

[image: Cover]



Table of Contents

Blurb

Acknowledgments

Ringing in the Morning

Pizza and Plotting

Ninja Hippos

I Feel Pretty

Party Down

Paybacks

About the Author

By Kim Katil

Visit Dreamspinner Press

Copyright Page


Season to Shimmer

 

By Kim Katil

 

One morning close to the holidays, Nolan wakes up to two surprises: a distress call from his younger brother and a beautiful man in his bed. Nolan, an art gallery owner, has always been discreet about his sexuality, but when his baby brother plans to come out at the annual family gala, Nolan wants to have his back—and that means showing up with a man of his own on his arm. Nolan knows just the man for the job.

Skylar, who owns a karate studio in St. Augustine, can’t get his one-night stand out of his mind. When he runs into Nolan at his gallery he is more than happy to volunteer his services as arm candy. Out-and-proud himself with his striking blue/green hair, Skylar is all in. Their adventure means a fancy salon, family drama, lots of sex, a ninja hippo, and palm trees lit up in a very suggestive way. By the end of it, what started as a hookup might become much more.
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Ringing in the Morning

 

 

Nolan

 

THE OBNOXIOUS ringtone roused him from a lovely dream involving a beautiful man who lay beneath him on the beach…. Then he realized that his arms were full of warm, lithe man. He reached for the phone, beyond irritated at the interruption.

“Yeah?” he asked, not bothering to check who it was. He was edging toward a headache and unsettled by the strange man in his bed. That didn’t stop him from running his fingers through the shiny hair that lay on his pillow. He was momentarily lost in the colors, silvery blues and greens swirling through his fingers. He vaguely remembered twirling that hair around his fingers for what seemed like hours in a drunken stupor last night.

“I’m getting Den out of here and heading to my apartment,” Tor bit out, anger tinging his words.

“Do you need me there?” Nolan asked, sitting up.

“Nah, I’m in the car already. Dad’s being a grade-A asshole, and I don’t want Den to have to deal with him anymore. I’ll bring him back to my place; he has plenty of stuff there to hang out with us for a bit. Luckily school is out for the holidays. We’ll just play a bunch of games this afternoon.”

“How about I show up at dinner with a few pizzas?” Nolan asked, wanting to be there to support his brothers but realizing that Den and Tor needed some time to themselves. He was distracted as the beautiful man got up and headed for the bathroom. He remembered calling him Shimmer but didn’t think that was his actual name.

“That sounds great, bro. I can’t believe….”

“Oh, I can. But we’ll discuss that tonight,” he told his brother wearily.

“Hey, sorry to ask this of you, but I was at home this morning to mooch breakfast and do some laundry. Obviously, plans changed. I texted Mom, and she’s gonna finish the laundry for me. Dad has a tee time at three over at the Golf Village. Think you can swing by and pick it up on your way here while he’s out of the house?”

“Yeah, I’ll do that, no problem. I’ve got ya, Tor. We’ll make it through this.”

As he hung up the phone, Shimmer returned looking halfway pulled back together rather than thoroughly debauched. Disappointment ran through him.

“Problems at home? Should I get out of your hair?”

“My brothers need my help, but as you heard I don’t need to go over until tonight.”

“Brothers?” the man asked carefully, as his face lit up with a smile.

Nolan considered him with a smirk. “Did you think I had a boyfriend waiting for me or something?”

“Or something. I really hate trying out for the role of slut in the boyfriend’s bed. It’s not a good look on me.”

“Well, I beg to differ on one account. You lying here in my bed is a very good look on you. I think you need to reprise that role right away by coming back to bed. And to answer your question, I have a stepbrother named Victor and a half brother named Riorden. Victor is in college nearby at Flagler, and Riorden is still in high school. Their father married my mother almost twenty years ago. Here, drink this and I’ll be right back,” Nolan said, tossing Shimmer a water bottle from the side table as he headed toward the bathroom.

It didn’t take him long to get rid of the rock that had settled on his bladder, then to wash his face and quickly brush his teeth. He returned to the bed, absurdly glad to see it once again occupied. He reached out to caress the man’s cheek as he took away the half-empty water bottle and downed the rest. He went to put the empty bottle on his bedside table and had to laugh.

“One of those little anoles just hid under your hat,” he said as the small lizard dove for cover. “Apparently it’s a fairy lizard, because the glitter on the elf hat may blind me. I think the lizard is now fully coated in holiday sparkle.”

“Hey, that lizard has excellent taste. What else could I wear for holiday night at the nightclub? Did you see that guy in the reindeer thong? With the bells? I’ll have you know my elf outfit was very tasteful, and well, glittery,” the beautiful man said as Nolan climbed over his lover, straddling him. The man beneath him eyed his nipple piercing hungrily as he asked, “Now that I know your brothers’ names, may I ask yours?”

“Oh, right. Nolan Donovan. Sorry.”

“Very nice to meet you, Nolan,” he said, reaching up to take his lips in a ravenous kiss.

Nolan finally pulled free long enough to breathe out, “And yours?”

“Skylar Lopez,” came the reply just as their lips began to duel again. He savored the feel of taut skin as he moved his hand down his naked chest. He was voracious as he moved his lips over Skylar’s skin, working his way down to the taut nipples.

He abruptly found himself flipped over and laughed at the victorious glee in the other man’s eyes. Skylar was about average height, a few inches less than six feet, but his lithe body was a masterpiece in lean muscle.

“I just needed to play with this. It’s so shiny and….” With that the words cut off as Skylar explored that bit of metal enticement Nolan had pierced through his nipple and his beautiful dark eyes gleamed with passion. Nolan moaned, the other man finding and drawing out every one of the sensations that he had envisioned when he’d crafted the silver piece and then had a friend do the actual piercing.

Nolan writhed beneath the talented lips that seemed obsessed with teasing at his nipple jewelry. Damn. He knew men found it hot, but Skylar sure seemed to be into the whole thing. Maybe he should consider a few more piercings….

 

 

Skylar

 

NOLAN LOST his mind while Skylar teased his nipple. Definitely going to remember that one.

“There, baby. Yeah, right there,” Nolan breathed out.

“Ah, but what about here?” he said, as his lips traced Nolan’s chest. “This is some nice definition you have going on here. You’re going to give me some serious cowboy fantasies as you look like you belong on a ranch.”

Nolan laughed. “Thank you. I actually own an art gallery downtown. But I do a lot of sculpture work myself, and that takes a lot of strength. Sadly, no roping of cows, though.”

Suddenly, Nolan rose up and flipped Skylar onto his back, then used his tongue to trace each and every one of the hardened curves on his stomach. “Your abs are driving me insane, Shimmer.”

“Shimmer?” Skylar asked, momentarily distracted.

“Your hair. It’s all shimmery. It’s amazing, like a piece of art that draws you in and distracts. But your abs….” And with that, Nolan returned to his thorough exploration of every dip and curve, turning Skylar into a writhing mess on the bed. Until his mouth finally trailed even farther south and, in a shockingly swift move, swallowed Skylar’s erect cock down to the root.

Skylar reached down to grab the man’s tempting hair, which was a tousled brown that just begged to be messed up. And when the humming started, as Nolan teased at his balls with his talented hands, Skylar lost his grip and himself to the feelings that overwhelmed him until finally he shouted his release.

As he lay there and panted, Nolan eased off his cock and licked his inner thighs, where some of his spill had leaked. Maybe he would just die here in this bed from sensation overload. What was an orgasm called again? The little death? That definitely seemed accurate at the moment.

“You sure hit the gym hard,” Nolan said as he continued to explore his body.

“Well, since I own Fortress Dojo and teach classes there….”

“Ah, that would explain it. Black belt? You definitely have the body for it.”

“Yeah, I pushed that hard when I was in college. Did a bunch of training with people I respect and got a business degree to help with the ownership part.”

“All of that and you dance like an angel. I couldn’t keep my eyes off you in the club last night. How did I get so lucky?” Nolan asked as he reached for the lube bottle that had rolled out of range sometime last night while they were fumbling around in the haze of alcohol and lust. Then all thoughts escaped him when Nolan fingered his entrance. He shivered in anticipation.

“That’s beautiful. Suck in my finger, just like that. Here’s another one. You’re doing so well, I can’t wait to get my cock in there. My fingers are buried so deep; let’s fit in another one.”

Skylar groaned inarticulately as Nolan continued to open him up while using actual words. Words! He was so beyond that and just listened to his body as it welcomed his lover. Foil tore and he looked up to see Nolan holding the condom packet in his mouth as he carefully covered his shaft. Then he removed the shiny packet from his mouth and reached down with his other hand to stroke Skylar’s cock.

“That’s it, look at me. I’m about to fuck you into this mattress, hard and deep. But you tell me if something’s not right, yeah? I’ll stop whenever you need me to. Otherwise, I’m going to own this ass right here.” And with that, he removed his fingers and gave Skylar’s ass a swat. Skylar groaned again.

