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House Hunting with
Anna

 

“Good morning!”

Jude stared at his mother’s smiling face on
the other side of his open front door. He blinked a few times,
completely disoriented. “What time is it?”

“Seven.” She bustled past him in a thick,
yellow coat, carrying a box of doughnuts. She stopped, eyeing him
up and down, her red cheeks chapped from the wind. “You two aren’t
ready? Why aren’t you ready?”

“Ready?” he repeated stupidly, shivering as
cold air swept up the stairwell with an ominous whistle. He shut
the door and watched her set down the box and pull out a stack of
papers. A thick stack. He looked down at his loose sweats and black
T-shirt. “Ready?” Sleep still graveled his voice as he struggled to
get a few of the wheels turning in his brain.

“We’re house hunting today, remember?” She
walked into the kitchenette and sniffed. “You don’t have coffee
going? Thought I taught you better than that. Where’s the magical
one-cup machine?”

“I like brewed better, so we don’t have
one.”

She sighed and began unwrapping heavy layers
of clothes, tossing her yellow scarf and coat over one of the small
dining chairs.

He closed his eyes and rubbed
them, wishing the fog would finally clear from his brain. He felt
like he was two steps behind his mother and that was never a good
place to be. “Mana, I know you’re excited
about this, but none of the open houses will be open yet. It’s the
crack-ass of dawn on a Sunday. I thought you’d come
after church.”

“I skipped it today. God will understand that
my boys are ready to start their lives together.” She winked at him
before grabbing the coffeepot and filling it with water. “I found
some wonderful homes. I printed them, so I thought we could go over
each one this morning and see if you two want to rule any out. But
I already made a map of the best route we can take to see them
all.” She added coffee grounds and flipped on the machine as she
snorted and muttered under her breath. “Crack-ass
backwards.”

As the last tendrils of sleep cleared from his
mind, Jude realized he hadn’t even heard Snow come in. He liked to
be awake when he did, liked to revel in the fact that the man had a
key to his place. And actually used it.

Anna cocked her head and pointed at the
bathroom door. “He’s in the shower?”

Jude didn’t have the heart to tell his mother
that Snow had probably just arrived after his shift, which meant
he’d been up all night. He’d switched with another doctor and had
more than likely forgotten about the house hunting. Jude sure as
shit had. His hope of a lazy day in bed with his general fled. He’d
been pulling long hours himself and they’d barely seen each other
all week.

He sighed. “I’ll go warn him you’re
here.”

She plopped her hands on her hips.
“Warn?”

He grimaced, rubbing his eyes
again. “Sorry. Still half-asleep. I meant let him know.” He shook his head as
he walked into the bathroom. He’d meant warn because Snow usually
paraded around the small apartment naked before crawling into
bed.

Life is
good.

Steam filled the small room. He shut the door
behind him and eyed the tired man leaning with both hands braced on
the wall. Water poured over his bent head, darkening his hair and
trailing down the tense muscles of his back. Seemed he hadn’t had
enough time to wind down. Jude wanted to take his clothes off,
step under that water, and force him to relax in the way they did
best. Snow tilted his head and let the water pour over his face as
he rolled his shoulders. Lean muscles rippled along his spine.
Jude’s breath caught in his throat.

Damn, had it really been a week
with no sex?

Light blue eyes flashed as Snow spotted him
and turned. His smile was brittle with exhaustion at the edges, but
still full of heat and welcome. Jude wished his mother was anywhere
but in the other room.

“Come here,” Snow murmured, his eyes
narrowing, his hands moving slower over his wet skin.

Since he’d fallen for Snow, heat stayed at a
low boil at all times in Jude’s gut. It flared out of control with
the least amount of provocation. He shut his eyes against the
temptation, only to grunt when he was suddenly grabbed and pulled
under the water, clothes and all. His hot, wet boyfriend
immediately plastered his body to Jude’s and cupped the sides of
his head to tilt it back.

“You planned to take all that off anyway,
right?” Snow slanted his mouth over Jude’s as his hand slid down
his back and into the loose, now sopping wet, waist of his
sweatpants. Snow gripped his ass and rubbed his body against
him.

Jude opened his mouth, groaning
again as Snow’s tongue slid between his lips. His boyfriend kissed
with a brain-scrambling demand Jude couldn’t resist. He took Jude
places he’d only imagined, made him feel a soul-deep yearning to
crawl inside the man and know
everything about him. He’d never realized it was
possible to feel like this. He wouldn’t trade it for anything on
Earth.

“Want skin, Torres,” Snow muttered against his
mouth as he stepped back as far as he could in the tiny shower and
reached for the hem of his T-shirt.

Jude was reaching too when he
remembered why he’d come in there. “Hold on.” He held up his hands,
panting and laughing at his own inability to resist Snow. “Shit,
General, my mana
is here.”

Snow frowned, his hands pausing under the
bottom of Jude’s T-shirt, warm palms pressed to his abdomen.
“What?”

“My mother is on the other side of that
thin door and probably getting impatient.”

Groaning, Snow tried to step back farther but
hit the wall. “It’s Sunday, isn’t it?” He shook his head. “All the
extra hours this week threw me off.” He looked down at his hard
dick with a frown of regret. “Too bad.”

Laughing, Jude wrapped his arms around Snow
and hugged him. “You’re the one who promised to take her house
hunting with us today, and she has a stack of printouts over an
inch thick.”

“If I didn’t want us out of this apartment so
badly, I wouldn’t have.”

“Don’t lie, General. You like
my mana.
Admit it.”

Before Snow could answer the water abruptly
went ice cold. Light blue eyes flared wide. “Shit!”

