to my cheek. "Are we married? Yes or no?"

I frowned, my eyebrows instantly snapping together. "Married."

Zaq moved over to stand beside me and then hooked his arm through mine. "Then we deal with it together."

Nothing on earth could have kept the smile that spread across my face from happening. Except for my frat brothers, this was the first time I had ever had someone support me unconditionally.

It was a weird feeling, but very warm.

I moved my arm so that I could grab Zaq's hand, lacing our fingers together, and then I gave it a gentle pat. "Just promise me to get out of the way if Peter starts anything physical."

"I'm not looking to get beat up here, Patrick, but I refuse to let you face this alone."

I guess that was as good as it was going to get.

I clenched my jaw so tight it hurt and then walked with Zaq toward the security desk. I wanted to roll my eyes when I saw Peter yelling at the guard behind the counter. When would he ever learn that he couldn't bully people into submission?

As soon as the guard glanced at me, I rolled my eyes. "If he continues to cause a disturbance, call the cops."

The man looked greatly relieved by my words, the tension in his shoulders fading. "Yes, Mr. Scotton."

I turned my attention to my raging brother. I didn't raise my voice when I spoke—Peter was doing enough of that already—but I did use a firm tone. "Peter."

When Peter whipped around, I was astonished at how haggard he looked. There were deep lines in his face around his eyes and mouth and the color of his skin was almost pasty white.

The man had not aged well.

I leaned down toward Zaq. "Did he look like that when you two were dating?"

"Dating implies that we actually went out and did stuff together," Zaq retorted. "If you're asking if he looked like this when we were together, then the answer is yes."

Damn.

"I think you traded up, baby."

Zaq snorted. "I know I did."

I straightened up and looked back at my brother. "Is there a reason you are causing such a ruckus in the lobby of this building?"

"Patrick!"

Man, he was loud.

Loud enough to bring two more guards from the back. They walked around the security counter, standing at each end as if waiting to jump into action. I hoped there wouldn't be a problem, but this was Peter we were talking about. He created chaos just by breathing.

"Peter, could you just say what you came here to say?" I asked. "I can't stand here all day. I have a meeting to get to."

"They have meetings for convenience store employees?"

Apparently, insults were my brother's fallback.

"They probably do," I replied. "I wouldn't know. I haven't worked at a convenience store in years."

Peter's customary smirk crossed his face. I'd seen it a thousand times when we were growing up. "What? You got promoted to janitor?"

"Can we go?" Zaq asked as he tugged on my arm. "This conversation isn't worth the time its consuming."

"Zaq!"

"Oh, my god, would you stop shouting?" Zaq snapped. "Everyone can hear you."

"Is this where you've been?" Peter snarled. His lips curled back in a scathing glare as he looked Zaq up and down. "Are you sleeping with my brother now? I didn't realize you were such a slut."

I stiffened, my hand clenching into a fist ready to punch him, but Zaq pressed his hand against mine.

"Unlike you, Peter," he stated firmly, "I don't sleep around."

"With the way you're hanging onto Patrick, it sure looks like you do."

I didn't know what to think of the smile that crossed Zaq's face.

"It's perfectly acceptable for me to hang onto my husband." Zaq tightened his grip on me and leaned into my side.

I snickered when Peter's jaw dropped. How he couldn't already know this information was a mystery. Everyone that had attended the wedding knew I'd married Zaq. I was surprised no one had said anything to him, especially our parents.

"You can't be married," Peter snapped. "You're supposed to marry me."

"Are you an idiot?" Zaq asked, putting into words what I was thinking. I knew my brother could be a complete bastard, but I never thought he was this dumb.

Peter's head snapped back and began turning red. "You can't talk to me like that!"

"I can talk to you any damn way I please."

Peter glanced between then two of us for a moment and then he seemed to change right in front of my eyes, becoming less hostile and almost pathetic.

"How could you marry my brother, Zaq?"

"I was going to marry you, Peter," Zaq admitted. "But then you ran off with your mistress to go on the honeymoon that I had planned and paid for. You left me standing at the altar. That means we are no longer getting married. Ever."

"But I'm the one you were engaged to. I'm the one you were supposed to marry. You love me. I know you do. Feelings can't change that quickly."

"I never loved you, Peter," Zaq stated vehemently.

"You did," Peter insisted. "I know you did." He quickly stepped forward and grabbed Zaq's hand, pulling him away from my side. "I know you still love me. Divorce Patrick and we can go get married. It'll be just like it was before."

"You mean when I was miserable?" Zaq shook off Peter's grip and moved close to me once again before letting out a little snort. "No thanks."

Rage mottled Peter's face as he waved a hand at me. "You're going to chose this...this janitor over me?"

Zaq grinned mischievously, sending me a wink. "I like janitors."

I really adored this man and his sense of humor.

"Peter, Zaq has moved on," I told him. "It's time for you to move on as well."

"No, I don't accept that," Peter said quickly. He tapped his finger into his own chest. "He loves me. He's going to marry me."

"Why, Peter?" Zaq asked. "You're not even gay. Why in the hell would you be so insistent that we get married?"

"What does being gay have to do with getting married?" Peter shouted.

I just stared at him.

He couldn't be serious.

"Gee, I don't know." Zaq crossed his arms. "Because I like sex?"

"I don't care who you have sex with," Peter snapped. "That's not the point of marriage."

"Have you lost what little brain cells you have left?" Zaq asked. "Unlike my parents, I actually believe in being faithful to the person I married, which means I will only be having sex with my spouse. That also means my spouse needs to be a man because I'm freaking gay!"

Zaq turned around to face me, tossing his hands up into the air. "Why am I even trying to have this conversation with him?"

Yeah, I had no idea.

"Let's go."

I was all for that.

I grabbed Zaq's hand and started leading him toward the front door. "If he doesn't leave or continues to cause a disturbance," I told security as we passed them, "call the police."

The three guards nodded at the same time, one of them saying, "Yes, Mr. Scotton."

"You can't leave," Peter snarled. "I'm not done talking to you."

I held up my middle finger in a universal sign, telling him to go fuck himself. I was done with this asinine conversation. I wasn't going to give Zaq up for anything, especially not my stupid brother.

Peter could go find someone else to marry.

Zaq was mine.


Chapter Eleven

~ Patrick ~

"That was very weird."

"It was," I replied. "I've never seen Peter so adamant about something." I just didn't quite understand why he was so insistent that he and Zaq get married, especially when he'd been the one to run off with a woman, leaving Zaq basically at the altar.

"I don't get it. He clearly likes women. Why was he so insistent that we get married? He didn't seem to care at all if I slept around as long as we were married."

I shook his head in wonder that Zaq and I were thinking along the same lines. "I don't know, but you're right. It was weird."

"Maybe you could call your parents and ask them? Maybe Peter said something to them."

"Peter doesn't talk to my parents about stuff like that. He only ever wants them to see him in a good light so he doesn't lose his golden child status. He'd never discuss his problems with them."

"I don't like the idea of Peter knowing where we live, especially with him being so weird like that."

I gently squeezed Zaq's hand. "Our building is very secure. He can't get to you." I'd kill my brother before I allowed him to harm a hair on Zaq's head.

"I can't spend my every waking moment at home, Patrick. I have to go for groceries and stuff."

"Would you feel better with a bodyguard?"

Zaq peeked up at me. "Can we afford something like that?"

"Not for the long term, but for a little while we can." I'd take out a loan or borrow the money if I needed it.

Zaq grimaced and rubbed his sternum as if he had indigestion. "Do you really think I need a bodyguard? Peter has never been violent before. Do you think he will be now?"

How to explain this without freaking Zaq out anymore than he already was?

"Peter has never been violent with you." I would be eternally grateful for that. "But there have been times in the past where he has blacked out with rage and beaten someone that pissed him off."

I took Zaq's hand between mine, absently rubbing my thumb over his skin. "I'm not saying that's going to happen now, but it has in the past. I'd rather not take any chances with your safety. Until we can be sure that Peter is gone, I'd like to have someone watching over you."

Zaq swallowed tightly before nodding. "Yeah, okay."

I hated scaring him like this, but something was off with my brother. Always had been. Peter didn't like losing his possessions and I was terrified that that was exactly how he saw Zaq, as a possession.

Fortunately, I knew just the man to talk to about this.

By the time we pulled up in front of Jake's building, a plan was already beginning to form in my head. I wasn't positive it was feasible, but I was going to try and make it happen.

"That is a really tall building," Zaq said as he climbed out and looked up at all the dark glass, concrete, and steel.

"Jake bought it a few years back and had it retrofitted to fit his company's needs," I replied. "I've only been here once before back when it was under construction. It'll be interesting to see what Jake has done with it."

We walked into the building and checked in with the lobby receptionist before heading toward the bay of elevators. There was a little more activity than I would have expected for an office building, but Jake had his fingers in a lot of different pies. Each business venture needed its own space to operate.

Jake's personal assistant was waiting for us when we reached his floor. She smiled and waved her hand down the hallway. "Good afternoon, Mr. Scotton. Mr. D'Amato is waiting for you in his office."

"Thank you, Stella," I replied. "Zaq, this is Stella Dumont, Jake's personal assistant. Stella, this is my husband, Zaq Scotton."

"It's nice to meet you, Mr. Scotton."

Zaq smiled at her. "How do you do?"

Stella just smiled at Zaq and gestured down the hallway. I knew it wasn't because she didn't like him or anything like that. She was just trying to be professional.

When we reached Jake's office, Stella knocked and then opened the door. She stepped inside and held the door open for me and Zaq.

Jake immediately stood and started out way, holding out his hand to us. "Patty, Zaq, thanks for coming."

"Thanks for asking us, Jake," I said as I shook the man's hand. As we walked farther into the office, I noticed that Jake was not the only one here. Besides Lucas and Joe, there were four other men that I didn't recognize.

One stood fairly tall with lush brown hair and a trimmed beard. The man sitting next to him had the prettiest sea foam green eyes I'd ever seen.

Next to them were two more men sitting close together. An auburn haired man and one that, well, he was brightly colored from his white slacks and multi-colored shirt right down to his deep red fingernails.

When Stella closed the door, Fred and another man stepped in front of it as if to block the way so no one else could enter the room. Two more were standing at attention near the windows.

That was a little nerve-wracking.

"Jake?"

"Patty, Zaq, I'd like to introduce you to Angus and Spencer King and Alejandro and Delancy Díaz."

"Alejandro?" I knew that name. "I haven't seen you since we were at the university. What have you been up to, man?"

I hadn't seen Alejandro since his dickhead grandfather showed up to school unannounced, caught him in a compromising position with another guy, and dragged him away.

Alejandro got up to shake my hand. "A little of this and a little of that. How about you? Did you ever finish medical school?"

"I did." I grabbed Zaq's hand and pulled him forward to stand at my side. "Baby, Alejandro is one of my old frat brothers."

I had no idea who the other men were.

Zaq shook Alejandro's hand. "It's nice to meet you."

"You look..." Alejandro's eyes cut to me, the man raising one of his eyebrows.

I gave him a small nod.

"I look...?" Zaq queried with a small head tilt.

"Are you in the medical field as well?" Alejandro asked, quickly diverting the conversation.

"I'm a nurse," Zaq admitted. It was the first time I had really heard him say it with such pride. Usually, he said it and then waited to be made fun of.

Alejandro pointed to the man beside him. "This is my husband, Delancy."

I nodded to the man.

"This is Angus King and his husband Spencer," Jake said. "In your line of work you might have heard of King's husband under a different name. Dr. Spencer Matisse."

My eyebrows lifted quickly in surprise. "I have actually heard of him." I frowned as I looked at the brightly colored man. "I expected him to be taller." And less colorful.

The man snorted. "At least you didn't ask me if I was old enough to be a doctor."

My frown deepened. "Are you old enough?"

He looked pretty young.

Zaq let out a small chuckle when Spencer's eyes rolled. Apparently, he found the man's attitude amusing. I kind of did, too, but I wasn't going to admit that.

"Sit, sit." Jake gestured to the small seating area before taking one of the lone chairs. "I asked Spencer here because of his experience in the medical field."

Made sense.

"Joe will be joining us in a few minutes," Jake explained. "He had a couple of phone calls to make. Lucas might be dropping by as well if he can get out of his meeting early."

I nodded my understanding. "Joe had mentioned to me when we met up a few months ago, that there might be a need for an on-call doctor. We never discussed any specifics, just that there might be a need."