Nolan chuckled, deep and resonantly. “Like that, huh? Let’s see how you like this.” And with that he entered Skylar, pushing down swiftly and surely until he bottomed out, and then stopped.

Skylar panted through the nerves that sang as he was filled and taken, then looked up at Nolan with wide eyes. “Now! Move! Fuck me. Just like that….”

And Nolan responded, reading his body language like a master, hitting the sweet spot time and again as he filled him. Skylar’s cock began to harden as he reveled in the sensations running through him. Right now he would enjoy every moment of Nolan’s erotic attentions. Doubts were things to be dealt with later.

And then Nolan did something with his hips and was pegging his prostate in a raw flurry of passion and need. Skylar let himself feel everything as his cries and demands got louder and rougher.

“That’s it. Tell me what you want, what you need.” Nolan took his mouth in a ravenous kiss cutting off any more words. The friction against his cock was exquisite as he chased the release that rushed through his body. His body’s reaction when he came was obviously too much for Nolan, who thrust deep into Skylar one last time and then stilled, panting.




Pizza and Plotting

 

 

Nolan



“SO I have pizza and clothes,” Nolan said as he entered his brother’s apartment. Luckily for his senior year, Tor had gotten an off-campus apartment, though parking in downtown St. Augustine could be a bitch. “The laundry is still in my car and someone can run down later to get it.”

“I take back everything I just said about you,” Tor told him as he grabbed the pizza boxes.

“Ass,” Nolan retorted.

“He really is,” Julia replied. “Thanks for grabbing this stuff, Nolan. I think all my bras are in that load of laundry.”

“I didn’t really need to know that,” he told his brother’s girlfriend. “Though I’m shocked you let him wash delicates. Did he ever tell you about the incident with the jockstrap?”

“Pizza!” Den cheered as he entered the room. “Did you get sausage and pepperoni?”

“Yeah, he got you your meat pizza,” Tor said with a smirk.

“Oh, shut it,” Den said as he grabbed the pizza and a napkin.

“Meat pizza! I’m so there!” Byron said as he grabbed a slice.

“Hey, Byron, how’s it going?” Nolan asked Tor’s best friend and roommate. The two had grown up playing basketball together and been thrilled to play on the same college team.

“Much better with pizza, Nolan. So what’s with the reunion? I thought you and Julia were going over to your folks’ house today, Tor.”

“Well, while you were out canoodling with Jazz, you missed all the fun. I stole Den from my father’s wrath, then called up Nolan for support, and pretty sure I interrupted whatever morning bed activities he had going on. Which, by the way, I really don’t need to know anything more about.”

Byron just laughed. “I’ll have you know, there was no canoodling. Jazz and I had to finish up that blog entry we were working on for the team’s Christmas fundraiser to support the teen shelter. We were doing it at her place, but her internet went down so we came back here. She’s just wrapping it up and posting it now. So Den is going to stay with us for now?”

“Yeah, at least school is out for all of us. That damn Christmas event is this coming weekend, and I think we need to figure out what to do about it. Den, you said Aaron agreed to come with you? And you’re sure you want to do this?”

“Hell yeah. I mean we’ve been together for two months now. So of course he’s going to be my date. I know he’d be upset if I caved and brought some girl and stuffed him back into my closet like a suit that doesn’t fit or something.”

Wow. His brother really went there. Nolan felt a surge of pride run through him.

“Calm down, Den. We can make this happen, but there’s no going back. So you have to be sure, that’s all,” Nolan said.

“Yeah, I’m sure. But I’m also sure that Dad is going to lose his shit. And I don’t want that to get all over Aaron either. I mean I want to bring him with me, but I don’t want him to get caught in the cross fire. I don’t know how to make that happen,” Den said, looking at Nolan sadly. “I get why you never pressed the issue. But… Aaron’s important to me.”

“I get it, and you’re right. Did you already ask him? I suspect that he’ll be a lot more hurt by you not asking him than by whatever madness the family will throw at you.”

“Yeah, I asked him, and he said of course he’d come, even if things got ugly. I just don’t want him hurt, ya know?”

“I am so damn proud of you right now, Den. We’ll figure it out. And I think part of it is showing how much we are there to support you. I’ll bring someone as a date this year.” Nolan never had because it hadn’t been worth it to press. He’d always been hesitant to do anything that might cause his stepfather to try to cut him off from his brothers. But now it was time to take a stand.

“Is that fair to whomever you bring? I mean, you’re not dating anyone seriously right now, are you?” Den asked.

“Nah, but I’ll make sure he knows the score.” Nolan had fixed on calling Skylar. The beautiful man would be perfect for the role. Hopefully he would agree. Maybe he could offer bribes. And maybe he’d have another chance to run his hands through Skylar’s amazing hair.

“You know, I think I’m coming down with something,” Julia suddenly announced, then proceeded to hack and cough like an eight-year-old trying to get out of school. Which shook Nolan out of the lovely thoughts he was having about exactly how he could bribe Skylar.

“Um, Julia?” asked Tor.

“Yup. Definitely coming down with something. Won’t be able to make the party. But Tor, you should bring someone with you since you already RSVP’d with a plus one. And they’ll have ordered a dinner, and that really would be a shame if you didn’t have someone there to eat it….”

Tor had an amused gleam in his eye as he smiled at Julia. “Are you suggesting I bring my best friend so that the food doesn’t go to waste?”

“Exactly!” She beamed back at him.

“So, Byron, how do you feel about being my escort for the evening?”

Byron just shook his head and looked at Julia. “You are trouble.”

“This is going to be so much fun!” Julia said, jumping up and down.

“Damn, woman, you are ten times more excited to ditch me for the biggest event of the season than you were when I asked you to go.”

“Yeah, well, that big event of the season is usually boring as fuck. And damn, if I post pictures of you two, our site is going to explode. What’s our next step?” Julia asked in a breathless voice.

“I think the next step is for you to take a chill pill, darling,” Tor said with a resigned smile on his face. “But yeah, a bunch of pictures leading up to the big event may be a good idea. Some of Den and Aaron, me and my man here, and even Nolan and his mystery man.”

“What are we taking pictures of? And why are you stealing my man here for pictures?” asked Jazz as she walked in the room.

Byron swept her up in his arms for a kiss and then solemnly informed her, “I’m throwing you over for Tor. And it’s all Julia’s fault.”

“Explain,” Jazz demanded, looking at Julia with a raised eyebrow.

“Tor’s dad is being a piece of work and freaking out over Den bringing his boyfriend to the Christmas Ball. So Nolan said he’s bringing a guy, ’cause we all know he’s gay but he’s never pushed the issue with his stepdad. And I figured it would be cool if Tor were to bring Byron, you know, as a sign of support. So Daddy Dearest can’t point to Tor and tell the other two to be like him. Or blame Nolan and Den’s mom for being responsible for all the gay.”

“All the gay?” Nolan laughed. “And I don’t think Dad will actually believe Tor is gay.”

“He might not believe that, but he’ll sure be unhappy if Tor brings me with him,” Byron said, smirking.

“Why?”

“He’s tolerated me as Tor’s friend, but he really wishes I would just go away. My skin tone is a bit dark for him, and my parents far too blue collar.”

Nolan gaped at Byron. “Seriously? You’ve been friends with Tor as long as I’ve been around him. And your parents are both teachers, and amazing people.”

“Yeah, and none of that matters to dear old dad. Your mom is the one who’s always set up the play dates and then handled all the driving stuff for ball when we were in school. Your dad knew she wouldn’t stand him being a bigoted ass, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t. He just doesn’t want to look like it to the friends and neighbors.”

Nolan looked at his brothers and realized that they had decided on a path that would change their family forever. Hopefully for the better, but there was no going back.

“Okay, we’re all in on this thing. If Dad won’t support Den, then we will. I’ll talk to Mom at some point and give her a heads-up. I’ve never known where she stood on the gay thing, to be honest. Like I said, I was content to let that lie, because I never wanted to give Dad an excuse to cut me off from you guys. But now—”

Den rammed into him and hugged him hard. “Seriously, bro?”

“Seriously. If Dad goes all country club on us and kicks your ass out, you’ll come live with me. And we’ll figure out Tor’s tuition if it comes to that as well.”

“I’ve got scholarships, and my mom pays for part of it. So that won’t be a big deal. I can always take out some loans myself if I need to,” Tor responded seriously.

“All right, it’s good to know we have a plan, but hopefully we’re getting ahead of ourselves. I know your dad seriously loves you two, and I’m hoping he can get his head out of his ass. With Mom, I gotta hope she’ll have our back, but it’s hard to tell with her. She is so over the top in love with your father that it makes it easy for her to overlook his faults. I’m hoping she’ll make a stand, and not just a quiet one. But regardless, I’ve got your back. Both of you. You know the gallery is doing really well, and I have plenty of room at the house.”