Jude shut off the water, laughing so hard he
had to reach for the towels twice. He stepped out because there
wasn’t room for them both to dry off in the same spot in this
bathroom, hitting his elbow hard on the wall in the process. He
lost his balance and hit Snow, knocking him into the
wall.

Snow righted Jude immediately. “The new place
is going to have a big-ass shower.” He snagged two towels from the
shelf over the toilet and handed one to Jude.

“Agreed. You’ll either have to cover up with
the towel or wait for me to bring you something to wear.” He wiped
the cloth down his face and lifted an eyebrow. “My mother would
definitely prefer the towel.”

Dark eyebrows met as Snow scowled. “Just grab
me a pair of jeans and a shirt.”

“Done. By the way”—Jude leaned against the
door—“I’ve been thinking about that ski trip Lucas wants us to take
next month. Let’s do it. Even I’m worried about Rowe and I barely
know the man.”

He regretted bringing up Snow’s friend when
stark grief bled into Snow’s eyes.

“I’m so sorry, General,” he whispered,
touching his arm. “I’m tired too. Not thinking.”

“You’re right. Rowe isn’t doing well.” He was
quiet as he finished drying, then wrapped the towel around his
waist. “I can only get a three-day weekend after all the time I
missed recently, but that should be enough. Maybe a change of
scenery will give Rowe a mental break.”

Jude doubted anything would help Snow’s
friend. And he worried about the surgeon, too. He sometimes lapsed
into long silences when his grief grew overwhelming. Before Jude,
he’d gone looking for physical release that bordered on violence
when he let the world get to him. And he’d gotten himself into some
bad situations. He’d shared some of it with Jude, but there was
little doubt that more stewed deeper within the man.

Now, Snow did the quiet thing and Jude had
learned to give him needed space. Except on the days his temper won
out over the silence. He should probably be ashamed that he liked
those days so much, but they usually ended up with Snow up against
a wall. His general’s sneer got him so damn hot, it worked for them
both.

He left the bathroom and was hit with his
mother’s immediate cackle when she saw him dripping on the
floor.

“You didn’t even have time
to warn him I was here, did you?” She snickered, pouring herself a
cup of coffee before it was done filling the carafe. “Walls kind of
close in that bathroom?” She hid her grin in her raised
cup.

It was his mother, after all, so he felt heat
creep up his neck. “We’ve barely crossed paths this week with
alternating shifts.”

“So today is the first day off for both of
you?” she asked softly, giving him an understanding
look.

He nodded, then shivered. They’d gotten the
heater working again, but the lingering chill in the air he usually
managed to ignore wasn’t helped by the wet clothes clinging to his
skin. “But we do need to find a place.”

Hurrying to the stacks of Snow’s clothes piled
neatly on the table by the door, he dug through, grabbing the first
jeans and sweater he found.

The cleaning company had set Snow’s condo to
rights and he and Snow had stayed there a few times, but the memory
of the man killed there made Snow too uneasy. Jude had suffered
through a couple of nightmares as well, but he hadn’t mentioned
those to Snow, not wanting to put more on his man’s
shoulders.

It was a shame, too, because the place was
nice. He hoped to see something similar they both liked today. Just
on a smaller scale. They’d gone back and forth between his place
and Lucas’s, but Jude wasn’t comfortable at the penthouse, so most
of Snow’s clothes were here. They really did need a bigger place
and since the downstairs shop had recently been sold, they’d had to
move up the timeline.

He took Snow his clothes, then
grabbed some for himself. The small cove that held the washer and
dryer had a private corner, so he dressed there. The scent of
strong coffee filled the apartment. His mana made it stout enough to take a layer off the esophagus.
Pleasure warmed his heart as he listened to her greet Snow with her
usual exuberance, listened to his murmured response, his tone
friendly. He was slowly growing more comfortable around Jude’s
family, but he was warming to Anna the fastest. It was impossible
not to.

Of course, Snow was about to be pissed when he
saw that all the places his mother printed were in a reasonable
price range if they split the mortgage. Jude hadn’t figured out how
he was going to handle the situation. And he knew the man would
hold back saying anything for a while, then as soon as Anna went
home, he’d lay into Jude.

He looked forward to it.

Snow was suddenly in front of him. He didn’t
reach for Jude—he never did around Anna—but his back was to her and
his intense gaze still carried the heat from the shower. It had
been too long.

“Stop. I don’t want a hard-on in
front of my mana,” Jude said in a harsh
whisper.

“Like you can help it.” Snow grinned, then the
smile abruptly left his face. “I don’t understand your mother’s
shirt,” he said, lowering his voice even more.

He looked around Snow, caught the new unicorn
T-shirt and had to bite his lip. It didn’t help because a choked
laugh escaped. “Don’t ask. I don’t think we want to know.” He
leaned in, unable to keep from kissing Snow and inhaling the scent
of freshly showered man. He growled against his lips. “I’d looked
forward to a day in bed with you.”

“Hey!” Anna yelled. “Kissy time later! The
quicker we find you two a forever home, the quicker you can do all
that in it!”

“A forever home?” Snow asked, lifting one dark
brow.

“It’s either that or ask her why there’s a
pink unicorn driving a pink tank on her shirt.”

Snow gave him one more hard, quick kiss. “I’ll
grab my coat.”

 


 


 


###

“This first house is 2,100 square feet and it
has four bedrooms and another room that could be an office or a
fifth bedroom.” Anna fairly vibrated with excitement from the back
seat of Snow’s Lexus. She’d spent most of the drive to their first
location leaning over the seat to show her printouts to
Jude.