"When Jake mentioned the idea to us," King said, "we felt there was some merit. An on-call doctor is needed by a lot of us due to the nature of our businesses. Having the money we do, it tends to put us in danger. Having someone we could call day or not would be beneficial to all of us, but it needs to be someone we can trust and have complete confidence in."

I glanced between King and Alejandro and then over to Jake. "What am I missing?"

"King runs Queens."

Ah. That explains it.

"Alejandro is running Brooklyn," Jake said simply. "Granted, he is in the process of trying to move most of his business to the legal side of things, but as it stands now, it wouldn't be a good idea for us to go running to a mobster's doctor husband every time we sneeze."

My jaw dropped as I slowly panned to Alejandro. "I thought you wanted out of that line of work."

"I do," Alejandro stated, "which is why I am trying to take things legal, but it's a slow process and I still have people I have to report to."

"Alejandro recently opened a security firm," Jake continued. "His company does everything from training bodyguards to security for your home, office, and vehicle. It seems to have been pretty lucrative so far."

"And I hope it stays that way," Alejandro said, "or Spain is going to be very upset with me."

"I'm feeling very lost right now," Zaq stated. "I only understand about half of what you are saying."

I pressed my lips thin for a moment before saying, "Alejandro is mafia, Zaq. He runs Brooklyn."

"No, I figured that part out," Zaq replied quickly. "I'm confused about the whole going straight thing. Can you do that in the mafia?"

"Yes and no," Alejandro said. "My superiors don't really care how they get their money as long as they get it. If I can find legitimate ways to send them money, then I don't have to worry about them coming for me or the police arresting me." He smiled at the man at his side. "I'd rather spend my golden years with Delancy than behind bars."

I could see the appeal there.

I glanced at King. "Your husband is a doctor. Why not just use him as your on-call doctor?"

"While I am licensed to practice medicine in several states," Spencer began, "it's not always convenient for me to treat people. I can in an emergency, and have, but its hit and miss."

"So, it's not convenient for Spencer to treat people because of your line of work?" Zaq asked.

"It's a security risk for both Spencer and the patient," King explained. "Spencer is not allowed to leave the estate without at least four guards accompanying him. There are too many people out there that would try to use him to get to me."

"It's a pain in the ass to get them gowned up and sterile enough for a surgery room," Spencer added before glaring at King. "And he won't let me go anywhere without them."

King's arm tightened around the colorful man. "For good reason and you know it."

Spencer's eyes rolled again. "Maybe."

There was a story there.

I wasn't going to ask.

"What we're wanting to set up is an on-call doctor team—you and Zaq—to see to our medical needs," Jake started. "We'd set up a small clinic for you where you could treat patients that needed more extensive tests, but most of it would be house calls."

"What if someone needed surgery or intensive care?" I asked.

"The clinic would be connected to one of the local hospitals so anything that needed more intensive care could be dealt with there, but you'd still be the doctor on record."

"Our licenses haven't been approved yet," I pointed out. Granted, our state exams were only two weeks away, but we still couldn't practice medicine in the state until we had those nifty little pieces of paper.

"This all hinges on you getting your license in New York," Spencer said. "It also wouldn't hurt to get it for a few of the surrounding states as well."

Might as well, although that meant a whole lot more studying. Medical practice was pretty much the same, but each state had different regulations that needed to be followed.

It could be a real pain sometimes.

"Here's what we propose for you and Zaq." Jake handed me a black leather bound folder. "If you agree, we can get started right away. I figure it will take a couple of months to get everything set up and we may need your input on some of it. Your experience as a hospital administrator will come in handy for that."

I flipped open the folder and started reading over the proposal Jake had prepared. Zaq leaned in close so he could read along with me.

My jaw dropped when I got to the salary listed. I glanced up, staring at Jake. "A million dollars a year? Isn't that a little excessive?"

Jake's eyebrows lifted. "You're arguing about the salary?"

Well, when you put it like that... "No, not exactly, but I only made a hundred and fifty thousand a year in Texas. A million dollars seems like a lot."

"Look, Patty," Jake started. "The people you will be on-call for? Most of them are millionaires, some even billionaires. The amount of money each one of them would contributing to a fund to take care of your salary is like pocket change to them. I doubt they'd even miss it."

On the surface, the deal they were offering us was a dream. A completely decked out clinic, a million dollar salary, and not having to deal with patients all day long or hospital administrators.

"What's the catch?"

There had to be one.

Jake smiled. "The confidentiality agreement is iron clad. If you broke it, you could only wish for jail time."

"You know there would be some things that had to be reported, right?"

Jake nodded. "Anything that has to do with the medical needs of a patient as set by the state guidelines is acceptable. More than that..." Jake shook his head. "Stay away from reporters."

Zaq snorted as he sat back in his seat. "Like I want reporters in my life."

"Reporters aren't always bad," Delancy said, speaking for the first time. "I even have a few on speed dial."

"You're married to a mobster," I pointed out. "Why would you be speaking to reporters?"

Wasn't that bad for business? And his husband's ability to stay out of prison?

Delancy smirked. "Sometimes, you need a reporter to spin a wild tale, even if it's not a complete lie."

Alejandro chuckled. "Delancy is a master at taking the truth and twisting it to say what we want it to say. He doesn't lie, but he's very good at making people see what we want them to see."

When I glanced at Delancy, the man wagged his eyebrows at me.

"Alejandro gets invited to all of the social events of the season because the public sees him as a great philanthropist, strong business owner, and the grandson-in-law of the legendary businessman Delancy Matisse. Very few people actually know what he really does for a living."

After saying that and making me wonder if he was Batman, Delancy sat forward and grew serious. "There is another part of this that I want to discuss with you, a part that comes strictly from me and would be paid on a case-by-case basis."

"I'm listening."

"I belong to an organization that helps battered men and women escape their abusers. Most of them—"

I held up my hand. "Say no more. I'm in. Except for the cost of medicine, I won't charge you anything to treat them."

I'd seen enough battered men and women pass through my hospital to know there was a need out there for caring doctors that wouldn't look the other way or return the victims to their abusers. If I could help Delancy save a few of them, I was all in.

"Before you agree, you need to know that the work I do is for people that can't escape their abusers through normal channels, like say if the abuser is a police officer or something. My organization helps them escape, get the help they need, get the evidence to take their abusers to trial, and then get them set up somewhere that they can start a new life."

"There's a trust fund set up for this secret organization, Patty," Jake said. "We all contribute to it in one manner or another. Sometimes its money, sometimes its security, and sometimes its medical care. The important thing is to get these people the help they need and put their abusers behind bars."

"The other important thing is to keep it a secret," Delancy said. "Think of it as the underground railroad. No one talks about it because word cannot get out. Not everything we do is above board."

I narrowed my eyes. "Give me an example." I wouldn't make a decision or a judgment until I knew more.

"I won't name names, but we had one woman that was being abused by her cop husband. Every time she tried to report it, not only did her buddies tell him, but they sent her back to him so he could beat her up all over again."

I grit my teeth. "Tell me he's behind bars."

"Oh, he is." Delancy grinned. "And so are a few of his cop buddies."

"How?"

"I have a friend that is handy with a computer. He tapped into the police station video feed and made copies of her interview and the police calling the husband and handing her back over to him. That, along with her medical records, was enough to put them all way for a few years. She's living in Nebraska now under a different name."

"Good."

I was still in.


Chapter Twelve

~ Zaq ~

"You own a security company?" Patrick asked as he looked at Alejandro.

"I do," the man admitted with a wry grin. "Why? Do you need security?"

"We might."

Alejandro frowned and sat forward. "What's going on?"

"We might have a little trouble with Zaq's ex-fiancé, who just happens to be my brother."

Alejandro glanced from Patrick to me. "You were engaged to Patty's brother?"

I winced. "We all make mistakes."

"That's a pretty big one," Alejandro replied. "That guy is a complete ass."

"Well, he's an ass that found out where we live," Patrick stated. "He was waiting for us in the lobby when we came down to come here."

"You mean he was yelling at the security guards trying to get in," I corrected. "We told them to call the police if he continued to make a fuss, but I don't know if they will."

"They will," Jake assured me. "Security at our building is unfortunately very experienced with assholes."

I snickered at Jake's words.

"I don't know if Peter is going to continuing to make a fuss or not," Patrick stated, "but I can't shake the feeling that he is. I just don't understand why. Peter clearly didn't want to marry Zaq. He ran away from the wedding ceremony. Why show up now?"

Jake snorted. "You know why."

I sort of did.

"So, he comes all the way to New York because he feels as if he lost one of his possessions? That seems like overkill to me."

"Peter doesn't like to lose," Jake insisted. "If Zaq was at home pining for him, that was fine, but Zaq out there making a happy life for himself with you?" Jake shook his head. "Peter wouldn't be able to stand it."

I squinted at the two men as they went back and forth. "I'm a little lost here. What are you talking about?"

Patrick sighed heavily. "Peter has always felt that he was better than me except that I always did better than him. Even in high school I got better grades than he did and it drove him crazy. I think that is part of the reason my parents spoil him so much, to make up for his shortcomings."

"This all seems a little extreme," I pointed out, "even for Peter."

I was surprised when Patrick turned toward me, grabbing both of my hands. There was an earnestness in his eyes, but it was tinged with sadness, and that made me very nervous.

"What?" I asked.

"Baby, I know you don't want to hear this, and I certainly don't want to tell you, but you need to know the truth."

"What truth?"

"In Peter's mind, once you two got engaged you became his. His possession, his toy, his whatever, but you were his."

"But we broke off the engagement when he ran away from the wedding." I certainly wasn't going to stay with a guy that left me at the altar to run off with his mistress.

"For you and just about every other person on the planet, that makes sense," Alejandro said. "To Peter, you belong to him and he doesn't give up his toys for anything."

I rankled at being called a toy. "He left me at the altar to run off with his mistress."

"And I am sure he fully expected you to be waiting there for him when he came back. What he does is his business. What you do is his business. Get where I am going with this?"

I just stared at Alejandro in absolute shock. He couldn't be serious. The world didn't work that way.

"Have you ever heard the child's saying "what's mine is mine and what's yours is mine"?

I frowned, still feeling a bit confused. "Yes, but—"

"That's Peter in a nutshell."

When I turned to look at Patrick, he nodded to me. "Alejandro is right, Zaq. Peter doesn't like giving up his possessions even if he no longer wants them. You were supposed to be at home crying your eyes out because the love of your life left you at the altar. You weren't supposed to marry me and live a happy life."

My brow wrinkled as I frowned. "Why didn't you tell me this before?"

"Honestly, I didn't think of it. I don't give Peter a lot of space in my mind and haven't for years. He just doesn't matter to me anymore."

Yeah, I could understand that.

"I also didn't think he would find us, at least not this quickly."

My frown deepened, my eyebrows almost touching as they drew together. "How did he find us? Could your parents have told him where we were?"

"I never told my parents," Patrick replied. "As far as they are concerned, I am still in Texas. I didn't even change my phone number."

"Give me your brother's full name," Delancy said as he pulled out his phone and dialed a number. "Name, birth date, all of it."

"Peter Scotton, born December second, nineteen-eighty-five in Los Angeles, California. Parents are Alan and Charlotte Scotton."

"Osaka, I need a deep dive on one Peter Scotton," Delancy stated before giving him the rest of the information. "I need to know everything about him as soon as possible, especially why he is in New York. Call in Jazz if you have to."

Delancy nodded a couple of times and then hung up before looking at me and Patrick. "I should have something by tomorrow morning."

My eyebrows lifted. "Really?"

Delancy grinned. "I know people."

Oh, I bet he did.

"Do you want me to assign you a couple of bodyguards until this blows over?" Alejandro asked. "It wouldn't be a problem."

"I was kind of hoping to get someone for Zaq," Patrick said. "I'm more worried about him than I am about me. Peter sees me as insignificant. He won't bother with me. It's Zaq that he is after."

Alejandro nodded before standing. He pulled out his cell phone as he walked to the far side of the room and began speaking. He was only on the phone for a couple of minutes before he hung up and came back.

"Do you have a spare bedroom?" he asked.

"We do," Patrick replied, "but it's not furnished at the moment. Why?"

"One of my employees will be here before you leave the building. He'll need a place to sleep during his off hours."

"We can pick up some bedroom furniture on the way home," I stated. I'd hate to make the guy protecting me sleep on the floor. Seemed kind of rude.