“So we taking some pictures or what? Because these two together will be hot,” Jazz said, and Nolan was relieved to see his brothers smile.

Julia laughed. “That’s what I was saying. Can you imagine the traffic to our site?”

“Down, girl, we’re not going to pretend to be gay. That’s just wrong. But we are going together to the ball. I like the idea of having Den’s back and making a point,” Tor told his girlfriend.

“Yeah, and we’re going to record the bromance of hotness,” Julia retorted as Jazz giggled. The two young women did a complicated high five while the guys just groaned.

“I’ll put up a statement with the pictures that while Tor and Byron aren’t actually dating, they are going out together as friends to formal events this Christmas to support those who are being told they can’t bring someone of the same gender or a different race,” Jazz said in an excited rush.

“Okay, you guys work on the bromance of the century. I’ll see if I can get a date. In the meantime, I’m going to get to the gallery since Jasper is having his first showing and it’s going to be very busy tonight. Den, you okay here for now? Is there anything you need?” Nolan said before the girls could get really rolling. He was enjoying their excitement, but it was making him feel old. And the day had worn him out already. Luckily the gallery was only open for a few more hours tonight, but it would be crowded with the Christmas activities. The Night of Lights was a huge tourist draw in St. Augustine. And while people who lived there loved to ridicule the tourists, they were the underpinning of the city’s economy. So he would be polite and charming and make them all happy they had come to visit his regal lady.

“No, I’m good. Thank you so much, Nolan. Really. Oh, and give Jasper my best wishes. It’s so much fun to see all of his new creations every time I come to visit. He’s gonna do awesome, I just know it!”

“I’ll let him know but you guys should stop by to see his full exhibit. It truly is amazing. Our clients are going to love everything he has on display. Okay, I’m going. Call if you need me.”




Ninja Hippos

 

 

Skylar

 

SKYLAR LISTENED to his mom bubble with excitement and was glad he had indulged them both by taking this trip downtown to see the holiday lights. He had always considered it a tourist thing and avoided it like the plague, but he hadn’t realized how truly beautiful the Night of Lights would be. St. Augustine was an amazing city, and the heart of it was on display tonight.

They had reached Cordova Street, and the gallery address Nolan had mentioned was just up the block. Since he was obviously busy with family tonight, this was a good chance to check out his business without any awkward meetings. The lights were strung up in an overwhelming display, framing the stately old buildings and circling the palm trees. Each storefront and business was worth a second glance.

“Oh, look at that, Sky!” Mom exclaimed at the lights ringing the gallery and the showpieces standing on display outside.

“It’s amazing, Mom. Let’s go inside,” he said, as he guided her through the door. When he walked in, he was assailed with the enticing scents of cinnamon and apple, and the sounds of softly played Christmas carols.

A young woman walked over to them and Skylar took a minute to admire her ensemble. She had on close-fitting pants covered by a long jacket with ruffs and a flapper style hat. The material was darkly rich and was complemented by her long, wavy chestnut hair.

“Welcome! Please feel free to look around. There are some refreshments under that window over there, and the hot cider is extra yummy tonight. If you have any questions, just let me know. My name is Lisa. Otherwise, enjoy!”

“Oh, thank you, dear. It’s amazing in here! I just want to look at all the wonderfully pretty things!” his mother declared, and Skylar was thrilled to hear the delight and excitement in her voice. Sometimes he worried that she had gotten too quiet. She had been a well of strength for so long. Recently he had felt helpless when her ever-present joy in life had seemingly vanished.

She’d lost the job she loved so much when 789 Dance, the nonprofit she had been working with, had cut back on staff. He had noticed his normally vibrant and beautiful mother turn uncertain as she worked through her grief. She had loved her job and everyone at the studio. He knew that she would have been willing to volunteer there if she had been asked, but no one had reached out to her. “Sky, I must take a look at this amazing creature. Come, come,” his mother declared, dragging him in tow. The delight in her voice was a balm to his heart.

As they drew closer, Skylar could see why his mom was so entranced. The sculpture was large, almost five feet. The piece was positioned at the central point to the main area, and was obviously meant to be a statement piece. The colors were dazzling and the creature was posed mid-leap with a look of joy on its face. Skylar itched to touch, but he managed to keep his hands rigidly at his sides while he walked around to the other side of the display, caught up in the intricacy of the work.

“This piece is simply called Joy,” said a familiar voice, startling him. “Jasper outdid himself with this one, and it throws out lures to the passerby. Just like a certain beautiful man….”

And with that Nolan’s lips brushed Skylar’s cheek.

Skylar was momentarily overwhelmed by the proximity of the other man, but quickly lost that thought when he turned his face and Nolan kissed him sweetly then nibbled for a moment on his lower lip.

He looked up and saw his mother staring at them from the other side of the statue, her mouth open and her eyes wide in astonishment. As his face flushed red, she gave him a knowing smirk, then walked over to them.

“Sky, dear, I take it you know this gentleman? Or was this a piece of performance art?”

“Of course I know him, Mother! This is Nolan Donovan. He owns this gallery, and is a sculptor as well. Nolan, this is my mother, Cordelia Lopez.” Skylar was proud of his ability to get out a complete sentence as he felt his skin flush from embarrassment. At least he knew Nolan’s name thanks to their second round of exertions that morning.

“Oh, how lovely! Is this your piece then, Mr. Donovan? It’s just charming.”

“No, ma’m. Right now we are featuring the works of one of our up-and-coming artists. His name is Jasper, and I’d be happy to introduce him to you. As you can see, he’s extremely talented. If you’ll come with me, I’ll take you to meet him and see more of his work.” With that Nolan held out his hand for Skylar’s mother.

Skylar trailed as Nolan held tight to his mother’s hand and led her into the second gallery room. And then Skylar just gaped. While the sculpture in the first room had been impressive, it was amazing to see this many creatures in this space. The room’s tall ceilings and spacious layout easily housed the large sculptures. Colorful monsters and creatures with a hint of darkness were captured in whimsical and striking poses. It was like wandering into a garden of metal fantasy.

“Wow, these are amazing, Nolan,” Skylar said as he looked around. “How did he ever come up with these?”

“Hey, Jasper, come on over here. These folks have questions on your pieces,” Nolan called out, and almost immediately a nervous-looking young man approached. In the garden of colorful monsters, he was a fey creature, all sharp-edged feral beauty that could disappear at any second.

“Hi, I’m Jasper. I hope you are enjoying the show.” Jasper looked around him with a fond smile for his creations, then returned his gaze to Skylar, biting his lip.

“Oh, hon, these are wonderful. When did you start making these?” Skylar’s mom gushed at Jasper.

“A few years ago. I came across some stuff in a place I was staying. There were a lot of old industrial bits. And it kept reminding me of these creatures that were in my dreams as a kid. So I started putting the bits together. It didn’t hold together very well, ’cause I didn’t know really what I was doing, but I felt compelled to put it together,” Jasper replied.

“And how did you learn to make them so intricate like this? These are just amazing, and your skill is impressive.”

“I was trying to sell some small pieces down by the Castillo on the street, and Mr. Donovan saw them. He offered me a long-term contract with the gallery that included training, and that’s been really helpful. Now that I really know how to weld and put things together, my creatures are so much closer to those in my imagination now. This past year he said they were perfect for the holiday show, so I worked hard on the ten pieces that are here.”

Skylar noticed that Jasper got more confident as he continued to talk with his mother. He stepped back to give them some space and realized that Nolan had followed him. The two of them wandered out of earshot among the fantasy garden animals.

“I’m so sorry, Skylar. I didn’t realize you were here with anyone. I never would have kissed you like that. I shouldn’t have anyway, because I have no idea how you feel about PDA,” Nolan said, with a sad face. “I hope I didn’t ruin anything.”

Skylar laughed. “It’s okay. My mom knows very well that I’m gay, and PDAs are fine. I have nothing to hide. I just didn’t expect you here, as I thought you had a date with your brothers tonight.”

“We did, and we worked out our game plan over pizza. I really wanted to be here for the first night of Jasper’s show, so I came as soon as I could.”

They looked at each other, then Skylar began to chuckle. “Okay, so mutual awkwardness out of the way,” he said to Nolan’s quick grin.

“Your mom is amazing by the way. From what I can hear, she has Jasper entranced. Usually he’s much more formal and reserved.”

“How old is he anyway? He looks very young, but acts much older.”

“He just turned twenty-one. He and I have been working together for about three years now. Since he’s also a sculptor, I’ve had the pleasure of being able to personally mentor him, and I’m extremely proud of how well he’s done. His natural talent is amazing.”

“So is this a business or nonprofit? I’m a bit confused,” Skylar asked, looking around at the beautiful space.