Snow frowned. That many bedrooms
in that size of a house meant small rooms. He preferred fewer,
bigger rooms. He glanced at Jude, who sent him an amused look. Snow
frowned harder when he noticed the dark circles that probably
matched his own. They should have waited to do this—should have
spent the day catching up on sleep. His gaze ran down Jude’s body,
liking the black leather jacket, the form-fitting jeans. Or…they
should have spent half a day catching up on sleep. It had been
a long week.

Jude caught his look and narrowed his
eyes.

The heat that flared between them still had
the power to stun Snow silent.

“It has a pool in the backyard, did I tell
you?” Anna leaned over the seat again. The woman obviously didn’t
believe in seat belts. “You could have family pool
parties.”

Jude groaned.
“Mana,
the last thing I want is to see is Uncle Rick in a bathing
suit.”

Snow glanced in the rearview mirror to find
her wrinkling her nose.

“You’re right. Maybe a pool isn’t a good
idea.”

Snow tightened his hands on the
steering wheel as he decided there would be no pool. It wasn’t that
he didn’t like Jude’s family, it was just that there
were so
many of
them. Aunts and uncles and cousins and second cousins and long-time
friends of the family who were regarded as family. And all of them
made up the nosiest bunch of people he’d ever met. Add in that he
tried, really tried, to be polite with them and he left the
gatherings exhausted. He hadn’t been with Jude that long and there
had already been two.

They were all too damned curious about him and
just randomly showed up at Anna’s dinners.

Anna patted his shoulder. “The third place on
our route has a sweet, little greenhouse in the
backyard.”

Greenhouse? Greenhouse?

They should have made a list of things they
both wanted in a place before setting Jude’s mom loose on
Cincinnati.

He knew the first place wouldn’t work when he
saw the size of the garage, though he didn’t have the heart to say
anything because Anna grabbed his hand and didn’t let go as she
dragged him from room to room.

Jude’s mother was…confusing. He still didn’t
know how to take her. His experiences with mothers hadn’t been
great. His mother had loved him, but she’d died when he was so
young, the good memories were barely there and fuzzy. He’d been
around Lucas’s mother some, but she’d always been tired and
frazzled with everything coming out of her mouth containing an
irritated undertone—as if she couldn’t believe her children weren’t
self-sufficient enough to handle things themselves. She hadn’t been
someone he wanted to know. Hell, Lucas hadn’t even spoken to her in
twenty years. Anna was different and she’d made it plain she
planned to be a part of his life whether he liked it or
not.

“I’m not so sure about this setup,” she
muttered, letting go of his hand and wandering ahead.

The house was set up strange—with the bedrooms at the front and the living
room and kitchen in the back. The realtor babysitting the open
house followed them, droning on and on about the positive selling
factors, but Snow didn’t listen. He was too busy paying attention
to Jude’s expressions, wondering if this was what he wanted. Why
hadn’t they talked more about this? Anna disappeared down another
hall and he met Jude’s gaze in the small master bedroom. Jude
wrinkled his nose—much like his mother had earlier—and shook his
head.

“Good,” Snow said, curling his lip. “There’s
nothing I like here.” He stalked through the house to find
Anna.

She’d already reached the kitchen and she
stood in its center, turned a full circle, and huffed. “This won’t
do at all. You can’t cook a proper meal in here and the family
certainly won’t fit.” With that, she turned on her heel and left
the house.

He couldn’t stop a
laugh. Okay, then. He caught Jude’s
gaze, unable to keep his amusement from showing. Jude just shook
his head and followed his mother.

Feeling overwhelmed and unsure about the whole
process, Snow followed them, deciding he’d better tell Jude that
fitting his family into a home was not a first on his priority
list.

Jude turned down the next place and Snow
didn’t even want to go inside the third because the houses were so
crowded he’d be able to watch the neighbor’s television from his
own living room. But they filed through it anyway.

At the fourth, he kind of liked the open floor
plan, but the master bath would never do. He asked to see the stack
of printouts, looked at the price range, and decided they did have
to talk before this went any further.

“Excuse us a moment, Anna.” Snow snagged
Jude’s leather jacket and tugged him back to the master bath. He
shut the door, turned and crossed his arms. “Look
around.”

One black eyebrow rose. “It’s too small.
Thought we’d agreed on that when we went through.”

“There are certain perks I’ve worked damn hard
to earn.” Snow waved one hand at the shower. “One is that big-ass
shower I talked about. I get that we’re going to have arguments
over money. Probably lots of them. But I also understand how much
you help your family.” He stepped closer and frowned. “We just
jumped into this idea without any preparation and this thing with
you and me is…is…like a minute old. We’re not ready.”

Jude nodded, gaze locked on his. “It’s too
early for us to be house hunting.”

The hint of hurt, of worry, in those dark,
brown eyes made Snow’s chest ache. He shook his head fast. “No,
that’s not what I meant. And that’s just it. It should be too
early. But it’s not. This may not work in the long run—you and
me—but it’s what I want right now. More than anything else in a
damn long time. I want to give us a shot. And I want us to live
together in a place that’s ours. Not Lucas’s and not that
ridiculous apartment.”

The corner of Jude’s mouth lifted. “Oh
General, it’s gonna last.” He closed the last of the space between
them, pressing Snow into the bathroom door. “I have no
doubts.”

Snow placed his hands on Jude’s hips,
anchoring his body against his. “Then let’s put a stop to today’s
tours, take your mother to lunch at Rialto to thank her, then go
back to your place. We’ll sit down and figure out exactly what we
want. What we both want.”

Jude bit Snow’s lower lip, then let it go and
grinned. “After sex.”

Snow nodded. “And a nap. I’m fucking
exhausted. Your mother is like a mini-tornado.”

“She likes you.”