"His name is Jackson. He's very well trained. Until further notice, he will follow Zaq everywhere, keep him safe, and report anything out of the ordinary to you and to me. If he needs backup, it's only a phone call away."

"He doesn't follow me into the bathroom, does he?" The mere thought made me shudder.

"At home, no," Alejandro stated. "In a public place, he'll check the bathroom first before you go in. Jackson is not there to stop you from doing things. He's just there to make sure you are safe while doing them."

I suppose that was a compromise of sorts. As long as no one was watching me on the toilet I could deal with anything.

It was going to weird having someone follow me around.

"Do you really think Peter is crazy enough to do something to me?" I couldn't help asking.

"Yes," came the reply from several people in the room.

"Peter doesn't like being told no, Zaq," Patrick said. "He loathes not being in control of everyone and everything. Not only have you told him no, but you're not being obedient to him. That's going to piss him off."

I groaned as I sat back in my seat, rubbing my hands over my face. "How did I not know this about him?"

I felt as if I had been blind or stupid the entire time I'd known Peter. How could I not see that he was a complete loon?

"Peter is very good at hiding that side of himself," Patrick explained. "He's been doing it his entire life. No matter what he does, no matter how bad his actions are, he's able to spin a tale for our parents that they buy hook, line, and sinker."

I grimaced as I glanced at my husband. "That had to suck for you."

Patrick shrugged. "It's one of the reasons I went to the university that I did. Peter couldn't get accepted which meant he wasn't there to fuck with me."

"Yeah, but that's still a lot of years at home having to deal with him."

"I'm not sure you remember, but I was involved in a lot of after school activities. Not only did it keep me from having to be home to deal with him, but it looked great on my university application."

I did remember. I had joined one or two of the clubs Patrick had belonged to. I wasn't ready to admit I had joined them because of Patrick, but maybe someday I'd tell him.

"I feel like an idiot," I admitted instead.

"Hey, look at it this way," Patrick said. "At least you didn't marry him."

There was that.

We all went silent when Delancy's cell phone rang. He quickly answered it, but then looked at me.

"What?"

"Give me your cell phone," Delancy demanded as he held out his hand.

I frowned, but did as the man said. I thought he was going to look through it or something, but instead he held it out to Jake and said, "Midnight protocol."

Jake immediately got up and walked over to his desk. He opened one off the drawers and pulled a black metal box out. When he brought it over, Delancy placed my cell phone inside and Jake closed the lid.

"Fred," Jake ordered, "take this to Norris and have him look it over."

"Yes, sir."

I waited until Fred left the room before looking back at Delancy. "Is there a reason my cell phone has been taken away from me?"

"That's how Peter knows where you are," Delancy explained. "There's a tracking app on it. He can track you anywhere in the world."

I shivered at the cold chill that ran down my spine. "Peter is tracking me on my own phone?"

"My guys hacked Peter's phone and found the application for it. It looks like it's been installed for about a year."

"That's exactly the amount of time Peter and I have been dating." Well, sort of dating. Peter always complained whenever I wanted to go out in public. He always wanted to stay home.

Now, I knew why.

I turned narrowed eyes on Patrick. "You'd take me out in public on a date, right?"

Patrick's eyebrows snapped together. "Why wouldn't I?"

I shook my head. "Another Peter thing."

Patrick snorted. "Let me guess. He didn't want to be seen with you in public?"

"No, going out in public was fine, but not on a date. If we did go out in public, I wasn't allowed to touch him or be overly familiar with him. Peter always said he was worried about someone hassling us because we were two men. He preferred to date at my place."

Patrick growled as he grabbed me and yanked me close. "I don't care about other people hassling us. You're my husband and I am damn proud of that fact. If they don't like it, fuck them. I never asked them to look anyway."

Oh, good answer.

"Did you ever go to Peter's house for one of your little dates?" Delancy asked.

"No." I shook my head. "Peter had a really small apartment. He said he liked spending time at my place."

"Peter is a lying sack of shit." Delancy snorted as he turned his cell phone toward me. "This is where Peter currently lives."

I was shocked to see a picture of a fairly nice condo.

Delancy swiped his finger across the screen and a picture of Peter walking with a blonde haired woman appeared. "And this is his current roommate. She's been living with him for the past three years."

"Roommate, my ass. I've got pictures of the two of them in bed together." I pointed to the picture. "That's Peter's mistress."

And I was an idiot.


Chapter Thirteen

~ Patrick ~

Our meeting had gone far longer than any of us had expected and Zaq and I were pretty much wobbling by the time Jake's car let us off in front of our building.

When we walked inside, I made a quick check to make sure Peter wasn't there and then led Jackson over to the security desk to get him checked in. He'd need access to everything we had access to.

It was weird having someone follow us around, but if it kept Zaq safe, I was all for it. Besides, Jackson seemed like a nice enough guy, even if he was built like a linebacker.

The check-in process for Jackson was a little easier, maybe because they were all security in one form or another and understood each other and their job responsibilities. And maybe because of the other people that lived in the building. These guys were experienced with this type of thing.

Maybe both.

I didn't care as long as it was done and we could head up to our condo. Luckily, Jake had arranged for some furniture to be put in our spare bedroom so we didn't have to buy anything.

"What did you think of their proposal?" I asked as we rode up in the elevator. With everything else going on, Zaq and I hadn't had time to talk about it.

"I like the idea, and the money would certainly be nice." He smiled as he glanced up at me. "I like the idea of being able to work with you."

"But?"

I felt like there was a but.

"Is it really feasible? I mean, who exactly would be our patients and would there be enough of them to keep us busy?"

That was a good question.

"Why don't we write down any questions we may have and ask Jake tomorrow?"

Zaq nodded. "Probably a good idea. I'm sure he's headed to bed here pretty soon if he isn't there already in it."

"We should think of doing the same."

Thank god Jake had treated us to dinner before we headed home. It would have been nice to be able to go out with King and Alejandro and their husbands, but apparently it wasn't a good idea unless it was a private home or some club owned by another mobster boss.

I wasn't sure we'd ever be visiting that club.

When the elevator reached our floor, Jackson stepped out first and then nodded to us. We walked down the hallway until we reached our condo. Once I unlocked it, Jackson went in to check the place over.

That was weird.

It was going to take some time to get used to having a bodyguard. Hopefully, Jackson wouldn't be here that long. As nice as he seemed, I didn't want Zaq in danger enough to need a bodyguard long term.

Once Jackson gave us the all clear, Zaq and I walked into the condo. Jackson closed and locked the door. "You need a better security system. You should talk to Mr. Díaz about it. His company has a really good high end system."

"I'll give him a call tomorrow," I assured Jackson. "In the meantime, let me show you to the guestroom."

"I'm going to head to bed," Zaq stated.

I pressed a kiss to his forehead. "I'll be there in just a moment."

As Zaq walked away, I led Jackson down the hallway to the guest bedroom. "Hopefully, you won't need it very long, but it's yours as long as you are here so make yourself comfortable. There's food in the kitchen if you get hungry."

"Thank you, Mr. Scotton."

"Zaq and I are going to turn in now. I don't think we have any plans to go anywhere tomorrow so it should be an easy day for you."

"Yes, sir."

I left Jackson in the spare room and made my way to the bedroom I shared with Zaq. When I walked in, he was sprawled across the bed, just lying there with his eyes closed.

"Zaq?" I walked closer and leaned over the top of him, planting my hands on the mattress on either side of his head. "You okay?"

"Patrick," Zaq whispered as he grabbed my shirt, pulling me down on top of him. His eyes opened and he stared up at me with an intensity that made a fire ignite in my gut.

I leaned down and brushed my nose along the side of Zaq's temple. "What do you need, baby?"

As if I didn't already know.

I didn't give Zaq time to say anything else. I knew what he needed, what we both needed. I pulled Zaq close and covered his mouth with my own. Zaq melted against me, groaning as he opened his mouth to my exploration.

My calm was shattered by the hunger welling up inside of me as I explored Zaq's mouth. The hard length pressed against me told me that Zaq desired me just as much as I desired him.

I couldn't be more thrilled at the prospect.

Zaq groaned, his hands tightening on my arms. I felt a low rumble build in my chest. I moved to cover the man's body with my own. I looked down into Zaq's beautiful brown eyes.

I was nearly overcome with the knowledge that I held him in my arms and that Zaq was there willingly. My brother was an idiot for not cherishing Zaq as he deserved.

His loss, my gain.

"I need you, Zaq," I whispered as I rubbed my finger over his lips. I growled low in my throat when Zaq's tongue poked out to lick at my finger. I rubbed against Zaq's tongue with my finger before sinking it into his mouth.

I inhaled sharply when Zaq's lips closed around my finger and the man began sucking on it. Each draw of Zaq's mouth felt like it was mirrored on my cock. I had no doubt Zaq could get me to come just by sucking on my finger. I'd probably pass out from ecstasy if Zaq sucked on my cock.

"Patrick," Zaq whispered.

When his eyes rose up to meet mine, I knew I was lost. I pulled Zaq's clothes off, tearing them away. I needed to feel Zaq's body beneath my hands. I needed to feel my body pressing down on his.

I just plain needed.

My lips followed my hands. I kissed each inch of naked skin I bared until Zaq writhed under me, small pants and moans falling from his lush lips. And Zaq had the fullest lips I'd ever seen.

"P-Patrick," Zaq moaned beneath me.

I immediately leaned down to take one brown-hued nipple into my mouth. Zaq cried out and arched up into me. I moved my mouth across Zaq's chest to the other nipple, finding it already pert and stiff. I growled and latched onto the hard little nub.

"Patrick, please, I need you now."

The sound of Zaq's pleading spiraled through me like a tornado. Refusing to release the nipple in my mouth, I reached down and pulled the rest of Zaq's clothing from his body.

I almost growled in protest when I had to let go of Zaq's taut nipple to get his shirt over his head, but the feeling of Zaq's naked body pressing against mine more than made up for it.

I quickly stripped away my own clothes then hunched over Zaq's body. I grabbed him by the hips and pulled the man's body up to mine until our cocks pressed together. Zaq's legs surrounded me, wrapping naturally around my waist as if they had been there a hundred times.

"Zaq." The dazed, wide-eyed look Zaq gave me filled me with joy. I stroked my hand down his side, my eyes following, eating up every inch of naked flesh I could see.

Once he was naked, I leaned down over Zaq and claimed his lips again. I was mildly surprised at how eagerly Zaq surrendered to the kiss, just not enough to stop. I wrapped one hand around the side of his head, anchoring the man where I wanted him.

I stroked the other hand gently down Zaq's side and hip. I couldn't get over how soft Zaq’s skin always felt or how wonderful it felt to just touch him. I shuddered slightly, overcome by the mere feeling of Zaq's body pressed against mine.

I licked purposefully at Zaq's upper lip then delved inside to explore. I felt Zaq pressed closer, unconsciously moving against me as if seeking more contact. Gripping Zaq's hair tightly, I kissed and licked Zaq's lush lips, devouring them. I would have climbed inside Zaq's warm body if I could have.

As it was, I knew if I didn't get my cock in the man soon I might pass out. My blood was pounding through my body so fast I already felt lightheaded. My body tingled every time it brushed against Zaq's.

I hissed and jerked back when Zaq bit my lips. The small nip didn't break the skin, but I almost wished it had. The smoky look of desire burning in Zaq's eyes seared right through me.

"Lube," I said as I reached over to the nightstand. "We need lube and a condom." Maybe one of these days we'd get tested and go without, but I wasn't going to deny either of us this bliss until we did.

I grabbed the lube and a condom. After tearing the condom package open, I swiftly rolled it down my aching cock.

I quickly spread lube over my fingers and my cock and then reached down between us and stroked my fingers over Zaq's tight puckered hole. I pressed in with my fingers, inserting one into Zaq's tight hole. The joy I felt when Zaq's body sucked my finger right in knew no bounds.

He was made for me.

I couldn't wait to feel Zaq's tight body wrapped around my cock. I pushed in with another finger, scissoring them back and forth, readying Zaq's body to be claimed. Zaq pushed back when I added a third finger. His whole body moved, his legs spreading wide. Zaq looked wanton to me, desire incarnate.

He looked perfect, and he was all mine.

"P-Please," Zaq stuttered, his head thrashing around.

I pulled my fingers from Zaq's body. Grabbing Zaq's legs, I lifted them into the air and spread them wide, baring the man's stretched hole to my hungry gaze.