“Oh, it’s a business. But… I inherited the gallery from my paternal grandmother. She had a fairly traditional selection of art when she was running it, but was always supporting local artists in other ways. I just kinda took that idea and expanded it. There’s studio space and apartments around back, because sometimes people need a safe place to live and work to truly flourish. When the artists reach a point where the work they do is selected to be shown, they get the normal gallery rates and learn the business side too,” Nolan said.

“Makes sense. And these pieces are amazing. But this one really calls to me. It reminds me of a ninja hippopotamus,” Skylar said, stopping in front of a loudly purple creature that was captured in a leaping pose. “I think I may have to get it for the gym.”

Nolan just laughed. “A ninja hippopotamus? Oh, Jasper will love that. And yeah, it would be perfect for a space like that. But are you sure? There’s no obligation to buy anything, you know. Jasper’s show will do well, and I am confident that his pieces will sell quickly.”

“Of course I’m sure! Don’t you dare sell it to anyone else. I want that hippo!” Skylar laughed as they walked back to his mother and the artist, who were chatting animatedly.

“I love seeing him so comfortable. This show is a major step in his career, and he’s been extremely nervous. Heck, I’ve been nervous for him. But it’s wonderful to see him put himself out there as an artist,” Nolan said in an excited whisper as they drew closer, then raised his voice. “Hey, Jasper, Sky here wants your ninja hippo.”

 

 

Nolan

 

“MY HIPPO? Really?” Jasper whispered, looking shocked.

“You better believe it. We’ll just put a sold sign up on it for tonight,” Nolan said, then turned to Skylar. “Would it be okay if we leave it as part of the collection until after the holiday?”

“Yeah, that’s fine. I will need to arrange to have it put in place properly in the gym. I assume that’s something you can help me with?” Skylar asked, looking archly at Nolan.

“Yes, indeed. That will take a little time anyway, so I’m glad we can continue to show the piece. We’ll set something up, most likely at the end of January.”

Jasper just stood there looking slightly stunned until Nolan caught him up in a hug. “Congratulations. I told you that you’d sell pieces during the holiday show. This is just the first of many.”

“Oh, it’s so exciting! A new artist! I’m so glad we came in tonight,” Skylar’s mother enthused, reaching over to hug Jasper as well, who looked at her with a shy smile. Nolan just closed his eyes and breathed in, letting the happiness wash over him. This was exactly what he was in business to do. Why he had taken over the gallery and put so much time and effort into it. While he loved when every new artist had that first success, it was just a little more special with Jasper. The young man had such raw talent, and the determination to learn his craft.

“I’m glad you were here as well. Jasper is a talented artist, and everyone here is so proud of him,” Nolan said.

“Of course. Now come, Jasper, can you show me the rest of your pieces? I’d love to hear what inspired you for these wonderful creations.”

As Jasper wandered off, speaking excitedly to Skylar’s mother, Nolan smiled. “Your mom is so sweet. And she’s amazing at drawing him out of his shell.”

“Yeah, she has a lot of experience working with young artists. She worked for 789 Dance for five years. They cut back on staff just last year, so I know she’s loving the opportunity to talk with Jasper.”

“Really? What kinds of things did she do there?”

“She worked there as a life skills coach. A lot of what she did was basic mentoring and encouragement. She worked as a real estate agent the entire time I was growing up and had a really successful career, so she could support me in my schooling and the time I took with training. But her educational background was in counseling. After I started the studio she retired from real estate and took up the part-time job that she always wanted. Unfortunately, that experience ended badly.”

“Look, I’ll be up-front and say while this is a business, obviously a large part of what I am trying to do is provide a strong foundation for young artists. I can pick talent, provide them with professional training and mentorship, but I don’t have the time or ability to really provide them with all the skills they need to succeed in this field. Do you think your mom would be interested in a part-time job here?”

Skylar looked at Nolan, eyes wide. “Seriously? You would be willing to hire her to do that? Don’t you need more time to think about it?”

“This is what I do, Skylar. I sign artists on the streets because of the talent that I see. It’s the same with this. I’ll need to talk to her about it after the holiday rush, but I think it makes sense for me to hire a part-time life coach for my artists. Some of them haven’t had great role models, and need to learn some basic life skills like banking and finance. Others need help learning how to market both themselves and their art. It will help me out a great deal, since it frees me up from things I’m really not all that good at.”

“Wow. I think she’d really like that,” Skylar told him with a huge smile. “You’ll have to ask her of course, but it sounds right up her alley.”

“And speaking of things I’m not so good at….”

“Do I need to ask my mom to come over?” Skylar asked him, eyebrows arched.

Nolan laughed. “Oh God, no. I wanted to ask you a favor actually.”

“A favor? Does it involve your luscious cock?”

Nolan felt his face turn beet red. “Um, well, actually, you see, I need a date. But it’s for an awful family thing, and I don’t want you to go in thinking it’s just a simple date because it’s… complicated. But yeah, I need a date and I was hoping you would be willing to help me out.”

Skylar reached out and grabbed his shoulders as Nolan stood there stammering. “So why is it complicated?”

“My baby brother has asked his boyfriend to the big family Christmas event. His father, my stepfather, took it as well as I expected. That’s why I never brought a date to one of those, because I didn’t want to give him an excuse to cut me off from my brothers. But of course, now that Den has stepped up, you better believe that I’m going to support him. So all three of us are coming with male dates. Tor’s isn’t really a date, just his best friend, but the two girlfriends are plotting and planning and the whole thing is turning into a production. But yeah, I need a date. And you… well, you were who I thought of.”

Skylar just stared at him. “Wow. Okay, that was a lot. But to sum up, you need a date for a super awkward family holiday event.”

“Right. And right now I’m kinda obsessed with the idea of dressing you up and showing you off to the world. Make no mistake with the dress code, the idea is for us to shine and sparkle and be gay as fuck, to take some of the attention off my little brother.”

“I’ll have you know I can rock a tux. I happen to have one that’s tailored to perfection to make me look fabulous. So how bad is this formal event likely to be?” Skylar asked.

“Well, the 1950s want my mom and stepfather back,” Nolan said, and Skylar burst out laughing. “No, really. I love my mom, but I realized a long time ago that I never came first for her. She adored my father, and when he died she just broke. Then when she remarried, it was as if she got her mojo back. She’s all tied up with being the perfect wife. And my stepfather is very rigid and the perfect embodiment of the 1950s company man. He has expectations of his family, most of which revolve around how they can support him in his career.”

“That sounds kinda awful,” Skylar murmured, reaching over to grasp Nolan’s hand.

“I’ve always kept my personal life quiet, but that all changes now. So I need a date. In this case, I am offering up a full night of my luscious cock at your disposal if you will come along and play the part of doting boyfriend in my big fat gay coming out.”

“Can I get a preview of coming attractions?” Skylar asked.

Without another word, Nolan grabbed his hand and dragged him back to his office. Skylar’s mom had Jasper entranced, and Lisa was perfectly capable of managing the gallery. He had just stopped in to support Jasper on the first night of his show. And what a night it was turning out to be.

He swiftly closed the door and rounded on Skylar, stalking toward his prey. Skylar’s eyes grew wide as Nolan stepped up and traced his cheekbones while he drew in his scent. Nolan moved his hands farther down the man’s body until he reached his pants, and then he undid the zipper and drew out Skylar’s cock.

“Commando. Nice. Makes this so much easier,” Nolan said, then sank to his knees in front of Skylar. The whimpering above him was very nice and grew needy and desperate when Nolan licked the tip of Skylar’s cock before he swallowed it down. He explored further and found Skylar’s balls and caressed those with his hands while he did wicked things with his tongue to the cock that filled his mouth.

“I’m gonna, too much, Nolan!” came the incoherent cry above him as Skylar’s balls drew up and a flood of cum filled his mouth. He swallowed happily, continuing to stroke his balls in a soothing motion. Skylar slumped heavily, leaning his hands on Nolan’s shoulders.

“Wow,” he breathed out. “Okay, deal. I’ll come to the 50s revival party with you and shine like a beacon of gayness to the world.”

Nolan laughed as he stood, pressing a kiss on Skylar’s lips, letting the taste of the man’s release linger on their mouths. Eventually, he pulled back just a bit as he tucked that beautiful cock back in, then rested his forehead against Skylar’s. He just breathed and wondered at the feeling of contentment that shot through him at that moment.

“And consider that whole boyfriend thing?” he asked.

Skylar looked at him intently. “Is that really what you want?”

“Yes. I know it’s sudden, but yes,” Nolan said, struggling to explain. Words failing him, he pressed another kiss to Skylar’s mouth. Until loud voices drifted in from the room outside.

“I’m sure he’s probably in his office. Why he snuck back there rather than being out here dealing with all these people touring the gallery, I have no idea,” Tor said from right outside.