“Yeah, well she hasn’t gotten to know me that
well yet.”

“We’ll figure this out,” Jude murmured,
kissing him again. “Come on. I was ready for the tours to be over
at the last house. Don’t tell my mother.”

They walked back through the house, Snow’s
heart feeling lighter. He appreciated the trouble Anna had gone
through to help them, but this had been all wrong. They found her
explaining the symbolism of the pink tank on her shirt—some kind of
bullshit about having strength of character. Something tugged at
his chest. She was really kind of adorable. He cleared his throat
to get her attention.

Anna turned and held up her hand. She stared
at each of them for long, uncomfortable moments before obvious
relief softened her expression. She came up and patted Jude’s
cheek, then his. “Finally! Are you boys ready to start
communicating about what you both want now?” She rolled her eyes
and headed for the front door. “I thought you’d never pull your
heads out of your asses. Let’s eat!”







Tequila Adventure

 


He had those damn jeans on again.

Jude watched Snow stride into the crowded
club, wearing the same low-riding jeans he’d worn months ago—the
night they’d first had sex. This time, his T-shirt was black and it
fit tight, showing all those lean muscles Jude spent most of his
free time tracing with his hands and tongue. Why had he suggested
they go out again? Right then, with the loud beat pumping and Snow
looking edible, Jude just wanted to take him home so they could
christen another wall in his apartment.

They’d slowed down on the house hunting
because their shifts had made getting personal time together hard,
but they had this whole weekend. Jude grinned because he couldn’t
wait to get it started. They’d decided to go out tonight and then
not leave the bed for the next two days. Mostly to celebrate them
receiving their blood tests back this week. Condom-free would be a
first for them both. Jude couldn’t wait to feel his general wrapped
around his dick with nothing between them.

He suddenly wished he hadn’t worn a
long-sleeved shirt as he grew hot.

Snow spotted him, gaze zeroing in on his smile
and the answering one that stretched across his handsome face sent
butterflies into Jude’s stomach. Holy shit, tonight was going to be
fun.

“Jude?”

Startled, he turned at the loud voice to his
right, his eyebrows going up in surprise to see his friend, Shane
Stephens. Real pleasure filled him—he hadn’t seen Shane in nearly a
year. He got up to meet the man’s enthusiastic hug.

“Wow, you look great!” he yelled over the
music. “How have you been?” Jude leaned back and took in the new,
black goatee on his friend’s face. He tugged on it. “Like the
beard.”

“Same to you. I can’t believe how long it’s
been!”

Shane pulled him in for a longer, tighter hug
and over his shoulder, Jude caught Snow’s raised eyebrow as he
still waded through the packed room. Jude winked at him, then
pulled back to invite his friend to sit next to him. Shane settled
on the high stool, his long legs bending as he propped cowboy boots
onto a rung of the chair.

Like Snow, Shane wore jeans and a black
T-shirt and it struck Jude how similar they were in body form as
well. Both lengthy and broad-shouldered with sleek, toned muscles.
Seemed he had a type. Shane didn’t have a strand of gray showing up
in his thick, curly black hair, though. He was wearing it shorter
than he used to—he looked great.

Snow made it to the table, stepped close so he
could talk into Jude’s ear. “Sorry I’m late.” He kissed Jude’s jaw
and pulled out the third stool. He nodded politely at Shane as the
music abruptly changed to a slower, easier beat they could talk
over.

The relief to Jude’s ears was instant. He knew
Snow had frequented night clubs before him and had suggested this
place, but he wished he’d picked a different one because since he’d
arrived, the music had been at ear-splitting decibels. “Shane, this
is my partner, Snow, this is a good friend of mine, Shane Stephens.
We went to high school together.” Jude paused and flashed Shane an
evil grin. “He was the one and only reason I ever got suspended. He
caused a huge fight in the gym.”

“You mean the one time you
got caught fighting. You got into fights a lot.”

“Jude did?” Snow rested his elbows on the
table as he leaned in to hear more.

Jude rolled his eyes. “Yeah, well I managed to
keep from fighting more than a lot of gay kids I knew back then,
but they still happened.” He chuckled and pointed at Shane. “And I
remember you having a big part of that particular
fight.”

Shane grinned at Snow. “I stole a kiss from
him in the locker room. Mistakenly thought we were alone and he
looks damn good in a towel.”

“I’m aware,” Snow replied. “So you two
dated?”

“Briefly. We decided we’re better off as
friends who occasionally fuck.”

Jude shook his head and frowned. “Way to get
off to a good start, Stephens.”

Shane chuckled and surprisingly, so did Snow.
Jude looked at him in shock.

“What? You think I believe you never fucked
anyone before me? You’re too good at it for that.” Snow’s mouth
turned up on one side. “I expect you’ll run into one or two from my
past as well. Probably more.” He shrugged. “It happens. Plus, you
won’t be fucking anyone else now.”

He didn’t say it with anything other than
flat, utter certainty and Jude’s dick jerked in his jeans. He loved
that Snow had so much faith in them.

Shane whistled. “Damn. I see why I haven’t
heard from you in a while, Jude. Partner, did you say?”

Nodding, Jude glanced around for a waiter
before remembering it wasn’t that kind of club. “It’s still pretty
new, but yeah. For sure. Hey, you still have fierce love for
tequila? Plan to stick around? I’ll get us some shots.”

“Sounds good.” Shane tilted his head. “Unless
I’m honing in on a date?”

“Tequila sounds good,” Snow said to let him
know he was welcome to stay.

Shane nodded at him, then looked into the
dancing crowd. “Hopefully, I won’t be lingering single for too long
here tonight.”