Scooting forward, I watched the head of my cock press against the small, puckered entrance. My hands tightened around Zaq's legs as I slowly pushed into him. The sight of my cock sinking into Zaq's body was astonishing. I pushed in until my entire cock was buried in Zaq's body.

Zaq stilled.

I stilled.

I glanced up at Zaq to find dazed eyes staring back at me. Zaq seemed to be holding his breath as if he waited for something. I started thrusting, my cock moving quickly in and out of Zaq's body. I couldn't believe how tight Zaq's body felt, how wonderful the silken heat gripped me.

I was overwhelmed with the sensations shooting through my body. I leaned down close to Zaq, bracing myself on my arms as I stared him straight in the eyes.

"I'm going to come in your hot, tight, little ass, Zaq. I'm going to mark you inside and out so that everyone knows you belong to me."

Zaq blinked, his mouth falling open.

My grin was feral as I pulled back until just the head of my cock remained inside of Zaq's body, and then I thrust forward with all the desire I felt coursing through my body.

"Patrick," Zaq gasped.

"Do it, baby," I growled. "Come for me."

Zaq cried out, his head pressing back into the blanket beneath him. His body arched up into me and went tense as the space between us was filled with his hot seed. Zaq's hands grasped desperately for purchase, finding it on my body, wrapping around my shoulders.

One more hard thrust and I erupted, filling the condom with my release. I lifted my head to look down. Zaq's face looked serene, an easy smile spread across the man's lips. His eyelids fluttered as if he wasn't quite conscious.

As my breathing slowly returned to normal, I gently stroked the side of Zaq's face with my fingers. My heart pounded with joy, amazement, and just a hint of wonder at what I held in my arms.


Chapter Fourteen

~ Zaq ~

I woke up with a smile on my face and aches in places that reminded me that I'd had a very good night. I turned my head to look at the man sleeping next to me. Patrick had a peaceful look on his face, a half smile curving his lips. Stubble sprinkled his firm square jaw and there was a red patch just below his jaw line.

I smiled with pride at the mark I'd left on him. This was a good sight to wake up to and I was the lucky bastard that got to wake up to it for the rest of my life.

It still rankled me a little bit that I had been so blind to Peter's faults, but maybe I had to go through the bad to appreciate the good. Patrick was the good. He was definitely better than his brother.

I reached out and stroked my finger along the hairline near Patrick's ear. His skin was surprisingly soft for a man.

Patrick smiled as he opened his eyes. "Good morning."

"Hey," I replied with a smile. "Did you sleep okay?"

"I did. You?"

I nodded.

"How long have you been up?" Patrick asked.

"Just a few minutes." I scooted closer so I could notch my head under Patrick's chin. "I was waiting for you to wake up."

"Yeah?" Patrick's arms wrapped around me in a warm hug. "You want to snuggle some more or are you ready to get up?"

"I have to decide?"

It was a tough choice.

I felt Patrick's deep chuckle right down to the bone.

"We should probably get up and get some breakfast."

I tilted my head back so I could see his face. "Maybe we can grab something and eat it in the park?"

"I like that idea," Patrick said before rolling us over until he was on top of me. "But first, I want my morning kiss."

So what if we didn't get out of bed for another hour? At least we had happy and sated smiles on our faces as we left the bedroom.

"Jackson, your work is just about to get a little harder," Patrick said when we saw the man. "We're grabbing breakfast to eat in the park."

Jackson grimaced. "Yes, sir."

He pulled out his cell phone as he walked toward the front door. I didn't know who he was calling, but at least the guy didn't argue with us.

I grabbed the hand Patrick held out to me and then walked with him out of the condo, Jackson following us like a silent shadow. It was a little eerie how well he blended in to the walls. It probably made him a great bodyguard, though.

We were lucky this time when we reached the lobby.

No Peter.

Outside, we walked down the street to a little bakery and cafe we had found on our second day in New York. Not only did they make great coffee, but they had pastries to go with it. I could quickly become addicted to this place if I wasn't careful.

Patrick put in our order when we reached the place before glancing at Jackson. "Do you want anything?"

"No, sir, but thank you for asking."

I was starting to wonder if Jackson had any expressions at all. He always looked so stone faced. He didn't frown. He didn't smile. His eyebrows didn't even move.

It was weird.

After getting our order, Patrick and I made our way across the street to the park and then started down the cement pathway that wound through the lush grass and trees.

"I like living this close to the park," I told Patrick. "I can't wait for winter when everything is covered in snow."

"You like snow, baby?"

I nodded enthusiastically. "Los Angeles doesn't get a lot of snow. The most I saw was when I went to Lake Tahoe for some skiing."

"Texas doesn't get much snow either, at least not the area I was in." Patrick had his coffee in one hand so he looped his other arm through mine. "I'd enjoy walking in the snow with you."

I smiled up at Patrick. "Then it's a date."

We walked a little more until we reached one of the many benches that lined the walking path. Patrick gestured to it. "Let's sit here and finish our breakfast."

While Patrick and I sat on the wooden bench, Jackson took up a position behind us, leaning up against a tree. Once again I was amazed at how well he blended in to our surroundings. If I hadn't watched him walk to that tree and lean against it, I doubt I would have known he was there.

"Have you given Jake's proposal any more thought?" Patrick asked.

"Some," I replied. "What are your thought on it?"

"Well, I have a small list of questions to ask him. If he can give me satisfactory answers, I'm interested in doing it, but I won't do it without you."

I nodded. "I agree. It's either both of us or neither of us."

"I like the idea of working with you."

"I do, too," I replied. "And I like Jake's proposal. As much as I like being a nurse, working in a hospital can get stressful. The hours suck and the pay is dismal. I don't know exactly how it is for doctors, but nurses do not get the respect they deserve. It's even worse for a male nurse. Everyone is so judgmental."

I'd even had patients refuse to be treated by me because they automatically assumed I was gay—which I was—and thought they could catch the gay "gene" by being touched by me.

It was stupid.

Patrick took a sip of his coffee and then looked out over the large expanse of green grass in front of us. "I definitely like the idea of us working together. I do think there will be periods where we have a lot of free time on our hands and other times when we'll work until we drop. We'd need to find a middle ground for that."

"I was thinking about that, too," I admitted. "The first few months of getting this started is going to be pretty crazy, but after that what if we volunteered at one of those free clinics?"

Patrick's eyebrows lifted as a smile began to spread across his face. "That's a great idea."

"We'd have to let whoever was in charge know that we'd need to be able to leave if we got a phone call, though. Patients in the on-call program would have to come first."

"That makes sense," Patrick agreed. "I'm sure they'd agree if they got a doctor and a nurse to volunteer their time. Free clinics are totally understaffed and have very low budgets. Any help they can get is a godsend."

"I agree. It's—"

"Zaq!"

"Oh god," I groaned when I heard someone shout my name. When I glanced around, I spotted Peter hurrying in our direction at a fast pace. He wasn't running, because he never did that, but he was walking quite swiftly.

"Zaq," he said when he reached us, "I've been looking for you everywhere." He reached down and grabbed my wrist, yanking me to my feet. "Let's go."

I tried to jerk my wrist free, but Peter just tightened his grip. "Let me go!"

"No, you're coming home with me."

"The hell I am." I pulled at my wrist at the same time as I kicked Peter in the shins. The moment I felt his grip loosen, I jerked harder and then darted away from him, moving quickly to stand behind Patrick.

I pulled Patrick's cell phone out of his pants pocket and hit the record button. I saw Jackson moving up out of the corner of my eye as and gave him a small shake of the head. We needed to deal with this Peter situation now before he tried something worse.

"Peter," I started, "I don't want to have anything to do with you. We are no longer engaged, dating, or even friends. Just go away and leave me alone."

Peter's face turned red. "You are my fiancé. You are coming home with me so that we can get married."

"Zaq is already married." Patrick stated. "Why don't you marry that blonde you've been living with for the last three years instead?"

"You're lying!" Peter was so enraged I actually thought he might stomp his foot. "Zaq can't be married. He's my fiancé."

"No, I am not," I snapped, growing tired of Peter's tirade. "We were engaged until you left me at the altar to run off to Hawaii with your girlfriend. That ended our engagement. It ended us having anything to do with each other. I never want to see you again."

"You love me, Zaq, I know you do and I'm not giving up until you're mine."

I narrowed my eyes at the man. "Is that a threat, Peter? You could go to prison for threatening someone like this."

"Shut up!" Peter snarled as he clenched his hands. "You don't know what you're talking about so keep your mouth shut."

My eyebrows lifted in surprise at the vehemence in Peter's tone. He had never spoken to me in such a violent way. No one had ever spoken to me in this manner. What he was saying made no sense.

Had Peter become unhinged?

I took a closer step to Patrick, worried about what Peter might do. He had been the cause of us ending our engagement. Why was he so pissed now? It's like he had totally forgotten about the blonde woman he lived with. I certainly hadn't.

Did she even know about me? I mean, I knew she knew about me because she had sent those pictures, but did she really know who I was? Did she even know that I was a man or did she think I was some floozy trying to gain Peter's attention?

Yeah, that was gross.

"Does your girlfriend know you're trying to marry a guy?"

Had to ask.

"She has nothing to do with this," Peter insisted.

"She has everything to do with this," I shouted back, anger igniting a ball of fury in my gut. "You left me at the altar to take her on the honeymoon I planned for us, the honeymoon I paid for. How is she not involved?"

"She doesn't matter."

Peter suddenly dropped to his knees. He fumbled for a moment before pulling a black velvet box out of his pocket. When he popped the lid open, I recognized the engagement ring I had left with Peter's parents when I married Patrick.

"Look, Zaq," Peter said. "I have your ring right here, the one you picked out when we went ring shopping."

I squinted at the man. "Are you may be confusing me with your girlfriend? We never went ring shopping."

I would have remembered.

"No, no, this is your ring." Peter held it up closer to me as if I didn't recognize it. Was he not getting the other part of what I said?

"Yes, Peter, I recognize that ring as the one I returned to your parents when our engagement ended. It's the same ring you picked out one your own and gave to me when you proposed. You remember? You tossed it to me and said "Hey, let's get married. Our parents arranged everything". Remember that?"

Worst marriage proposal on earth.

"Get this through your head, Peter. I don't love you. I never loved you. I was going to marry you because that's what our parents wanted. Not for any other reason."

"No." Peter started shaking his head. "You love me. I know you do."

"I love Patrick."

I felt Patrick jerk next to me as if he hadn't been expecting me to say that, but it was true. I'd been happier with him in the last couple of months than I ever had with Peter. Patrick was who I wanted to spend my life with.

The decision was an easy one to make.

"No!" Peter shouted as he jumped to his feet, pulled something silver out of his pocket, and lunged at me. "You're mine!"

I cried out as Patrick grabbed me and spun me out of Peter's grasp. Out of the corner of my eye I saw two flashes of black and then there was a lot of screaming.

By the time Patrick set me on my feet, we were several steps away. Jackson stood between us and the screaming man pinned to the ground by two men dressed in black. A knife lay on the ground right in front of Peter.

"Holy shit!" Patrick gasped before turning to me and starting to pat me down. "He didn't get you, did he?"

I aimlessly shook my head, unable to take my eyes off of Peter. "He tried to kill me," I whispered. "He really tried to kill me." Of all the things Peter could have done, that was not one I had expected.

"Jackson, call the police," Patrick ordered.

"They are already on their way, sir."

Patrick gave me an intense look. "Are you okay?"

"I'm not hurt, but..." I shook my head. I wasn't physically hurt, and I certainly wasn't emotionally hurt. I was freaked out because someone had literally just tried to take my life.

Anyone would be freaked out.


Chapter Fifteen

~ Patrick ~

Saying I wasn't freaked out would be the biggest lie in history. I was plenty freaked out. I was also shocked that my brother had done something so heinous.

But mostly, I was pissed.

As soon as the guards pulled him to his feet I stepped over and grabbed him by his shirt. "I can't believe you tried to kill Zaq, Peter," I snapped at him. "Are you insane?"

He had to be.

"He's mine!" Peter yelled. "You can't have him."

Probably wasn't a good idea right now to mention I'd already had Zaq, several times.

"He's not a toy, Peter. He's a human being. He doesn't belong to you if he doesn't want to be yours. Can't you get that through your thick head?"

"He was mine first," Peter sneered. "He'll always be mine."