“Remember, you just bought a hippo,” Nolan said urgently, guiding Skylar into the nearest chair and walking behind his desk when the door opened. Damn. He really needed to remember to lock that thing.

“There you are! What are you doing hiding back here? Oh, sorry, I didn’t realize someone was with you.”

“Hey, Tor. This is Skylar. He owns Fortress Dojo, that fitness and karate studio over on Old St. Augustine. Most importantly, he bought one of Jasper’s pieces, and we were making arrangements for delivery,” Nolan said, trying to sound normal. “Skylar, this is my brother Tor. And this is Tor’s best friend since forever, Byron.”

Skylar shook both men’s hands, and it was amusing to see him stand next to the two much taller young men. But Nolan knew just how much muscle and tone was hiding under Skylar’s clothes… but no. He couldn’t go down that path or he’d be useless to talk to anyone tonight. The drooling would get in the way.

“We left the rest of them out with your new featured artist.”

“Well, let’s go join them,” Nolan said, leading the group out of his office with a sigh of relief. No one suspected a thing.

As they walked, Byron and Skylar discussed fitness routines and he fell in step with Tor, who promptly clasped his shoulder and whispered in his ear, “Dude, that fooled no one. Making arrangements? Those must be some sexy arrangements you work out with your clients.”

“Tor!” Nolan managed to choke out just as they entered the showroom floor.

“Ah, there you two are!” Mrs. Lopez said as she caught sight of them. “I was just chatting with this charming young man here while Jasper gave the ladies a tour.”

Nolan introduced everyone as Jasper returned with Julia and Jazz.

“It looks amazing, Jasper,” Den said. “Nolan told us it was your opening night, so we just had to drop by.”

“Thanks! It’s been so exciting. I was really worried, but it’s been, just, everything. Nolan, thank you. So much. This is beyond anything I could have imagined.”

“That’s my job, Jasper. Everyone is loving your pieces, as well they should,” Nolan said firmly. “By the way, guys, Sky here has agreed to come with me to the holiday party. So please be nice to him. I don’t want to give him the excuse to flee.”

“That’s a lot of arrangements for you to make, brother. Was there payment involved—Hey!” Tor yelled as Byron elbowed him.

“I’m glad you can come, Sky. I won’t promise it will be fun, but it should be eventful,” Den said. Nolan was struck again at how mature his little brother had become.

Skylar just laughed. “So I gather. And I will be honored to go with you and support you.”

Nolan reached out a finger and traced it over Skylar’s shimmering curls. “I thought you were coming with me, Shimmer.”

“Awww,” all three women breathed behind him.




I Feel Pretty

 

 

Skylar

 

SKYLAR COULD not believe he was doing this. Really. Nolan had warned him, but no, he hadn’t taken him seriously. And now… he was about to join Nolan’s brothers and their dates at a spa for treatments with all of Jazz’s apparently copious aunts there to supervise. And Nolan, who was going to be a bit late because of a last-minute “art emergency.” Damn that man.

Taking a deep breath, he entered the upscale spa, pausing in the entrance as he allowed the calming wood-plank decor and barely heard music to soothe him.

“Skylar!” said a voice off to the side. Then a sudden missile launched at him and right into his side. All sense of calm promptly fled.

“Julia, sweet, I said I would come.” He had to admit he had been surprised when Julia had called him in the middle of the week to suggest the spa day, but there was no way he was going to refuse the invitation. He had really enjoyed meeting Nolan’s brothers and friends and was looking forward to spending more time with them.

“I know, I know. I’m just excited! This will be so much fun,” she exclaimed, grabbing his hand and dragging him through the lobby.

As he entered the room that had been set aside for them, Den sat front and center looking miserable, and he burst out laughing.

“Is it truly that bad, Den?” he asked.

“Look around, man. So much…,” Den muttered under his breath. “Tor and Byron are just basking in all the attention.”

Skylar had to laugh because Den was right. The two men were at the center of a lot of female attention as they got primped to within an inch of their lives. And they were quite literally preening as they sat shirtless with the women slathering mud masks on their faces.

“Skylar, this is my boyfriend, Aaron. Who I think is raking in the points owed for every minute we are here,” Den said, introducing the absolute cutey standing next to him. He had a mop of luscious curls that framed a dark-skinned cherubic face and hazel eyes.

“Thanks so much, Jazz! I can’t believe your aunt Cathy owns this place. It’s so sweet of her and her sisters to host us!” Julia exclaimed.

“Well, we did promise her hot pictures of Tor and Byron in return,” Jazz reminded her friend. “Speaking of which, time for a pic, guys!”

The two friends just laughed and happily posed together. It looked absurd, especially when they started to make ridiculous faces that cracked the mud. The girls who were hovering seemed happy with the pose as well. Come to think of it, Skylar thought as he contemplated the abs on display, maybe it wasn’t all that ridiculous.

“Hey, no perving on the straight guys,” Nolan said as he wrapped Skylar up in a hug. “Especially not the straight guy that’s my little brother.”

Skylar just laughed. “No worries, darling. Just trying to figure out if that pose was ridiculously hot or just ridiculous, and I’m really not sure.”

“I suspect that Julia and Jazz would tell you their boyfriends are ridiculously hot. Personally, I think the green stuff on their face just doesn’t offset their hair very well.” Nolan shrugged and grabbed Skylar’s hand. “Let’s go rescue the youngsters and get them somewhere less… overwhelming.”

After collecting Den and Aaron, they headed over to several stations in a quiet corner of the room. Two of the aunts came over and assessed them critically.

“Okay, darlings, my name is Ira and this is Lydia. I see you have fled the scene. But we shall still get you all ready for the big night. Ms. Wayfair was most adamant that you gentlemen will look marvelous when leaving here. Let’s start with something easy, shall we, and soak your hands and feet? I promise you won’t melt or anything. It will merely feel wonderful, especially with a bit of massage.”

The two women quickly set up seats with appropriate places to soak, and Skylar settled back with a sigh and allowed the deliciously warm water and smell of mint to do its magic. Ira and Lydia worked quietly, and soon enough they had been soaked and scrubbed and massaged, finally ending with a facial and head massage.

Suddenly a burst of laughter erupted from Den. “Aaron, love, your hair is ridiculous right now.”

Sure enough, Aaron’s curls had morphed into a raging case of bedhead with a side of static electricity.

“Good thing we have the stylist right here to finish up,” Ira said, waving over a young man who had just arrived. Thankfully it didn’t take too much longer, and Skylar knew his color was still perfection, so a quick trim and he was ready to go. He looked around, and damn, did they clean up nice. Den and Aaron definitely looked the most changed, and he smiled at the transformation.

“Don’t you look good!” Julia said as she came over and gave Den a kiss on the cheek. “Not too painful, was it, guys?”

Den just grumbled as the rest of them laughed.
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NOLAN TOOK stock of the havoc that had been wreaked in his house. Formal wear was strewn in bits and pieces all over his bedrooms. Julia and Jazz had taken over his kitchen and back deck to take pictures once everyone was ready. The bathrooms were saturated with styling products, and water had been splashed everywhere. But he grinned from ear to ear as he looked at his family and friends. Getting ready for the formal event tonight had taken on a life of its own, and they had their own pre-party going on. Sadly, Nolan suspected that this one was a lot more fun than the real party to come later.

Tor and Byron came out of the guest bedroom, followed closely by half of the basketball team. The other half were wandering through his living room, carrying beers and playing on the PS4. Loudly. But the noise died down as everyone got to see the final unveiling. Julia and Jazz rushed in and squealed.

They did look amazing. Tor wore a traditional tuxedo, which had been tailor-made for him, and a deep purple shirt. The outfit set off his mahogany hair and piercing blue eyes. Byron also had on a traditional tuxedo, but with a white shirt that highlighted his sculpted cheekbones and dark skin. He had always reminded Nolan a little bit of Denzel Washington. Tor and Byron together were a striking couple. The girls immediately grabbed them into the other room for a photo session, working their friends in on the fun as well.

Once the chaos had been removed to the kitchen, Den and Aaron hesitantly came out. They had gone for straight-up traditional. Den had cleaned up well, and it was amazing to see how dashing he looked now. Aaron, well, that boy was all kinds of adorable. Nolan could see why Den was so enamored.

Cordelia stepped up to help both young men with the finishing touches on their ties. She had insisted on coming over with Skylar to make sure the youngsters had someone looking out for them. From the way the two were smiling shyly at her, they were both basking in her attention. There was something about her that just shouted out “Mom” with all capital letters and cookies.

Nolan turned when Skylar came over, a water bottle held out. “Thanks, Shimmer. You look amazing.”

And he did. The man was wearing a tuxedo that had a deep royal blue tint, and a peacock-style vest. The combination played off his amazing hair and made for quite the breathtaking sight. Nolan had chosen to wear his normal tuxedo, as it was tailored to perfection. But he’d paired it with a steel-blue shirt and a royal-blue bow tie. He was vain enough to hope it highlighted his deep blue eyes.