The way Shane looked…no, he wouldn’t. Even
Snow eyed the man with appreciation. Jude had wondered before why
he’d never totally clicked with Shane. They got along, had the same
interests and the sex had always been good. Shane wasn’t
classically handsome, but he held a rugged, earthy sensuality that
had drawn Jude in on more than one occasion. But he’d never felt
the soul-deep burning need to spend every moment with the man—not
like he did the general. He hadn’t shaken with the need to be
inside him—hadn’t wanted to stay wrapped up in him twenty-four
hours a day.

He looked at Snow, at his square jaw and
piercing, light-blue eyes, at the raw sex appeal that called to him
like the man was at heart, a siren. And then, there was that mouth.
That sexy, talented mouth that could pull moans out of him faster
than anyone ever had before. He hadn’t known what truly great sex
was until he’d been with this man, and it had everything to do with
how he felt about him. About their connection.

Jude stood, gave Snow’s always-sensitive ear a
lingering kiss, enjoying the slight shudder Snow couldn’t fully
suppress, then walked through the crowd to the bar. He placed an
order for two shots each, smiling politely back at the man sitting
at the bar next to him. The man dressed like…he had to pause for a
second…Wonder Woman. He was most definitely dressed as the
superheroine and he was casually seated at the bar by himself. Jude
glanced over his shoulder to see Snow laughing at something Shane
was saying, his head thrown back, eyes closed.

He was glad there wasn’t any jealousy because
it meant Snow knew he had nothing to worry about.

Fuck, that was hot.

But it was the way it had been from the moment
they’d gotten together. With one kiss, he’d known this was
something rare. The spark they shared tied them together like—he
looked at the man next to him again—a magic lasso. Smirking at his
fancifulness and complete and utter lovesick thoughts, he gathered
the tray of drinks, salt, and lime wedges, and carefully made his
way back to their table. Snow wasn’t always easy to live with but
he was worth every moment, good and bad.

He passed the shots around when he
got back to the table. The liquor burned his throat and the bite of
lime made him shudder. It wasn’t often he let himself truly
indulge, but he and Snow had both come by cab and not being on call
meant they could have some fun. Bareback
fun. He shivered in
anticipation.

He set the glass down and looked at Shane.
“From your comment about not being alone long, I take it you aren’t
seeing Brad anymore?”

“Is that why you disappeared? You thought I
was dating him?”

“No, I didn’t mean to disappear on you. I
actually took a job at UCMC and got caught up in that and other
things.” He nodded toward Snow. “I’m sorry I haven’t
called.”

Shane clamped a hand on his shoulder and
squeezed. “We were never terribly good about keeping up with each
other, but I have missed you. I hadn’t realized you’d switched
jobs.”

The music suddenly blasted again and Jude
sighed. He preferred the clubs Lucas owned. They had areas where
people could talk. He leaned closer to Shane. “Are you still with
that CPA firm in Covington?”

“Nah.” Shane laughed. “I was never cut out for
numbers. I went into business with a guy doing private
investigative work. I do most of the bookwork, but I take on jobs,
too. Gets me out of the office and moving around.” He patted his
belly. “I’m in better shape for it, too.”

“You’re a PI?” Jude shook his head. “Don’t
know why I’m surprised. You were always a nosy fucker.”

“Got that right.” Shane picked up his other
shot and knocked it back. “I’ll get the next round.” He looked at
Snow.

His general hadn’t even bothered trying to
talk over the music. He’d finished his shots, not bothering with
the salt as usual and had just been following the
conversation—probably by lip reading. He nodded at Shane, who left
to get their drinks.

Snow’s gaze locked with his as he leaned
close. “You have good taste.”

“It was never serious between us,” Jude
reassured him even though it was obvious he didn’t need
to.

“I can tell you’re good friends, though. We’ll
have to invite him for dinner when we get our place.” He smirked.
“And knowing you, the guy is trustworthy as hell. Rowe is always
looking for good, honest PIs.”

“I doubt he’d want to work for Rowe. Shane was
always more the boss type—it’s why I never expected him to last at
that firm. He only became a CPA to take over his father’s business,
but that crashed back in 2007.” He glanced over his shoulder to see
Wonder Woman chatting up Shane and chuckled. The mustache really
ruined the effect.

“Rowe hires outside of his own force often.
Hell, we probably don’t want to know all that Rowe does.” Snow
frowned and Jude knew the worry for Rowe that stayed near the
forefront of his mind had taken precedence again.

Tugging him close, he placed his hand on the
side of Snow’s neck and kissed him until he felt the tension leave
his body. When he pulled back, there was nothing but heat in the
gaze that met his as Shane returned to their table.

“Yeah, holy shit. I definitely see why you
disappeared,” Shane yelled with a grin that made his goatee look
all the more pointed.

One hour and four more shots later, Shane had
been lured onto the dance floor by an obvious couple and Jude was
realizing that tequila did something interesting to Snow. His stare
had grown increasingly heated and always the king of wicked grins,
the one Jude received right then threatened to set his body on
fire. He was suddenly dragged out onto the dance floor and
plastered to every inch of the front of Snow’s body. His hips
rolled against Jude’s, keeping perfect time with the loud beat. It
thumped so hard, he felt it in his chest and in Snow’s because
despite the sinuous twisting of his body, he stayed smashed against
him. The fucking hot roll of Snow’s lean hips took him on a ride
and before he knew it, Jude was locked into that rhythm, his hands
gripping Snow’s waist as they moved together much like they did
when they had sex.