My head snapped around when Zaq snorted. Considering the volatile nature of the situation, I didn't expect that out of him.

"We've kissed a couple of times, Peter. That's it. I was never yours. You wanted to wait for marriage, remember?" Zaq stepped up to my side and looped his arm through mine, smiling up at me. "Unlike Patrick, who is my legal husband. He's had me many, many times, and he doesn't just kiss me."

I tucked my lips in and pressed them together when I heard one of the bodyguards snicker. I wasn't going to mention it, but if Zaq did I would fully support him. Maybe Peter would get a clue this time.

I let go of my brother's shirt and stepped back from him, taking Zaq with me. I sighed sadly as I looked at my brother once again. "You fucked up big time, Peter. Mom and Dad aren't going to be able to gloss this over for you. This time, you are going to have to take responsibility for your actions."

I wasn't sure how much time he'd do for stalking and attempted murder, but I knew Miles and Joe could help me make sure the charges stuck. I was done with letting my brother get away with everything.

"Your golden life is over, Peter. You're going to jail this time."

Peter sneered at me, a look I had seen many times. "You can't put me in jail. I'm your brother."

"Uh, yeah, I can, and I am. You tried to kill my husband, the man I love. I don't consider you my brother anymore."

It hurt to say those words, but they were the truth. I'd take Zaq over Peter any day of the week. Peter had never really been a brother to me anyway. He'd always just been a bully.

The police arrived before I could say anything more, but that didn't matter. I was pretty much done talking to Peter anyway. It wasn't like he was going to hear my words no matter how loudly I yelled them or how many times I said them.

He still thought he was invincible.

Peter was hauled away while an officer took our statement. My eyebrows shot up when Zaq produced a voice recording on my cell phone of everything that had been said. That had been pretty smart of him.

Before the officer could take the cell phone, I had him send me a copy of the recording. I wanted to make sure that it wouldn't get lost.

The sun was just starting to set by the time we began making our way back toward our condo. I glanced behind me at Jackson, who was walking just a few steps behind me.

"Did those other bodyguards work for the same company as you do?"

"Yes, sir," Jackson replied. "I called them in when you said you wanted to go to the park. I figured if Mr. Scotton wanted to confront you, that would be the most likely place he would do it since there weren't a lot of people around. If he hadn't confronted you, you never would have seen them."

Interesting.

"Thank you." Jackson calling in a couple of more bodyguards probably saved our lives tonight. I'd definitely be calling Alejandro and giving this guy a good review.

"It's no problem, Mr. Scotton." Jackson gave me a curt nod. "This is what I am trained to do."

"Hopefully, we'll only need you for a little longer," I told him. "I just want to make sure that Peter goes away for a very long time before I let my guard down."

"Probably best, sir."

The rest of the way home was fairly silent. Zaq's brow was creased as if he was thinking hard about something, but he didn't say a word. I figured he'd talk to me when he was ready.

I was worried that today's activities might have hit him harder than I first thought. It was unsettling to think today could have been his last day on earth if those guards hadn't stepped in. Zaq was probably thinking the same thing.

I needed some serious cuddle time to get over this.

Once we reached our condo I sent Zaq to take a shower and then headed for the office. I had a couple of phone calls to make. My first one was to get some expert legal advice.

"Hey, Joe, it's Patty. I'm sorry to bother you right now, but we've had a bit of a situation here and I need your input."

"Lay it on me."

I carefully explained everything that had occurred tonight, especially the fact that Peter had pulled a knife and tried to stab Zaq. I even sent him a copy of the recording Zaq had made.

"My first piece of advice is to file for a restraining order first thing in the morning. If Peter gets out on bail, I doubt it would stop him from trying something again, but it's always good to have a paper trail."

"Can you help me with that?"

"I'll send this recording to Miles and get him to file for one first thing," Joe replied. "He's more experienced with this type of thing than I am."

That was a great relief. "Thank you."

"How's Zaq holding up?"

I grimaced as I thought about how pale Zaq had been right after Peter had been taken down. "Not well."

"What about you?" Joe asked.

I blew out a heavy breath of air and tilted my head back to stare up at the ceiling. "He tried to kill Zaq, man. There's no coming back from that."

"I get it," Joe said. "Back when we were having issues with Jayce's parent's someone tried to shoot him. Got his bodyguard instead. Kato was wearing a bullet proof vest so he wasn't badly injured, but the mere thought of someone trying to kill Jayce still took about ten years off my life."

He did get it. I knew that.

"Peter has done a lot of rotten things in his life, but I never imagined he'd try to kill Zaq."

"I'll be honest with you here, Patty," Joe said. "I'm not sure Peter has all his oars in the water. Some of the things he's done are pretty far out there."

I stilled, frozen in my chair. "You think Peter is insane?"

"Don't take this the wrong way, but maybe."

My heart skipped a beat. "Is there any way to prove that?"

"We could request a psychological evaluation. It's up to the police and the prosecutor whether they choose to do it or not."

"Can you ask Miles to do that when he goes down to the courthouse to get the restraining order?" I asked. "I want to do everything we can to keep Peter behind bars as long as possible."

I dropped my head down, running my hand through my hair. "You didn't see him tonight, Joe. He was obsessed with getting Zaq to go back with him. He kept saying Zaq belonged to him even when Zaq denied it. He refused to believe Zaq didn't love him. He was almost fanatical about it."

"I'll forward that recording to Miles and have him take a listen. He might be able to pinpoint something in it that will convince the prosecutor to do the psychological evaluation."

"I'll take any help that I can get."

"I'll give Miles a call then."

"Thanks, Joe."

"I'm glad things weren't worse, Patty."

I sighed heavily. "Yeah, me, too."

I still couldn't get the image of Peter lunging at Zaq with a knife in his hand out of my head. It was by far the most terrifying thing I had ever witnessed. If I hadn't gotten Zaq out of the way in time he could have easily died.

I hung up with Joe and called Alejandro. "Hey, it's Patty. You got a minute?"

"Sure."

"I just wanted to thank you for sending Jackson to us. He and a couple of your other bodyguards saved our lives tonight."

"So I heard," Alejandro replied. "Jackson called and gave me the report."

I figured he would.

"I don't know much about the security business, but you seemed to have it handled well. Jackson knows what he's doing. If he hadn't figured out that Peter would try and confront us in the park and requested a couple of my bodyguards, I might not be talking to you now. Peter really went off the rails."

"As long as you two are okay, that's all that matters."

"I think we both need some cuddle time, but physically we're okay." I'd be even better if Peter did some significant time behind bars, but I wasn't holding my breath that that would happen.

Justice could be fickle.

"I'll give you a call if there are any more problems, but I'm probably going to need Jackson for a few more days. Just so you're aware. I don't want to let my guard down until I am sure Peter is going to stay behind bars."

"Probably best," Alejandro replied. "You can have Jackson for as long as you need him."

"Thanks, Alejandro."

I felt a little better after hanging up with the man, but not by much. I don't think I'd feel completely better until I knew there were no more threats to Zaq's life.

I knew there were probably a couple of other people that I should have called, but I wanted to get to Zaq more than I wanted to talk to people. I could call them tomorrow when my brain wasn't fried and the terror was gone from my heart.

My cell phone rang before I could get up from my desk. I huffed as I glanced at the screen and then swiped my finger across it and held it to my ear.

"Hey, Jake, what's up?"

"Norris just got done going over Zaq's phone so I thought I'd call and tell you what he found."

Damn.

"I'm listening."

"There was an app installed on it called "Lover's Locke", which is essentially an app people use to catch their cheating spouses. Not only does it give the location of the cheater, but it allows whoever controls the app to see anything they do like phone calls, messages, and pictures. It even shows what they search for on the internet."

That explained a lot.

"The big thing about this program is that it is a hidden app. Once it goes on a certain phone, it's invisible to the user. You can only find it by going into the interworking of the phone."

"Fuck." I thrust my hand through my hair, tugging at the ends. "Can you get Dr. Teller to write out a report about this and then get it to Miles? Joe is going to see if he will go down in the morning to get a restraining order against Peter in the morning."

"You're getting a restraining order?"

"Today was a total shit-show, Jake." It took me a few minutes to explain to Jake everything that had happened when we went to the park. By the time I was done, Jake was swearing right along with me.

"I'll get all of this to Miles as before he heads to court in the morning. You might want to think about getting Zaq a new phone. He's not going to be able to use his for awhile. Besides, with a new phone, you'd know the app wasn't on there."

"You're probably right," I said. I just hated the fact that that was one more thing Peter had taken from Zaq.

"For now, we need to leave this app on Zaq's phone. The police might want it as evidence in their investigation."

I hadn't thought of that.

"Thanks, Jake."

"We'll get him, Patty. He won't have a chance to go after Zaq again."

I prayed Jake was right.

"Joe is forwarding everything to Miles," I said. "Can you do the same? Maybe fill him in on what happened? I need to go check on Zaq."

"Yes, of course," Jake replied. "Taking care of Zaq is more important. Just don't forget to take care of yourself as well. You need to keep it together so you can be there for him. This is probably going to hit him pretty hard in a few hours."

Oh, I had no doubt.

"Give me a call tomorrow when you get up," Jake ordered. "We'll see where things stand and what we need to do to keep Peter from seeing daylight outside of prison again."

"I appreciate it, Jake."

I realized after I hung up with Jake that I felt a little better once again. With each phone call I made to my frat brothers, I felt better. Maybe it was their unwavering support and willingness to do whatever it took to help me? Maybe it was the knowledge that I wasn't alone in this fight?

Whatever it was, I was grateful for it.


Chapter Sixteen

~ Zaq ~

"Zaq, are you okay?"

I glanced up, not realizing Patrick had come into the room until he said something. "What?"

There was a glimmer of concern in Patrick's dark brown eyes as he knelt down in front of me. "Are you okay, baby? You're just sitting here on the side of the bed. I thought you were going to take a shower."

My brow furrowed as I frowned. "Did you mean it?"

Patrick's frown was deeper than mine, his eyebrows drawing down over his eyes. "Did I mean what?"

"You told Peter that you loved me."

Patrick's sudden smile wasn't nearly as surprising as the soft flush that filled his cheeks. "Yeah, I meant it. I've loved you for a long time."

My heart thudded heavily. "How long?"

"October eighth, two thousand and five."

I blinked at Patrick. "What?"

"It was a Friday." Patrick brushed the hair back from my face. "It was a varsity football game. It was the end of the third quarter and we had home field advantage, but the opposing team had us down by fourteen points. I was waiting to go out onto the field when I looked up into the stands and there you were." Patrick's smile was almost wistful. "The most beautiful boy I had ever seen in my life."

"Me?" I asked almost breathlessly.

"I stood there like a dummy and just stared at you. You had a couple of friends with you and you were smiling at them. I was so jealous. I wanted you to smile at me. When we took the field again, I played the hardest game of my life. I wanted to win and win big so that you'd see me and maybe give me a smile."

"Did you win?" I whispered.

Patrick grinned. "Thirty-one to seventeen."

I really felt bad that I had no memory of this game. "Did I smile at you?"

Patrick's grin grew wider. "You did and that's when I knew I'd love you for the rest of my life."

Tears sprouted up in my eyes. "Oh, Patrick."

I wish I could say that I remembered that day, but I didn't. I remembered Patrick from high school, but he had been a couple of grades ahead of me. He was like an untouchable godlike idol that I had fantasized about in my dreams.

"I started following you around campus between classes. I even bribed one of the records clerks to give me your class schedule so I'd know where to hang out so that I could see you."

"You didn't," I gasped.

"I did." Patrick chuckled. "My friends all thought I was crazy for fawning over a high school freshman, but once I found you I didn't see anyone else. You were all I wanted."

"You were a junior, weren't you?"

Patrick's eyebrows lifted. "You knew that I was a junior when you were a freshman?"

My cheeks suddenly felt very hot. Feeling a little bit embarrassed, I dropped my gaze down to my lap. "I might have watched you, too."

"Really?" Pure doubt laced Patrick's voice. "I didn't think you even knew who I was."

"Seriously?" There was just as much doubt in my voice. "You played on the football team and you ran track. You were president of the chess club, the math club, and the debate team. You were on the honor roll. How could I not know who you were?"

"You knew all that about me?"

My cheeks still blazing, I nodded.

"If I'd known that, maybe I would have gotten up the courage to actually say something to you in person instead of sending you a bunch of stupid love letters."