Cordelia hugged them both. “Look at you two! The six of you are going to make quite an entrance.”

“Speaking of making an entrance, let’s go face the music and let the girls take our pictures,” Nolan told the group as he dragged everyone to the kitchen. When he got there, photos were being taken out on the deck. Julia and Jazz had put their boyfriends in the middle surrounded by the rest of the basketball team, who were all in uniform. He had no idea how the girls had talked them into that, but he suspected they could talk just about anyone into doing what they wanted. The Christmas lights he had strung along the railings shone brightly in the early evening light, providing a nice lighting backdrop for the pictures.

“These are great. The site is going to go through the roof again. The likes from the spa day were amazing, and this is going to be even better!” Jazz exclaimed excitedly.

Skylar took her phone and herded the two girls into the picture. A couple of the guys placed the girls on their shoulders behind their boyfriends. Nolan laughed when the team tossed around several basketballs covered in Santa hats. Nolan was seriously impressed that the entire team had taken everything in stride and were all here to support their teammates. Skylar took a bunch of photos and handed the phone back for the girls to sort through once they jumped down.

Nolan grabbed Skylar as they wandered back into the kitchen and kissed him hard, then realized that they had an audience who was doing their best paparazzi impression.

“So. Hot. OMG,” Julia muttered, and he had to stifle his grin as he looked over at her.

“Jazz, I’m not sure it will be safe to post those pictures. Ovaries will explode.” Julia chuckled.

“If we don’t post that picture, the team will never forgive us. They agreed to stay home today as long as we posted enough pictures. Poor Nolan had enough people showing up at his house. Okay, we just need a picture of Den and Aaron, and then one of all of you,” Jazz said, fully in control of the situation. The rest of the pictures went quickly, and then it was time to load up into the limo that Nolan had arranged for the evening. The rest of the guests in the house were planning to stick around until they came back.

“Call us if you need us to come down there and kick anyone’s ass,” Julia said. Nolan caught her up in a huge hug, glad that Tor had found someone so amazing to be by his side.




Party Down
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SKYLAR HELD tight to Nolan’s hand as they approached the entrance to the building. He hadn’t been too sure exactly what this “family holiday event” would look like, but apparently, it involved renting out the exclusive club at the private golf course. Much like downtown, there were lights everywhere, and the palm trees, in particular, were sparkling. Christmas music could be heard throughout the grounds, and the current song about a white Christmas was particularly out of place in the almost seventy-degree weather.

“You look like you are expecting the gators to pop up. You can relax—they live down on the 16th hole,” Tor told him, slapping his shoulder.

“I suspect, looking at the crowd I see here, the gators may be more friendly,” Skylar said wryly.

“Ha! You may be right,” Den said, taking a deep breath.

“Den, you don’t have to do this. We don’t have to do this. Skylar, Byron, and I can go hit the diner for real food while you guys go schmooze with the relations. Don’t force it if you aren’t ready,” Aaron said quietly.

“Aaron, hon, I am ready. You are everything to me, and I need them to know that. I don’t mean to drop you into the gator frenzy that is about to erupt, but I really need you with me. This is for me, and it’s for us. I… need you beside me everywhere, here included. Or I’m not me anymore,” Den said, shaking his head in frustration. “I’m not explaining this well….”

“Shhh. I get it. I do. So let’s go in there and be fearless,” Aaron replied, holding tightly to Den’s hand. The love and courage in the moment made Skylar’s eyes water.

“Fearless!” Tor and Byron chanted in unison and chest bumped each other. Skylar burst out laughing, because, really. Such total jocks, even if they were a complete surprise in many ways. The support that they and the rest of their team had shown for Den today had blown him away. And they had managed to take him from tears to laughter in seconds. He suspected that tonight’s emotional whiplash had just started.

“You guys are such dorks!” Den exclaimed, shaking his head. “But… you are the best brothers a guy could have. Thank you all for doing this with us.”

“You do not need to thank us for supporting you. That’s what we’re here for, little brother. Come then,” Nolan said, grabbing ahold of Skylar’s arm and taking the lead as they approached the door.

“Yeah, come on, little brother,” Byron said, chest puffed out as he ruffled Den’s hair, then grabbed Tor’s hand.

“Not the hair! And I already have two older brothers,” Den protested as he laughed and grabbed Aaron’s hand.

“I think you have three,” Aaron said quietly, with a big smile on his face.

Skylar chuckled at the antics behind him, then it was show time as they were about to enter the club. Tonight was about Den and supporting him while he made a stand. This had become his fight, and he wouldn’t let the younger man down.

With that in mind, bolstering his confidence, he held tight to Nolan’s arm as they walked into the large room beyond. The party was in full swing, well, as exciting as it could get with everyone in formal wear and trying to look sophisticated. He felt the others enter behind him, and then an odd silence rippled around the room. Even without the “gay” thing going on, he suspected that the six of them entering together would catch everyone’s attention.

“Mother! So good to see you. I hope Dad’s here. We’ve been looking forward to seeing everyone. We even got Tor and Den all cleaned up and presentable. Don’t they look great?” Nolan said in a bright, artificially cheerful voice as he steered them over to a woman standing near the door. She had a deer-in-the-headlights look about her as she watched them approach.
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HE HELD tightly on to Skylar’s hand as they walked up to his mother. She was frozen, glass in hand. Definitely not a welcoming look. He sighed, as it shouldn’t have been a surprise. He had called her and told her of their plan to come tonight. She had freaked out and told him not to attend, but he had hoped his argument of needing to support her youngest son would resonate with her when she had a chance to reflect on it. He breathed a sigh of relief as he realized she was standing next to Mrs. Amwith, a longtime client at the gallery.

“Nolan! Dear, it’s so good to see you. I was just telling your mother how much I enjoyed the latest piece I bought from you. That dragon painting just looks divine in my sitting room,” she exclaimed.

“I’m so glad. You should stop in sometime during the holiday event. I have a new sculptor that has such marvelous creations. I think one would be perfect for your garden,” he said as he kissed her cheek. “Mrs. Amwith, may I introduce you to my boyfriend Skylar?”

Skylar stepped up and took Mrs. Amwith’s hand, turning it and pressing a kiss to her knuckles as she blushed in surprised delight. Definitely showtime.

“Oh, so handsome and sweet you are! I love your tux, darling. And your hair! Do you think I could pull that look off? I’m pretty sure it would look amazing. I think I should make you my fashion consultant!”

“Sadly, I am not as talented as all that. My friend Jared is a stylist in town and put together this ensemble for me when I needed formal wear,” Skylar replied.

“Oh, what is it that you do, Skylar?” Mrs. Amwith asked. Nolan noted that his mother remained quiet, letting her friend handle the conversation. He wished he knew what she was thinking.

“I own Fortress Dojo, a fitness and karate studio in town. It keeps me busy, and I’ve joined a number of the business associations of course. Hence the need for the formal wear. Otherwise, I fear, my attire is entirely suited for being in a gym.”

Or of course at a dance club, but Nolan kept that particular thought to himself. Before he got too distracted by remembering Skylar’s attire the previous weekend, the rest of the group arrived, having diverted to pick up drinks along the way. Tor handed Nolan and Skylar each a glass, then reclaimed his own from Byron.

“Hello, Mrs. Novac. It’s good to see you again,” Byron said to Nolan’s mother, reaching out his hand.

Still apparently in a daze, she took his hand automatically. “Um, hello, Byron. It is good to see you as well. Victor, where is Julia?”

“Oh, she couldn’t make it tonight so Byron volunteered to keep me company. Isn’t that great?” Tor said.

“Yes, well, great. I’m always glad to see your friends, Victor. And you, Riorden, you look very nice this evening,” Nolan’s mother continued, obviously still flustered.

“Thank you, Mother. I think you met Aaron last weekend when he came over for lunch,” Den said dryly. “He was gracious enough to agree to come with me tonight.”

Nolan stifled a laugh, and grasped hold of Skylar’s hand.

“Oh my gosh, Victoria, is this little Riorden? You look so grown up! And is this your boyfriend?” Mrs. Amwith exclaimed excitedly, oblivious to the tension in the area. Or perhaps not so oblivious, as she turned to him and winked.

“Nice to meet you, ma’am. I’m Aaron. Aaron Seevers,” he stammered out as he shook her hand.

Mrs. Amwith promptly pulled him into a hug, then held him at arm’s length. “I can definitely see why Riorden is so enamored, yes? So very handsome you both are. Why I think you two are the same age as my nephews. They just came over this past weekend to help me decorate. I do declare, I’ve lived here for half my life, but it still seems wrong to decorate for Christmas while wearing shorts.”

Nolan laughed. “Missing the snow from Pittsburgh, Mrs. Amwith?”