Bodies writhed around them and the smell of
sweat and lust permeated the air in a heady, intoxicating mixture
that warred with the loose haze of tequila. Strong surgeon’s hands
gripped his biceps, then stroked up his shoulders to hold on to the
back of his neck. Snow’s cock was hard as steel against him and it
wasn’t the tequila making Jude ready to throw the man down on the
floor and fuck him. He pulled back enough to look at Snow and the
inferno of heat in the return stare he got had him gasping for
air.

And Snow, wicked, wicked man that he was, knew
exactly what he was doing to Jude. He upped the temperature by
sliding his hands down to Jude’s ass, clutching him hard and close,
grinding their bodies together so fiercely, Jude had to fight not
to come in his jeans.

This was the first time they’d gone dancing
and if this was the way Snow usually danced, no wonder Geoffrey
followed him around like he was on a leash.

Jude kissed Snow, tasting the sweat that
beaded over his upper lip before sliding his tongue into his mouth.
He couldn’t hear the moan that Snow released, but he felt it
vibrate on his tongue. He brought his hands up and gripped Snow’s
head, deepening the kiss, not giving a shit that they were
surrounded by people. Hell, the dance floor was so packed, they
could probably fuck in here and nobody would know. Public displays
weren’t normally his thing, but the tequila was making him forget
that.

He pulled back. “You ready to get out of
here?”

“Fuck, yes.”

Snow turned and waved good-bye to
Shane, who sent them a knowing grin. As he waded through the crowd,
one hand holding tight to Jude’s, Snow pulled out his cell phone
and made a quick call. Jude couldn’t hear what he said, couldn’t
figure out why he’d tried calling anyone with the noise, but once they got
outside, he didn’t immediately pull Jude toward the line of taxis
parked farther up the street. Instead, he ignored the people
standing around the sidewalk and turned to grab Jude’s face. The
kiss he laid on him tasted of tequila and lime and it went to
Jude’s head fast. He faintly heard people around them
clapping.

He broke off the kiss, breathing hard. “Hey,
General, I’m pretty damn close to dragging you into the nearest
alley and you know that’s not my thing.”

“It’s not?” Snow kissed him again. “I seem to
remember differently. What’s wrong? Not cold and wet enough for
you?”

Jude thought about that first night, the
freezing rain, Snow’s unbelievable grief and how later, they’d had
sex for the first time. His skin heated with the memory. Every time
with Snow was good, but that first time had been a complete
revelation because he’d never connected with anyone like that
before in his life. It was like they’d imprinted on each other’s
soul.

Shit.
Maybe he’d had too much tequila…

“Let’s grab a cab so we can get home and
naked,” he suggested, unable to stop touching Snow.

“Don’t need a cab. I borrowed Lucas’s driver
for the night. I just called to let him know we were ready to
leave.” Snow laughed, stepped back and withdrew his phone again,
hitting a contact Jude was all too familiar with and he frowned,
ready to tug Snow to the car pulling up to the curb
himself.

“Hey Lucas, you know more about the hotels
around here. Which ones have great, big Jacuzzi tubs in the rooms?”
Snow never took his gaze off Jude as he listened. “Got it.
Thanks.”

Before Jude could open his mouth, Snow was
back on him, seemingly unaware that they still had an audience.
Laughing, Jude shoved him off and yanked him toward the car. As
they slid into the back seat of the luxurious Mercedes, Snow’s
phone rang. He answered and listened, frowning.

“I was going to call myself. No, it’s not a
special occasion and what the hell? Of course I didn’t propo—Lucas,
stop.” He sighed. “Thanks, fucker, but you gotta stop with this
bossy shit. I’ll pay you back.” He hung up while Lucas was still
talking, shaking his head.

“The Cincinattian, but first go by this
place.” Snow told the driver an address before he turned to Jude.
“Feel like having an adventure?”

He’d wanted to go home, but he was drunk
enough and intrigued enough to see what Snow had planned. “Between
that hot-as-hell frot on the dance floor, the kiss, and the tequila
flowing through my veins, I’m up for anything.”

“Good because Lucas booked us a suite with a
whirlpool for two. I’d bitch about him overplaying his hand here,
but he knows a lot of people and can more easily get us a better
room on short notice.” Snow grabbed him and pulled him across the
seat, close enough to bite his lip. “No arguing. This is the first
weekend we’ve had in forever. Let’s do something fun.”

Jude shivered. Most of the time he liked
calling the shots, but he loved this side of Snow. “I’m not saying
a thing, General. So tell me what you plan to do to me in that
Jacuzzi tub.”

“Spoilers. You’re going to have to wait and
see.” Snow buried his nose in Jude’s neck. “But it’ll take a few
minutes to get there, so hang on to something.” He then proceeded
to push Jude down in the seat and kiss him until Jude forgot there
was a driver a few feet away.

 


 


 


###

After stopping at a liquor store and Snow’s
favorite sex toy shop—where he made Jude stay in the car—Snow
walked into the Cincinattian knowing it was obvious they were there
to fuck. Jude’s lips were red and swollen, and he had a fiery mark
on his neck under that sexy, short beard he’d grown. Snow’s shirt
was wrinkled from Jude’s fists, and he was sure his mouth looked a
lot worse considering he’d been the one putting the marks on Jude.
All he did was smirk at the clerk.

“Shit, General,” Jude breathed when they were
finally inside.

Snow couldn’t care less about the luxury of
the room with its navy chairs, balcony view, and gold-accented
furniture. He cared only that the bed looked soft…and sturdy…and
that the room had a nice, big tub. Jude liked water. A lot. They
should get a house with a pool—and never invite that one uncle of
Jude’s, but if not, a nice big tub and shower had been a necessity
they’d agreed upon.