My jaw dropped.

"Although, if you liked me, too, why did you never reply to any of the letters I sent you?"

"You sent me a love letter?"

"Several." Patrick's brow flickered. "Did you not get them? I stuck them in your locker."

"I didn't..." I sucked in a sharp breath. "Did you sign them with your initials?"

Patrick nodded.

I jumped and pushed past Patrick and ran out of the bedroom. I heard Patrick call out to me, but I had one goal in mind. When I reached the spare bedroom, I knocked because Jackson was currently using it.

When he opened the door, I gave him a weak smile. "I need to get a box out of the closet."

"Of course." Jackson stepped back so I could enter.

I hurried over to the closet and pulled the double doors open. It wasn't a large closet, but we had a lot of boxes stacked in there, stuff we hadn't unpacked yet.

I looked around until I found the box I was after. I had to move a couple of boxes to get to it. I grabbed the box and carried it immediately out of the spare bedroom.

Patrick was just starting down the hallway when I walked out. He frowned when he saw the box. "Zaq?"

"Come with me."

Patrick didn't say another word as he followed me to the dining room. I set the box on the table and opened it up. I started pulling stuff out until I reached the small silver tin that I'd placed in there when I was packing up my old apartment.

I set the tin on the table and pulled the lid off. I pushed the tin toward Patrick. "Are these the love letters you sent me?"

Patrick took the letters and started looking through them. After a few minutes, he looked up at me in wonder. "You kept them?"

I grabbed one of the letters, pointing to the initials at the bottom. "Is this you?"

Patrick nodded.

"That son-of-a-bitch!" I dropped the letters and then sat down in one of the dining chairs. "I can't believe he lied to me."

"What are you talking about, Zaq?" Patrick asked. "Who lied to you?"

"Peter!" I snapped, and then felt guilty when Patrick winced. I sighed heavily and lowered my tone. "This is a box of stuff that I had intended to leave for Peter when I moved, stuff he had either given me or left at my apartment, but I never got around to it. I always thought once we got settled I'd mail it to him. I didn't want to give him any reason to come after me, especially him saying I kept his stuff."

Patrick snorted. "He would have felt totally justified in doing something like that."

That had been my thought as well.

I picked up a couple of the letters and stared at them. "I never knew in high school who had sent these, but I kept them anyway. It was the only thing like this that I had ever received and it felt nice to know someone wanted me, even if I didn't know who that someone was."

Patrick laid his hand over one of mine, giving it a gentle squeeze. "I wanted you."

I wish I'd known that then.

"Peter and I had been dating for about two months when he was over at my house one night. I had been going through some stuff and Peter saw this tin. He laughed and told me he couldn't believe I had saved the old love letters he'd sent me."

"Peter said he sent them to you?"

I nodded. "The initials were the same. I had no reason not to believe him." Tears sprouted to my eyes again. "If you hadn't said anything, I never would have known."

I wasn't sure what I was expecting, but it wasn't for Patrick to get up and place everything back into the box except the tin of letters. He closed the lid, carried the box over and set it near the front door, and then came back to place all the letters back into the tin, put the lid on it, and then hold his hand out to me.

"Come with me."

I took Patrick's hand and then followed after him as he led me back to our bedroom. He sat down on the side of the bed and then pulled me down next to him.

There was an odd little smile on his face when he opened the tin and started pulling letters out, one by one. "I started writing these to you a week after I saw you at that football game."

"One a week for the whole school year," I whispered, still in a little bit of awe that these letters came from the man I was now married to. "It'll be a great story to tell our children to one day."

Patrick lifted his head and glanced at me. "You want children?"

"I do," I admitted without hesitation. "I realize that isn't something we ever discussed, but—"

"I want children, too," Patrick interrupted. "Not right away, but maybe sometime in the next five years. I'd like to get our private practice up and running first. It takes a lot of money to raise a family."

I smiled as I scooted closer to Patrick. "So, five year plan then?"

"Now, hold on here." Patrick held up his hand. "I want to negotiate."

I lifted an eyebrow.

"I think this needs to be at least a fifty to sixty year plan. The first five years, we start to build our medical practice, the next five years we start to build our family."

"And after that?"

"I think we should have a new plan every five years." Patrick started flicking up his fingers one by one. "Be happy, be in love, be happy, be in love, be happy, be in love, and so on."

"Can we start the be happy, be in love plan now?"

Patrick grinned as he grabbed me and pushed me back onto the mattress, coming down on top of me. "I thought you'd never ask."

"Shouldn't we be writing all of this down?"

"Sshh." Patrick nuzzled into my beck and began kissing the skin behind me ear. "I'm still negotiating."

I shivered as his lips trailed down my neck to the collar of my shirt.

Patrick suddenly lifted his head, a fanatical light burning in his eyes. "Get undressed."

I quickly scooted out from under Patrick and crawled off the bed. I watched Patrick undress as I did the same. The moment the last piece of clothing hit the floor, I climbed back onto the bed. I rolled over onto my stomach then stretched out.

A moment later, I felt Patrick's larger body come down over mine. When I felt Patrick's cock poke me, I pushed my butt back. It was only half-hard, but I still wanted to feel it deep inside of me.

I yelped when I was flipped onto my back.

"Someone wants a cock buried deep in their ass, doesn't he?"

"Patrick," I whimpered as a hot wave of lust swept through me. "Please, I need."

"You need me." Patrick's deep whiskey voice floated over me like a soft caress.

"Yes!"

God, did I need him.

Patrick growled as he shifted between my legs. He manacled my wrists, bringing them above my head with one hand as the other skimmed down my side.

I shivered at the contact.

Patrick's dark brown eyes were intense as he gazed down at me. "I need you, too, baby."

I groaned when Patrick splayed his hand over my throat and kissed me with a hunger that fringed on madness. I opened, taking Patrick's tongue into my mouth as he spread my legs apart with the width of his body.

Patrick was in complete control of me, mastering me, and I loved every second of it. His chest vibrated with a low growl as he ground his cock into me. At that moment, all I wanted was to feel Patrick deep inside of me.

"Please, Patrick. I can't take it." I moaned as Patrick sucked my nipple into his mouth. I was too close to the edge.

Patrick grinned wickedly around the brown disc. "On your knees."

I eagerly rolled over onto my hands and knees and stuck my ass out, waiting for that wonderful huge, fat cock to fill me. I hissed when two fingers pressed into me. The instant burn was intense, but so was the pleasure.

I bit my bottom lip, pushing back as Patrick stretched me. It felt fantastic. Patrick's hand skated up my back, making my skin tingle. I was going to pass out from the sheer pleasure Patrick was giving me.

My eyes shot open when Patrick inserted three fingers inside of me. I squirmed around as Patrick moved his fingers, pressing and twisting, scissoring and bending. I was fucking myself on Patrick's fingers, riding them, in a matter of seconds.

I curled my fingers into the blanket as Patrick's fingers pulled free and the man's thick cock entered me from behind. I could feel myself stretching wide for Patrick.

The pleasure racing through my body left me beyond speech. I whimpered and moaned instead as Patrick plunged into me. I bit a pillow to stop from screaming my damn fool head off.

I cried out, the feelings swamping me threatening to drown me. I spread my legs farther apart as I rocked my ass back and up, wanting Patrick to fuck me until I was unconscious.

Patrick hammered into me, his thick cock filling me over and over again. It was raw, fast, and made my head swoon. I keened and mewled, needing Patrick to take me harder.

"Do you like that, baby?"

"Yes, more. Harder."

I got what I begged for.

Patrick spread my ass cheeks apart and began to pound into me. He turned his powerful thrusts to long, deep penetrating strokes, hitting my sweet spot every damn time he pulled back or pushed in.

I was mewling, begging, whining, and pleading. Patrick just chuckled as if mastering me was his sole purpose in life.

"My beautiful baby," Patrick crooned as his body stiffened and he rocketed into my over-sensitized hole. Fingers dug into my hips as Patrick switched his position, tagging my prostate on every damn stroke.

My body tingled and buzzed, my heart beating faster as I felt the all-too-familiar tingling shoot up my spine. I shoved my face deeper into the pillow as I came while I met Patrick thrust for thrust. White bursts of light lit up behind my eyes as wave after wave of electricity racketed my body.

Patrick suddenly jerked behind me and then stiffened, roaring out his release. He pounded harder into me for a moment before freezing, a growl falling from the man's lips as he shot every last drop of cum in his balls into my ass.

I shuddered as mini orgasms pulled at my sensitive cock. I groaned, holding on to Patrick's arms as I rode through them. Never had sex been this mind-blowing.

I inhaled deeply, the scent of man and sweat and cum filling the air.

It was intoxicating.

I slumped, trying desperately to catch my breath as Patrick gently eased out of me. All I wanted was a nap right now. I collapsed down onto the mattress, wanting desperately to go to sleep cuddled in Patrick's muscular arms.

I grunted when I felt the cooling cum underneath me. I turned and crawled onto Patrick, lying across his wide chest. I shivered when Patrick's callused hands stroked over the skin of my back, starting at the top between my shoulder blades and moving down to the crack of my ass and then over the swell of my ass cheeks.

"Feel better?"

I smiled as I lifted my head so I could face Patrick, resting my chin on my folded hands. "I do love you, you know. This isn't a one sided thing."

Patrick smiled back, his hand brushing the side of my head. "I know, baby. You show me every day how much you love me."

"I guess this is the be happy, be in love part, huh?"

"I don't know." I shrieked when Patrick grabbed me and rolled me beneath him. "Are negotiations over?"

I spread my legs and wrapped them around Patrick, tightening them so his body was pressed against mine. "Not yet."


Chapter Seventeen

~ Patrick ~

I blew out a breath as I set the pen down and then pushed the contract toward Jake. The responsibility Zaq and I had just taken on was a heavy one, but one I looked forward to.

"Is that everything?"

Jake glanced to the man beside him. "Miles?"

Miles grabbed the contract Zaq and I had signed and read it over quickly before closing the leather binder and smiling up at us. "That's everything. All the stuff you listed should already be in the clinic. Now that you and Zaq have passed the state licensing exam, you can start practicing medicine tomorrow if you want."

"You have that list of clients?" I asked. I wanted to make sure the people that had signed up for the program were the ones we would be treating.

Miles handed me another black leather bound folder. "This is everyone to date. In all, there are a little over fifty people currently signed up. Most of them are people that paid into the program, but a few or employees of those people. Like Lucas, he's signed up Oliver, his butler. Jake here has signed up Stella and Fred. Sam and I signed up Burke, and so on."

"Make sure everyone has our phone numbers so they can call us if they need us," Zaq said. "No sense on being an on-call doctor if no one calls."

Jake chuckled. "Everyone got your phone number when they signed up and paid their annual fees."

"I guess we're all set then." I turned to look at my husband. "Do you have any questions?"

"Only one," Zaq replied. "Does this signing conference include lunch? I didn't have a chance to get breakfast this morning before Patrick rushed me out the door and now I'm starving."

I chuckled as Jake said, "We can do lunch. I'll buy."

"Why don't we go to Le Bernardin?" Miles suggested.

I'd heard of the place, but I'd never been there. It was a little above my price range. If Jake was buying, however, I was all in.

"Let me call Jai and see if he wants to go," Jake said as he reached for the phone.

Miles grabbed his cell phone and started dialing. "I'll call Sam."

A few minutes later, the six of us were walking out of Jake's office with several bodyguards. It was kind of weird. I had grown used to having Jackson around, but not the others.

I doubted anyone would fuck with us.

The elevators took us straight down to the parking garage. Zaq and I climbed into our car with Jackson at the wheel. Well, technically, it was Jake's car, but he'd loaned it to us until we could purchase one of our own.

We pulled out onto the street and started heading down the road toward the restaurant. We'd only gone a few blocks when my cell phone rang. When I answered, a security guard from our building was on the other end.

"Sorry to bother you, Mr. Scotton, but there is a Mr. and Mrs. Scotton here in the lobby wanting to see you. They say they are your parents."

I huffed. "Very well. Keep them there. I'll be there in about ten minutes."

"Yes, sir."

As soon as I hung up, I dialed Jake. "Change of plans, man," I stated as soon as he answered. "My parents are in the lobby of our building. They want to speak to me. I need to head back and deal with them."

"Do you want us there?"

I almost said yes, but these were my parents. As much as they frustrated me, I did know that they loved me. "No, it's okay. You guys go ahead to lunch. This shouldn't take very long. Maybe we'll still get a chance to join you."