“No, I can’t say I miss the snow and ice. But there’s something to be said for the traditional Christmas decor with pine trees and a dusting of snow. Instead, I had my nephews sweating up a storm while they hung lights on my palm trees. Here, take a look,” she said, handing Nolan her phone.

When he burst into laughter, Skylar looked over to see the screen. There was a large lawn with four impressive palm trees that were decked out in an eye-melting amount of lights. The bottoms were red lights that tapered up over the natural bulge in the tree, and then it switched to white lights as it cascaded up over the top of the fronds.

“That, um, that looks… ummm,” Skylar burst out.

“Looks just like a bunch of dicks in the yard, doesn’t it?” she said, as her frown twitched into light laughter. “My poor nephews are mortified as they thought I would switch out the lights, but I left them just like they are and pretend I have no idea what they look like and show them off to everyone. Very loudly if they happen to be around, and credit them with how well the decorations turned out. I must say, there are times when I love Christmas in Florida.”

Just then Nolan’s stepfather approached them, drink in hand and scowl on his face.

“Jules! I was just getting reacquainted with your lovely family. Such handsome and well-mannered young men. And they definitely do you proud with their attire this evening. And their dates are just enchanting!” Mrs. Amwith gushed.

“So very nice of you to say, Lucy,” Jules Novac said, settling his stare on Nolan and glaring. “If you will excuse me, I need to borrow Nolan for a second.”

With that he turned and stalked away, obviously expecting Nolan to follow him.

“Pardon me for just a moment. I’ll be back as soon as I can,” Nolan said, squeezing Skylar’s hand as he whispered in his ear, “Please make sure to keep Den here, no matter what.”

“So tell me, Skylar, what type of classes do you offer?” Mrs. Amwith asked as he followed after his stepfather. He smiled to realize that he had left the group in excellent hands.

They reached the french doors and went out onto the patio. The evening was extremely pleasant, and the lights twinkled in the back of the club area as well. In addition to the lights on the building, there was a truly impressive display of Christmas lights on the trees and shrubbery. Including the palm trees, but these were much more sedately decorated than Mrs. Amwith’s display. It would be a relaxing view, except for the man that rounded on him as soon as he stepped outside.

“What the ever-loving fuck do you think you and your brothers are trying to do? I forbade Riorden from bringing that boy with him tonight. And what the hell is Victor thinking to bring that obnoxious friend of his along? And you? You’ve always had the sense to be discreet. I expect that you will respect my wishes and send the three stooges that you lot came with home right away.”

Nolan struggled with how best to reply and finally settled on the straightforward approach. “No.”

“What do you mean no? That’s not acceptable, Nolan. Your brother was told already what the implications of disobedience would be. I cannot allow you to flaunt your disrespect in front of my friends and business associates!”

“No disrespect was intended, sir. All we did was attend the party with our dates. If you are determined in this, all six of us can leave now. Before dinner. But be warned that if we do that, we will not be coming back. Den will stay with Tor and me. I repeat, we will not be back.”

“Nolan! No! You can’t do that. Did you talk your brothers into this? Why must you make this so difficult?” his mother exclaimed as she walked up to them.

“Why hello, Mother. So glad to see your never-ending love and support—”

His stepfather slapped him across the face.

“You will not disrespect your mother or me like that!” he shouted, as Nolan deliberately caressed the red spot on his cheek.

He sighed as Tor and Byron stepped up to flank him. He was glad that the rest of the group hadn’t arrived yet. Hopefully, Skylar and Mrs. Amwith could keep the boys distracted.

“There is no disrespect intended. But Riorden told you what he wanted, no, what he needed from you. Telling him to stay in the closet is not an appropriate answer. I stayed discreet, yes, but that was so that you could not cut me off from my brothers. So now I must do what I need to protect them, as I always have.”

“Nolan, I…,” Tor began, then stopped after his father turned to glare at him.

“You will do nothing! You will walk out of here, with the rest of this lot, and leave Riorden to us. He will learn to respect the rules we have laid down for him.”

“Sorry, but no. I have seen what type of learning that is. Unfortunately for you, I have records of it as well. From Christmas of ten years ago in fact. If you want to turn this into a fight that will get all sorts of press, I can petition for custody out of concern for Riorden’s safety. The video I have will make for interesting evidence.”

His mother gasped as his stepfather blanched.

“What video? What are you talking about, Nolan?” his mother asked, looking panicked.

“The one I made using the motion-triggered camera you had given me for my birthday one year. It was right before I moved out. When I moved in with Grandma and started working at the gallery,” he replied carefully.

“But I thought you said you were moving out to give us more room for Riorden and Victor, and because Grandma needed help.”

Nolan laughed bitterly. “Both those things were true. But I also realized I wasn’t welcome in his house,” he said, nodding at his stepfather. Then suddenly he had a terrible thought and tears welled in his eyes. “I thought Tor and Den would be safe. He didn’t hurt you, did he, Tor? Please tell me he didn’t hurt you.”

Tor rushed over to grab his arm. “No, he never touched me. By the time you moved out, I was already bigger than you. And I was always doing everything he wanted anyway, between school and sports. So no, I was safe. He didn’t mess with Den either, not until last weekend when I grabbed him. Don’t cry, Nolan. You aren’t responsible for any of this.”

Nolan took a deep breath and addressed his mother. “I have the video on my phone if you don’t believe me. The one where he beat me and told me I couldn’t date boys and be part of his family. Where he threatened to cut me off from all contact with my brothers if I didn’t change my ways.”

“I… I don’t know what’s come over you. All of you! But I won’t put up with being humiliated. Take your brothers and your ridiculous dates and get out of here. I don’t care what you do with the little pervert, but keep him away from me,” Nolan’s stepfather said, glaring at him and Tor. “And don’t you dare let anyone else see that video or I’ll call in some favors, and maybe that gallery of yours won’t do so well….”

“What the….” Tor began, rushing at his father, but Nolan grabbed his arm. “No, Tor. Let’s just walk away. We don’t mess with him, and he won’t mess with us. Agreed?”

“Goddamn you, yes. Just get out of my sight. I don’t want you coming to me for anything, you hear me? As for Riorden, well, good luck with him. My lawyer will be in touch to finalize guardianship papers. Come, Victoria, we are done here.”

And his mother walked off with her husband without a backward glance.




Paybacks

 

 

Skylar

 

“I THINK you owe me something, and I believe it was supposed to be exquisite,” he said, looking at Nolan as they got into the limo. His date had come back with his brother and Byron, all three looking furious but trying to contain it. Skylar was more concerned with the red welt that had appeared on Nolan’s cheek while they were gone. They had made their excuses to Mrs. Amwith, and Nolan had bundled everyone outside.

“Do I now?” Nolan asked, but with a flash of a smile that made Skylar take a relieved breath. The look on Nolan’s face when they first reached the limo had been devastating and he had been desperate to distract him.

“Hey, no sex in the limo. That’s just wrong. There are things I don’t need to know about my big brother,” said Tor, getting in after them with Byron by his side.

“Move over, guys. Dang, you two are blocking the door with your big butts. I swear we brought the entire basketball team with us rather than just the two of you based on all that real estate,” came Den’s complaining voice. Skylar smiled at the thought that the boy could complain like a typical teen after this, knowing he had the love and support of his brothers. It wasn’t going to be all rainbow unicorns and it didn’t seem like a family reunion was in the works. But Den would have the full support of his brothers and their friends, and the road in front of him wouldn’t be a lonely one filled with jagged secrets.

While Skylar envied Den the camaraderie that came with his brothers and their extended circle, he was once again grateful for the amazing advocate his mother had been while he was growing up. Her strength and belief in him had kept him going on many difficult days, and he had to smile at her fierceness.

“I love seeing that smile on your face,” Nolan said quietly as he squeezed his hand, then turned to the rest of the group. “We’re all going back to my house so we can let the girls collect the conquering horde and whisk you all and your grooming supplies back to the apartment. The limo will wait for you and the girls while you get your stuff.”

“Hey, Tor, are you sure it’s okay if I crash with you again tonight?” Den asked.

“Of course, little bro. The couch is all yours for the holidays. I really like the idea of hanging out with you for a few weeks. That will give Nolan some alone time tonight,” Tor said, with a wink for his older brother.

“Is it okay if I stay over tonight too? My folks know where I went and I told them I would be back tomorrow. I didn’t want to make them wait up,” Aaron asked tentatively.

“No problem. I’ll actually be going over to Jazz’s place tonight. So feel free to crash in my room,” Byron said.

“Awesome! Thanks, Byron,” said Den.

“Just no sex in my bed. Hard limit, man. You’re my little brother, and that would just be all wrong,” Byron hastily put in.

“You two are all full of no-fun rules,” Skylar said laughingly. “No sex in the limo, no sex in the bed. I guess that leaves wall sex? I can be down with that.”