He set the liquor down, pulled out the
silicone lube he’d purchased from the store, and headed directly
for the tub. He started the water and turned to narrow his eyes at
Jude who had followed him into the bathroom. He tugged his shirt
off over his head and walked back to the love of his life to tug
his Henley off.

Jude eyed the lube he’d set down next to the
tub. “Got the extra waterproof kind, eh? What else is in the
bag?”

“You’ll see.” Snow pressed their chests
together. He loved Jude’s hot skin and the silky black hair on his
chest. He followed it down his abs and unsnapped the top of Jude’s
jeans so he could keep his fingers on that happy trail. One or both
of them was going to feel exactly what it was like to make love to
someone without a barrier tonight. He didn’t really care who went
first, he just wanted them naked and in that water for one hell of
a foreplay session.

Jude thrust his hands down the back of Snow’s
jeans to cup his ass. “I love it when you wear these. They’re so
damn soft. They better never fall apart.”

Chuckling, Snow wiggled away. “You like them
off better. Come on. Get rid of your clothes and get into the tub.”
He looked over his shoulder to find Jude’s eyes narrowing, his
nostrils flaring and he couldn’t stop the laugh that spilled from
his throat. Once the clothes were off, his paramedic tended to turn
on the top vibes without even realizing it.

Snow kicked off his shoes and made sure to
bend over as he pushed his jeans down and off, loving the growl
that sounded behind him. Firm hands grabbed his hips and lips hit
his back as Jude kissed down his spine and licked the small of his
back. His beard rasped against Snow’s skin as he bit the top curve
of Snow’s cheek, before he pulled away, grabbed Snow’s ass and
kneaded, his thumbs splitting his crack open.

“Holy shit, Jude,” Snow said as he instantly
started to pant. He’d planned to grab the tequila and bring it in
with them, but his brain had started to scramble. He turned and met
that sexy-as-fuck mouth, sliding his tongue in deep as he worked
Jude’s jeans all the way open and reached inside. His dick was hot
and smooth in his palm.

Jude moaned hard into his mouth and clutched
him close even as he pumped his cock into Snow’s hand. Snow pushed
him into the wall, kissing him over and over as he stroked
him—working to pull more noises from Jude.

When Jude pulled back to breathe, the back of
his head thumped into the wall and he laughed. “General, back up so
I can get these off. You might also want to stop that
water.”

Snow glanced at the tub and cursed. He’d
forgotten it was even running. He stepped into the water that
threatened to spill over the edges onto the black marble, then
settled back to watch Jude finish undressing. His gaze caught on
the flex of thigh muscles as he bent to pull off his boots. “I
could look at you forever and never get bored.”

Dark eyes flashed at him as Jude left the
bathroom. He returned with the bottle of tequila, watching Snow as
he opened it and tilted it back for a swallow.

Chuckling, Snow held out his hand and grasped
the bottle as Jude climbed into the tub. He settled between Snow’s
legs, his back to Snow’s chest, and Snow had to close his eyes at
the feel of wet skin against him. He swigged some tequila, loving
the burn in his belly. He set the bottle to the side of the tub,
closed his eyes and let all the worries from his week at work leave
his mind. He focused on the heat of the water and Jude’s silky skin
as he wrapped his arms around him. He stroked his hands up and down
Jude’s chest before cupping his chin and turning him for another
kiss.

And like that, the frantic need was
back.

It hit Jude too because he suddenly turned and
basically mauled Snow. Lips roved his face and sucked on his neck.
Hands trailed over his body under the water. Snow sucked in a
breath, loving it all. Jude sat back and ran his palms down the
fronts of his legs, then back up the insides. He cupped Snow’s
balls and the shot of pure desire that stabbed into Snow’s gut had
him pulling Jude down into a raw kiss that made his dick so hard it
hurt. He’d planned this whole seduction of Jude in the hot tub and
that plan was fast flying out the window because he suddenly just
wanted inside Jude.

He pulled back, his breaths coming hard and
fast as he blinked Jude into focus. “I want you. I want to fuck you
right now. I’d planned to do it here in the tub, but fuck that.” He
stood and pulled Jude to his feet.

“Yeah, it’s hard on the knees,” Jude murmured
as he trailed kisses over Snow’s shoulder. “Damn, I love your
skin.” He ran his hands over Snow’s stomach and sides. “I love your
skin wet, but I don’t want the first time we do this without
condoms to be in water.”

Neither did Snow. He wanted to feel his man
underneath him without worrying about whether the side of the tub
was digging into some part of his body.

“Also, I hate that lube,” Jude
muttered.

Snow laughed. “I got some water-based stuff in
the bag, too.”

“Thank God.”

Drying off turned into another round of wall
kissing with hands roaming and stroking and cupping. Both were
breathless by the time they made it to the bed. Snow grabbed the
bag on the way, spilling the lube and the new prostate stimulator
plug he’d bought. He held it up. “This is supposed to stay put no
matter what you’re doing. New and improved for the taller man.” He
winked.

Jude’s slow grin nearly made Snow
come right then and there. “Who
is getting that?”

Snow’s only answer was to leave the room to
wash it. When he returned, he slowly coated the stainless steel,
curved toy with lube and propped one hand on the bed as he inserted
it into himself slowly.

“Oh fuck,” Jude breathed as he grabbed his
cock and squeezed the base. He didn’t take those dark eyes off what
Snow was doing.

Without prep, it wasn’t the easiest thing to
do, but the cone-shaped head made it slide in easier than some
others he’d tried. He started to close his eyes but couldn’t stop
observing Jude watching him. Steam had made his hair curl, strands
sticking to his forehead. He looked so dark with his skin, beard
and hair, and those nearly black eyes. So sexy and really turned on
because he wasn’t stroking himself—he was holding tight to ward off
coming.