"Are you sure?" Jake asked. "We can hold off on lunch for a little longer."

"I'm sure."

"Okay, call us if you need us."

I hung up with Jake and turned a regretful frown toward Zaq. "Baby—"

"I heard," Zaq replied. "You still owe me lunch."

"I won't forget."

I gave Jackson directions to return to the condo and then glanced out the window at the passing scenery. I had to wonder how they had found me considering I had never told them where I lived. I could only wonder if Peter had told them, in which case, I shuddered to think of why they had come to visit.

I doubted it was to see me. My parents hadn't come to see me in ten years. I was always going to see them. It often felt as if they would only acknowledge my existence when it was convenient for them. They never really went out of their way for me.

"Are you going to be okay?" Zaq asked.

I nodded, squeezing the hand he wrapped around mine. "I'll be okay."

"I don't know why your parents have suddenly shown up, but if mine do, run."

That brought a small chuckle to my lips. "I'll remember that."

Unfortunately, the ride back to our condo happened way too fast. Before I knew it, we were pulling into the underground garage and then Jackson was leading us to the elevators.

I really would have preferred just going up to our condo and skipping this whole scene, but it was better to get it over with. When my parents wanted something, nothing would stop them.

It was fairly quite when the elevator doors opened on the ground floor. Zaq and I waited for Jackson to step out and check before joining him. Jackson fell back to walk behind us as we made our way to the open lobby area.

I spotted my parents instantly.

I also spotted Zaq's parents.

"Didn't you say run?" I whispered.

Zaq gasped, his hand tightening on mine. "What in the hell are they doing here?"

Before we could take another step, I glanced over my shoulder to Jackson. "Call Mr. D'Amato and Mr. Cranston and tell them to hightail it back to our condo."

We needed the backup.

"When we get upstairs, make sure video and audio surveillance is recording in the condo." I had no idea what these people were up to, but the cold chill going down my spine told me it was nothing good.

"Yes, sir," Jackson answered before pulling out his cell phone.

I kept a tight hold of Zaq's hand as we entered the lobby area and walked past the security desk. Our parents looked up just as we reached them.

"Mom, Dad, I wasn't aware that you'd be visiting. You should have called ahead and we would have made arrangements for you."

Zaq didn't say a word.

"Patrick," my father started as he stood. "Is there somewhere more private we can talk? We have something important to discuss with you."

As much as I didn't want to let them into our condo, I also didn't want our family issues being spat about in public.

"We can talk upstairs in our condo."

I turned with Zaq and started toward the elevators again, but I stopped when I reached the security desk. "Mr. D'Amato and Mr. Cranston will be stopping by. Please make sure that they get escorted up to our condo when they arrive." And by escorted up, I meant that I hoped they brought their bodyguards.

"Yes, Mr. Scotton."

When we reached the elevator, I kept myself between Zaq and our parents. Jackson stood directly at my side, half blocking me. He didn't know the situation with our parents because we had never explained it to him, but I was sure he could feel the tension between us.

The man's intuition was something else.

Once we reached our floor and the doors slid open, Zaq and I waited while Jackson got off and checked the area. We got strange looks for not immediately getting out of the elevator, but so what?

The same thing happened when we reached our condo door. Zaq and I stood off to one side while Jackson went in and checked the place over for any threats.

"Patrick, what is going on here?" my father asked. "Why aren't we going inside?"

"We will," I replied. "Just as soon as Zaq's bodyguard clears the condo."

My father's eyes widened as they darted to Zaq. "Why does he have a bodyguard?"

"Because he was recently harassed, stalked, and attacked with a knife."

The instant my father's lips thinned I knew why they were here and I almost laughed. They hadn't come to visit me. They had come to plead for their golden child.

Boy, were they in for a surprise.

Once Jackson came back and gave us a nod, I walked into the condo knowing that our parents would follow. I glanced at Jackson, who gave me a quick nod, telling me that the video and audio recording was working.

If there was an issue, I wanted evidence.

"Why don't you get everyone settled in the living room while I get us all something to drink?" Zaq asked.

I nodded and reluctantly let him go. After he walked away, I gestured to our parents. "Come on into the living room."

Our living room had a big bay of windows all along one side of the room. The opposite side was lined with a fireplace and rows of built-in bookshelves on either side.

Zaq and I had chosen two navy blue couches sitting facing each other with a mahogany coffee table between them. Two blue and cream plaid print wingback chairs sat in front of the windows facing the fireplace, a small side table between them.

Zaq had brightened the room up with several throw pillows, a rug with blue and yellow tones, and some bright pictures.

"Please, have a seat." I specifically took one of the wingback chairs, leaving the other one for Zaq.

My father looked around the room with wide eyes as he sat down on one of the couches, sitting next to my mother. Zaq's parents took the other couch.

"How do you afford all of this, Patrick? This building is across the street from Central Park. I've heard that places like this can be pretty pricey."

"We were lucky," I replied. "A friend of mine knew the previous owner. When they decided to move, they just wanted to sell it. We offered them a purchase price before it went on the market."

"But how do you afford it on your salary?"

I so wanted to roll my eyes.

"Do you actually know what I do for a living?" I asked.

"Peter said you worked in some office as a janitor," my father stated. "There's nothing wrong with being a janitor, though. An honest day's work deserves an honest day's pay."

"I'm glad you think so, but I am not a janitor. And now, before you ask, I do not work at a convenience store like Peter has been saying for the last ten years."

My mother frowned. "Then what do you do?"

"He's a doctor," Zaq said as he walked into the room with a tray of coffee. "We just opened our own private practice here in the city."

Zaq set the tray down on the coffee table and began pouring cups of coffee for everyone. He doctored mine and his and handed a cup to me before sitting down in the seat next to me.

My mother gasped. "You're a doctor?"

"I am," I replied. "I was a doctor for several years while I was living in Texas. I even became a hospital administrator for a few years, but I wanted to go back into practicing medicine so I came here with Zaq and we opened our own private practice."

"Why did you never tell us?" she asked.

"Because you would have told Peter." I clenched my hands, digging my fingernails into my palms to remind myself not to shout at my parents. "You tell him everything, and I didn't want him to know."

"Why wouldn't we tell him? He's your brother."

"Not anymore he's not."

"Patrick!" my mother gasped.

I leveled my gaze at her. "Do you really think I want to have a brother that stalks my husband, harasses him, and tried to stab him with a knife?"

My mother rung her hands together, her eyes darting around the room. "Peter is just confused."

"Peter is a psycho!"

Yeah, I snapped.

"Peter has been a psycho his entire life, but you're too blind to see it. He put a tracking app on Zaq's phone right after they started dating so he could keep track of him."

"Lovers do that," my father insisted as he glanced away, telling me he didn't believe a word of what he was saying.

"We were never lovers." Zaq smirked. "Hard to be lovers with someone that isn't even gay."

We got a blank look from both my parents.

"Oh, you didn't know about the girl he's been living with for the last three years? You should. She's the one he ran away with when he left Zaq standing at the altar. He took her to Hawaii using the honeymoon Zaq had planned and paid for."

"He's been living with someone?"

"Yes, Mother. Your golden boy has been living with someone for the last three years, even during the time he was engaged to Zaq and supposed to marry him."

My father jumped to his feet, his face going stiff with anger. "Don't talk to your mother like that."

When I went to get to my feet, Zaq grabbed my hand. When I glanced at him, he shook his head. I slowly sat back down, but refused to release Zaq's hand.

"Two weeks ago, Peter showed up in the lobby and started demanding to see us. No matter how many times we told him we were married, he refused to believe it. He was insistent that I was his fiancé and we were in love." Zaq snorted. "We were never in love."

"Then why did you agree to marry him?" my mother asked.

"Because you all insisted," Zaq said. "It was some great business merger. Peter marries me, your companies merge to become one, and he takes over. It had nothing to do with love. It was a business deal. Peter knew and I knew it, which is why his behavior is so odd."

"Maybe you saw it as a business merger, but Peter obviously loves you."

I grunted at my mother's words. "Oh yeah, Peter loves him. Sure." I sat forward in my chair. "The day after Peter showed up in the lobby, Zaq and I decided to have lunch in the park. While we were there, Peter came out of nowhere and confronted us. He started demanding that Zaq go home with him because Zaq belonged to him. When Zaq refused, Peter pulled out a knife and tried to kill him. That's love to you?"

My mother's lips pressed thin and she glanced away.

"Look, whatever, Zaq and I just started a new life here and we just want to live it in peace and quiet. We are happy together and we love each other. Whatever business merger crap you've got going on is your business. It has nothing to do with us."

"Your brother is facing twenty years in prison, Patrick," my father pointed out.

"Good," I replied without hesitation. "That means I don't have to worry about him trying to kill my husband again for twenty years."

"Patrick," my mother exclaimed as her head whipped around. "He's your brother."

My mother just wasn't going to get this.


Chapter Eighteen

~ Zaq ~

"Sir." Jackson appeared in the entryway standing straight and tall, his hands clasped together in front of him. "Mr. D'Amato and Mr. Cranston are here."

"Let them in," I directed the man.

Jackson gave a curt nod. "Very good, sir."

If he wasn't a bodyguard, he'd make an excellent butler.

I wasn't stupid enough to mention that.

When the two men walked in, they were both dressed in very slick business suits. Armani if I wasn't mistaken. Jake's suit was black. Miles's was dark gray and he was carrying a black briefcase. They looked very impressive.

They must have gone home to change.

"Jake, Miles." Patrick got up to shake their hands.

"Sorry for barging in like this," Jake said. "I didn't realize you had company."

"These are mine and Zaq's parents," Patrick replied.

Jake smiled as if he was happy to meet them.

I wasn't sure what game he was playing, but it was fun to watch.

"Mom, Dad, Mr. Dinh, Mrs., Dinh," Patrick began. "This is Jake D'Amato and Miles Cranston. We attended the university together. Jake now runs his own company here in New York and Miles is a lawyer."

"Lucas said he would stop by later after Kyue gets done with his race." Jake smiled almost sickeningly sweet as he glanced at our parents. "You might have heard of him. Lucas Kincaid."

I swear, my father and Patrick's started salivating.

"You know Lucas Kincaid, son?" Patrick's father asked.

"Yeah," Patrick replied casually, "he's another one of our frat brothers."

"Why did you never tell me you knew these men?" my father asked.

"Why would I?" I replied. "You'd only tell Peter."

My mother frowned. "Is there something wrong with that?"

"I don't know why you can't see it, but Peter is bad news. He's manipulative and he bullies people, and when that doesn't work, he attacks them. I would never want my friends to be subjected to him. I've already seen what he can do to someone he says he loves."

Patrick waved his hand toward me. "This isn't the first time he's done something like this, but you always believe whatever sob story he tells you. You always say he was just confused or misunderstood. He's not. He's just crazy."

"Your brother is not crazy!"

"I'm sorry to interject here," Miles said as he opened his briefcase and pulled out a file. "I just received this report from the district attorney prosecuting Peter's case and he is, in fact, crazy."

My mother paled.

"That's a lie!" my father shouted. "My son is not crazy."

"Peter was given a physiological evaluation after he was arrested for trying to kill Zaq. The psychologist who saw him determined that Peter has schizophrenia with strong paranoid delusions. At the moment, he's not even deemed fit to stand trial. Until he is, he will be sent to a mental institution for the criminally insane."

I gaped at Miles. "Seriously?"

Miles grimaced as he nodded. "I called and talked to the district attorney before coming here. I wanted to make sure I had the most up to date information on your case. I don't want you to worry. Peter can't get to you anymore."

My relief was so great, tears flooded my eyes. I reached out and grabbed Patrick's hand, tugging on it. Patrick immediately turned to me and then went down to his knees in front of me.

He gave me a little smile as he reached over to brush the tears from the corners of my eyes. "See? I told you it was going to be okay. You're safe now. Peter can no longer hurt you."

I was more worried about the sadness I could see in Patrick's eyes. I knew deep down inside he truly loved his brother and wanted a normal sibling relationship with Peter. It just wasn't going to happen and Patrick knew it. We both did.

"I'm sorry," I whispered.

"Nothing for you to be sorry about," Patrick replied. "Peter was like this a long time before you came into the picture. I just wished you hadn't been hurt along the way."

I glanced over at his parents. Patrick's mother was crying softly, a handkerchief held to her mouth. His father just sat there with a stunned expression on his face as if someone had hit him with a truck.