Once they reached Nolan’s house, they all piled out and headed in, and Skylar made coffee while the rest of them gathered their stuff. Julia and Jazz joined him in the kitchen while he was working. It looked like the two of them had been busy fixing the chaos that had been left. And of course lighting up social media.

“Um, so how did it go?” Julia asked softly.

“I am going to go out on a limb and say badly. We had a wonderful chat with a Mrs. Amwith, but then the evil stepfather took Nolan out for a chat. Let’s just say we departed shortly thereafter.”

“That’s a good summary, pretty boy.” Tor walked into the kitchen with the rest of the crew and pulled Julia in for a kiss. “Den is coming back with us tonight, and Aaron is going to have a sleepover I think. Right, guys?” he asked his younger brother and his date.

“We didn’t really talk about anything, but I guess I’m not going home?”

Nolan grabbed his youngest brother up in his arms. “No, Den. You won’t be going home. I didn’t want to make any decisions for you and hoped we could avoid that. But things didn’t work out like I hoped.”

“Did he hit you? Is that why your cheek is red?”

“Yes, and that’s why I don’t want you going home. I never want you there by yourself, okay? Did he hit you before?”

“No, but he got all sorts of mad the day I left. That’s why Tor grabbed me. I think he really wanted to hit me, and it freaked me out,” Riorden said softly as Aaron hugged him tightly.

“It will be all right, Den. You have us. We’ll never turn our backs on you,” Nolan said fiercely.

“And us! You have us! And a whole bunch of my family thinks you are all sorts of adorable. A few of them wanted to keep you after the spa day. So if you ever need rides or anything and your brothers aren’t around, you just give us a call,” Jazz said. Her eyes were brimming with tears, but she sounded excited at the same time.

“I want you to always make decisions for yourself, Den. I know it’s hard to feel forced into things because you aren’t old enough to be on your own yet. Believe me, I know. But for right now, the plan is for you to stay with Tor for the holiday. Things will be a bit hectic once school starts back up again for both of you, so I’d like you to come stay with me then. This house is plenty big, and we’ll set up the guest room for you, okay? We’ll get everything straightened out with the school in the meantime.”

“Yeah, that sounds good. I… thank you—”

Nolan cut him off with a huge hug. “Never thank me for loving you, brother. We’re a family, and we’re going to stick together,” Nolan said roughly.

“Hey, I’m pretty sure Dad was going to get me a sweet ride for Christmas this year. Since you’re taking over the role, does that mean you’ll take me car shopping this week?” Den asked brightly.

“In your dreams, smartass,” Nolan replied, ridiculously happy with his brother’s resilient spirit. “Now you guys get out of here. It’s late, and I think we all need our rest.”

“If that’s what you’re going with, bro,” Tor muttered, before Julia grabbed his arm and dragged him out, the rest of them following and laughing.

 

 

Nolan

 

“WELL, THAT was about as bad as it could possibly go,” Nolan said as he sank down on the seat after the door closed.

“What happened with your folks?” Skylar asked quietly.

“Oh, Den’s father tried to kick us all out but have us leave Den there. Since things had gone south before Tor rescued him last week, I didn’t feel it was safe to leave him, Sky. So I had to resort to blackmail.”

“Blackmail?” Skylar asked.

“I have a video of him beating me the night he threw me out ten years ago before I went and lived with my grandmother. I haven’t used it before, but I’m glad I kept it as a just-in-case.”

“And your face? Did he hit you again?” Skylar asked, running his finger tenderly down the side of Nolan’s face where he could still feel the impact of his stepfather’s hand.

“Yeah, he was really angry,” Nolan said, startled by the flash of anger on Skylar’s face.

“Shit. I should have gone with you. Mrs. Amwith was fine with the boys. Never again. He doesn’t ever get to lay a hand on you again,” Skylar said, staring intently at Nolan.

“I’m fine. Really. I’m more upset by my mother’s reaction tonight than anything else.”

“What about your mom?” Skylar asked.

Nolan smiled bitterly. “She didn’t say anything really. Just insisted how wrong I was. But she left with her husband when he stormed off. I mean, it’s not like I didn’t know he was the most important thing to her. But I had hoped that she would step up and truly be a mother for Den and love him unconditionally. I had really wanted that for him, which is why we went to that stupid party tonight. What a waste.”

“Oh, hon, it was many things but not a waste. While it may not be the answer you wanted, you now know what the plan is for your brother. And he’ll be loved and protected. And my mother is going to be all over that boy. He won’t know what hit him,” Skylar said with a wink. “And besides, it got you all dressed up in this tux, which has made me hard all night. It’s a good thing we didn’t stick around for dancing. I don’t think I could’ve moved without pain.”

Nolan laughed, feeling suddenly light-hearted, and grabbed Skylar up in his arms. “I don’t know how you do it, but with you, I feel like it will actually be all right.”

“Of course it will, once you get to work on my reward. Remember the one I get for coming tonight?”

“Oh, you’ll be coming tonight. Let’s just see how many times we can make that happen.” And with that Nolan crushed his mouth down on Skylar’s, feasting ravenously on his lips. He gave thanks for the fact that all the blinds had been closed and languidly began to undress the beautiful man in front of him. He bent down to untie his shoes and help him out of his footwear before moving on to the rest of his clothes. He carefully placed the amazing outfit on a nearby chair, then lifted Skylar up onto the table. He gave further thanks for his obvious foresight in furniture selection, the piece being an artistic masterpiece in wood and stone that had been bolted to the floor. It was beautiful and extremely sturdy.

He leaned over and stared down at Skylar, basking in the sight of his lover beneath him, as contentment snuck into his heart.

“Nolan? Is this okay? We don’t have to if you need time to…. I mean, I was only kidding about the payback and you don’t—”

Nolan took his cock in his mouth and sucked for all he was worth. Inarticulate cries were wrung from Skylar’s lips as Nolan focused all of his attention on this one moment, on this one man.

He reached into the inside pocket of his tuxedo and drew out the supplies he had stashed there. He placed the foil packet down and quickly opened the lube. With slicked fingers, he gently probed Skylar’s entrance, and his finger was drawn into the welcoming heat. The cries grew louder and more desperate until he had three fingers in his lover’s channel and that beautiful cock deep down his throat, and then there were only whimpers.

“Stop, please, I want to come with you filling me up. Please, Nolan, I need you inside me….”

He withdrew his fingers and shucked his pants, drawing out his cock. He stood up and slipped on the condom, then slicked himself up quickly. He positioned himself and thrust deep, knowing Skylar relished the entry and burn. He stopped once he was balls deep and slowly stroked Skylar’s cock.

“You gonna start moving there, bad boy?”

“Bossy bottom.” Nolan laughed as he glided in and out in a teasing rhythm.

“Move, damn you, move!” Skylar demanded as he reached up and twisted ever so slightly on Nolan’s piercing. Damn. That felt amazing. Giving over entirely to the sensations, he thrust over and over until he was almost at the edge and then plunged right over it when Skylar cried out his release and his channel spasmed in rhythm with his orgasm.

“Okay, so it was table sex rather than wall sex. Still works,” muttered the man sprawled out all over said piece of furniture. Nolan laughed as he carefully withdrew, grabbing a towel that lay nearby and cleaned them up before carefully covering his lover’s body with his own, propped up on his arms so he could admire the man beneath him.

“Only one problem. The bed is all the way over there. I’m not sure I can make it. I think you wrecked me.”

“Hon, if I had truly wrecked you, you wouldn’t be able to talk right now. We’ll have to work on that. In the meantime….” With that Skylar levered himself up, somehow taking Nolan with him and lifting him over his shoulder before carrying him into the bedroom and throwing him onto his bed.

“Dang tricky ninja.”

“Hey, I have a ninja hippo to try to live up to now. I need to step up the training, I think.”

“You can train on me anytime.”

“I stepped right into that one, didn’t I?” He smiled down at Nolan. “You’re still wearing most of your clothes, including your shoes. It’s kinda cute, but not exactly comfortable for bed. Let’s get you undressed.”

As Skylar reached for him, Nolan caught his hand, bringing it to his lips.

“Stay,” he ordered. “Stay the night.”

“I had planned to, remember? I have my overnight bag stashed in here already.” Skylar smiled at him fondly.

“Fair warning, I want lots of overnights. And eventually, I want the bag to be unnecessary. I want us to wake up Christmas morning together. And kiss on New Year’s Eve. You’re mine. I knew that from the moment I saw you in my bed that first morning, when you enchanted me beyond reason.”

Skylar was quiet for a long moment. “And do I get to keep you too?”

“Always. Always yours, Shimmer. Please never let me go.”

“Never. Always yours,” Skylar said as he carefully helped Nolan undress. Nolan drew the smaller man into his arms and closed his eyes, happiness washing through him in endless bounds.

“Love you, Shimmer. Always you.”
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