"You should probably go talk to your parents."

Patrick grimaced as he turned his head to look at them. "I'm not sure there's anything more to say. I've been telling them for years that there was something wrong with Peter. Now maybe they will believe me."

"You should still go comfort them."

Patrick dropped his head against my shoulder and whispered, "Do I have to?"

I chuckled at his whiney voice. "Yes, you have to. Besides, I need to figure out why my parents are here."

Patrick snorted as he lifted his head. "Good luck with that."

I waited until Patrick got up and walked over to his parents before looking at mine. "So, how come you flew all the way here to visit me? Was it to see all of this or for some other reason?"

My father stood, straightened his tie and then smoothed down the lapels of his blazer before looking at me. "It's time to come home, son. I've already arranged for my lawyer to process the divorce papers. All you have to do is sign them. I've found you someone else to marry." He shot Patrick's parents a scathing look. "Someone of better social standing."

Laughter burst out of my mouth. "Go fuck yourself."

I knew my father had some other motive for coming here.

"Son, it's for the best," my father tried to reason. "This family is tainted."

"And yours isn't?"

"Of course not," my father swiftly retorted. "We don't have crazy people in our family."

I lifted an eyebrow. "Remember Auntie Mina?"

God, I had loved that woman, but she'd been as crazy as a loon.

She wasn't violent, though.

"She doesn't count," my father countered. "She married into the family."

Yeah, whatever.

"I'm not going back with you, I'm not divorcing Patrick, and I am not marrying anyone except him." I didn't think I could make it any clearer than that. "I am happy with Patrick. I love Patrick. I am staying with Patrick."

End of story.

"Son—"

I stood up and gestured toward the front door. "Thanks for coming. Call next time and save yourself the airfare. Jackson, my parents are leaving. Can you escort them out?"

Jackson appeared out of nowhere as if he'd been waiting for me to call him. "Of course, sir." He gave me a not before looking at my parents. "If you'll follow me?"

"Zaq!"

I waved. "Bye bye."

I didn't need a long drawn out conversation here where my father tried to coax me and then threaten me to get me to do what he wanted. For once in my life, I was going to do what I wanted.

I could hear my father shouting and arguing with Jackson all the way to the door. I simply sat back down in my chair and grabbed my cup, slowly sipping my coffee.

I don't know what exactly was said between Patrick and his parents since they were talking in low tones, but they left about five minutes after my parents did. Patrick was nice enough to escort them to the door himself so maybe there was hope for them.

My parents were pretty much a right-off as far as I was concerned. Until they learned to accept Patrick and me being together, they could stay on their side of the country.

When Patrick came back, instead of sitting down next to me, he went to his knees in front of me. This time, he leaned down and buried his face against me.

I carefully set my coffee cup down and then threaded my fingers through his hair. "Did you work things out with your parents?"

"Yes and no," Patrick mumbled. "Yes, we'll probably see them again, but no, they don't fully believe me about Peter. I was able to convince them to go talk to the district attorney though. Maybe if he shows them all the evidence they have against Peter, my parents might start to believe it."

Doubtful, but I wanted to leave Patrick with some hope, so I didn't say anything.

"So, you guys want to move that lunch to a dinner?" Jake asked. "Lucas said him and Kyue would meet us there."

"Yeah, that would be fine." Patrick lifted his head and then leaned up and gave me a quick kiss before getting to his feet. "When we get home, we can start negotiations again."

I lifted an eyebrow as I accepted the hand he held out to me. "I thought we had already negotiated a five year plan?"

"We did." Patrick winked at me. "I want to start negotiations for the next week's plan."

I got the feeling there would be a lot of negotiations in my future.

I wasn't complaining.

* * * *

I groaned as I flopped down on the mattress, barely able to move a muscle. I'd worked the emergency room at a Los Angeles hospital during a twenty-four car pile-up. It hadn't been nearly as exhausting as the last two days. Half our client list was down with the winter flu and they were all calling us. I was almost ready to throw in the towel and admit defeat.

"Hey." Patrick stretched out on the mattress beside me. "You alive?"

"No." I chuckled. "I died ten patients ago."

"Well, look at it this way, once winter is over we'll probably not get a single call until people start sun bathing."

I didn't even want to think about it.

"I do have a bit of good news for you."

I lifted one eyebrow, but not my head. "Oh?"

"Miles called. He said he spoke with the district attorney and after several more evaluations the courts have decided that Peter is too much of a danger to himself and others. He's going to be committed to that mental hospital for the rest of his life."

Damn, that was good news.

"Do you parents know?"

Patrick nodded. "I called them and told them. They took it surprisingly well. Better than I expected anyway."

"How do you feel about it?"

"Honestly, I feel relieved. I know this is going to be hard on my parents, but knowing he's not out there creating chaos for you or other people makes it easier for me to breathe."

"My parents are still refusing to speak to me, so I know how you feel. It's a relief not to have my father constantly belittling me or trying to force me to do what he wants."

Patrick smiled at me after rolling onto his side. "I know you're exhausted right now, but are you happy?"

I frowned for a moment as I thought about it. "Yeah," I finally answered. "I guess I am."

"Good."

"This is the part where you usually try to start negotiations," I said regretfully, "but honestly, I just want to cuddle and sleep."

Patrick chuckled. "I already had Jackson lock up."

Man, I was really glad we'd decided to keep Jackson.

"I swear you'll never hear this sentence come out of my mouth again, but let's get naked and sleep."

"I'm game if you are, but it might cost you in the morning."

I cocked an eyebrow. "Is this a negotiation?"

Patrick just wagged his eyebrows at me.

~ The End ~
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~ Miles ~

Attending the wedding for my best friend's little brother was the last thing I wanted to do, but a chance encounter made me think that the situation might not be the happy occasion it seemed. Sam is in trouble and I may be the only one able to help him. I would never refuse him. Sam is the man I've been fantasizing about for the last few years after all. If I can keep him safe, I might be able to keep him. If I don't, I could lose him forever.

~ Sam ~

I'm in trouble and no one will listen to me, no one will help me, not until Miles arrives and takes control of the situation. Before I can blink, I find myself married and whisked away, but the woman I was set to marry is still after me and I don't know if I will ever get away. Miles swears he will protect me, but I'm not sure he truly understands how evil this woman is. There's no telling what she would do to get her own way, especially when she brings in my mother.
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STORY EXCERPT

~ Miles ~

I smiled as I passed another person running around trying to get everything set up perfectly for the forthcoming wedding. There was a lot of activity. It was giving me a headache, and the ceremony hadn't even started.

Honestly, if I had a choice, I wouldn't even be in the same state right now let alone the same church. This was seriously the last place I wanted to be. It was like attending the death knell of all my fantasies.

Still, I kept that smile plastered on my face as I casually walked through the doorway that led to the back of the hotel and then up the stairs to the third floor.

I wasn't a member of the wedding party, but the groom's older brother was one of my best friends and a university frat brother. I guess that gave me some sort of connection to the couple getting married.

My smile grew into a real one when I spotted the man I was looking for stepping out of a room a little farther down the corridor.

"Joe," I called out.

Joseph Navarro glanced up and then smiled when he saw me, happiness clear on his face. "Hey, man, I'm glad you could make it. I didn't think you'd be here for a couple of more hours."

"I flew in with Jake and Jai."

Joe's smile grew bigger. "Yeah? I wasn't sure they were going to make it at all. I hear things got pretty hairy there for awhile."

"Oh, they did." My eyes widened comically. "Jai's family is a freaking nightmare. You don't even know. They are certifiably insane. Thankfully, they are all behind bars now."

Joe squinted at me for just a moment. "I thought Jake told me that his Uncle Rudy turned out to be Jai's father."

"He did," I replied. "I meant the family Jai grew up with, the one that had been abusing him for so long." My jaw clenched for a moment as I remembered all they had put poor Jai through. "If Jake hadn't had them arrested, I'd probably be hiring a hit-man right about now. They were really horrible people."

And, in my line of work, I knew some real assholes.

"Ah."

I glanced toward the door Joe had come out of when I first saw him. "How's the groom? Nervous?"

Joe snorted and rolled his eyes. "Sam's about to jump out of his bowtie. Dad's inside right now talking him off the cliff edge."

Well, that wasn't good.

"I can't believe little Sammy is getting married." It was something I didn't even want to think about. His young age and the fact that he was my best friend's little brother had always given me a measure of distance from Sam that was thinning by the second.

Now that Sam was officially getting married, every fantasy I'd ever had about the guy seemed to be hounding me like missed opportunities that I would never realize again.

"Dude, he'll be twenty-five next week. He's not so little anymore." Joe chuckled. "Well, he is. He's still shorter than shit, but he's all grown up now."

That's what I was afraid of.

"Where's the blushing bride?" I asked even if I didn't really want to know. I could easily go the rest of my life without ever laying eyes on the woman.

Joe's eyes rolled again.

"What?" I asked.

There had to be a story here.

"Man, I know Sam says he loves her, and he says she's really sweet and all, but I don't see it. Darla is a fucking nightmare. I hope she isn't normally like this or his marriage is doomed before he even gets married."

"Bridezilla?"

Joe snorted his disgust. "I doubt there is a single thing about this wedding that Sam had any input on. He wasn't even able to pick his own best man."

"I thought you were the best man."

"Nope." Joe shook his head. "Bridezilla picked her brothers to stand up with Sam."

"Wait." I wasn't sure I was connecting the dots here. "Isn't your father paying for the wedding?"

"Every damn cent of it. Her parents didn't contribute a single penny."

That didn't sound right, but it wasn't my money, so it wasn't my place to say anything. This wasn't my wedding, and I wasn't even related to the bride or groom, not really. None of it was my business.

"Then how come Sam doesn't get a say?" I asked.

Joe shrugged. "Darla wanted her brothers in the ceremony. Sam said it was just easier to give in to her and let her have the wedding that she wanted."

"But it's his wedding, too?"

Wasn't it?

Joe huffed. "You'd think so, wouldn't you? But no, this is the Darla Wilson Show. Sam is just a supporting actor in this circus."

"Why would he marry a woman like that?" I might not know Sam that well—I hadn't even seen him in the last couple of years—but I didn't think he'd allow himself to be run roughshod over like that.

"You got me," Joe replied. "I've been asking myself that since he first introduced her to the family."

"Have you asked Sam?"

"I tried, man, but Sam keeps changing the subject. He won't talk about it at all."

That did not give me the warm and fuzzies.

"You want me to talk to him?"

"Naw, it probably wouldn't do any good anyway. Sam seems determined to marry Darla." Joe's frown made my stomach clench. "He's been all sorts of weird the last few months. I feel like there is something going on with him, but damned if I can figure it out."

"Do you think he's feeling rushed into this marriage?"

"I'm not sure. They dated for about six weeks before becoming engaged, and that was just three months ago. We tried to talk them into having a longer engagement, but they wouldn't go for it. Darla just about had a stroke when we mentioned it."

"Has work been going okay for him?" I asked. "Is he still doing his art?"

"Oh, no, he gave up the art right after they became engaged and went to work for Darla's father's shipping company." Joe shrugged as if he hadn't just dropped a bombshell in my lap. "I guess he's being groomed to take over for Darla's father when he retires."

"But Sam loves his art." He'd had a paintbrush in his hand for as long as I'd known him and that was a pretty long time. Why would he stop?

"I don't know what to tell you, man. Sam told Dad that he needed to get out into the real world and be a grownup."

That didn't make sense at all.

"Do you think Darla made him quit?" It was the only thing I could think of. I didn't see Sam stopping his art on his own. The guy was practically born with a paintbrush in his hand.

Joe snorted. "I wouldn't put it past her."

I was liking this woman less and less, and I'd disliked her in the beginning just on principle because she was marrying Sam. Now, I was starting to hate her. Funny thing was, it was starting to have less to do with her marrying Sam and more with the way she was treating him.

Sam had always been a bit of a free spirit. I think that was part of what drew me to him in the first place. My life was very regimented, very organized.

Sam was not.

His life was in living color, literally. Ever since I'd met him when he'd been a young kid of twelve years old, he'd had paint on him in some manner, usually in his hair or on his hands. There were always colorful splotches.

While he created what I considered masterpieces, his workspace looked like a warzone. Granted, I had only been allowed in into his artistic world once, but I'd walked away with paint in places I didn't even want to think about.

It had totally been worth it.
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