When the plug was in all the way, Snow groaned
and had to take a couple of deep breaths. “Yeah, definitely better
than the last one we bought. It’s hitting the right
spot.”

He snatched up the lube and climbed over Jude
to lie plastered to his side. The thing was heavy inside him and
every movement sent a surge of pleasure through him. He was nearly
dizzy at the thought of fucking Jude at the same time. He coated
his fingers with lube and reached between Jude’s legs, watching his
face because Jude was one who loved the beginning of anal sex. He
loved the stretch. Sure enough, his long, black lashes came down
over his eyes as he gasped and spread his legs more.

“I’m not going to last,” Snow
warned.

“We got the room all night,” Jude said on a
gasp. “Right?”

“We got the room all fucking weekend.” Snow
added a finger and bit Jude’s shoulder as the man writhed on his
hand. “We don’t need to leave for anything—just order whatever we
want.”

“Right now, I need your dick in me. Now,
General.” Jude did that effortless manhandling thing he liked to do
and pulled Snow on top of him.

Fuck, he loved that. And the new movement
jostled the plug in the best way. Overcome, he moaned long and loud
and dropped his face into Jude’s neck, pumping his hips against
Jude.

“Shit, General, now. Oh my...fuck!” Jude
pulled his legs up and nudged him with his chin. “Fuck me with that
thing in your ass. Do it. Holy fuck!”

“I don’t know what I was thinking. Bareback
for the first time and this.” Snow gasped and came up so he could
better maneuver himself into Jude. He began pushing into him and he
had to stop and grit his teeth. Just the knowledge alone that he
was so close to Jude had him clenching his jaw so hard, pain shot
through his ear.

Jude kept cursing even as he let go of his
legs, keeping them wide as he grabbed Snow’s ass and pulled him
harder against him, sending his dick deep into Jude’s warm, silky
body.

He couldn’t speak, couldn’t think. He could
only feel and hang on as hard as possible because he wanted their
first time like this to be good for this man he loved so much, too.
But Jude kept pushing his hips up and clenching his hands on the
globes of Snow’s ass and Snow was seeing stars. Jude’s dick was so
hard between them and he was rubbing it against Snow as he gasped
and repeated enough four-letter words to make Snow smile against
his skin. He reached up, threaded the fingers of his left hand in
Jude’s hair and held on as he began pounding into him. Jude’s
cursing got louder and he dug his fingers painfully into Snow’s ass
and clenched around his dick.

“Agh!” Snow yelled, propping back up on his
hands to get a better angle. With every thrust, the plug in his own
ass hit his prostate. He couldn’t believe how much better it was to
feel Jude—just Jude—around him like this. “You gotta—” he broke
off, panting. “You gotta feel it without the condom.” He sat back,
pulled reluctantly from Jude’s body, snatched the heavy plug out of
his ass and straddled him.

Jude slid right inside him and yelled louder
with every inch. He clutched Snow’s hips, slammed up into Snow’s
prostate and the choked laugh that spilled from his mouth sent Snow
right over the edge. “Holy hell, I had no idea it would feel like
that!”

Snow’s vision blacked out as his orgasm ripped
through him. At the same time, he felt the warmth of Jude’s semen
fill him and that only made him come harder. He shook and groaned
and dropped down on top of Jude, who wrapped his arms tight around
Snow’s back.

“Shit, General,” he whispered, pressing kisses
to his chest. “I love you so damn much. So much.”

“We are never using condoms again,” Snow
muttered.

“Never,” Jude agreed. He squeezed his arms
tighter, then maneuvered Snow down so their mouths were at the same
height. He kissed him softly and Snow chuckled against his mouth
because they’d kissed so hard and for so long, the beard burn
around his lips actually hurt. He didn’t care. He didn’t care about
anything but feeling this man’s heart beating against his chest and
his breath on his face.

“Do you really want to spend the whole weekend
here?” Jude asked. “Without clothes?”

“We could run home and pack a bag.”

Jude stroked his hand down Snow’s back. “Or we
could order some robes, put them on your busybody friend’s
tab.”

Snow pulled back and stared down at Jude,
amusement making his eyes sparkle. “We can order lots of things and
put them on the busybody’s tab.”

“I suggest more tequila first, because damn,
General.”

 








Lunch

 


Snow tightened his grip on his tray and took a
deep breath. He felt like an idiot. His stomach muscles clenched
and a cold sweat broke out across his back. This whole thing felt
too much like school, and all his years of middle school and high
school had been a fucking nightmare. Except for Lucas. He’d at
least made it bearable.

But Lucas wasn’t here now and this wasn’t
school.

Lifting his head, Snow took a step forward
into the big, brightly lit dining hall, his eyes scanning the wide
scattering of round and rectangular tables. It was just after one
and the hospital cafeteria was crowded with patient families as
well as hospital staff. A low murmur of conversation rippled
through the room, but it still managed to be overwhelming. He’d
passed through the cafeteria plenty of times over the years,
grabbing a quick bite to eat on his way to checking on a patient or
prepping for surgery. But he’d never actually sat down for a meal
in this room. He preferred to eat on the go or sitting at his desk,
catching up on paperwork.

Of course, that’s what brought him to the
cafeteria in the first place. Jude had been teasing him
relentlessly about how unapproachable he was. Fucking dared him to
come out of his office and have a meal with other
people.

But he didn’t want to eat with anyone else in
the hospital. Yes, he had a great team that worked with him in the
operating room and there were some amazing doctors and nurses
around, but that didn’t mean that he wanted to converse with them
on any kind of personal level. Just the idea of trying to make
small talk with them made his skin crawl and squeezed his lungs in
his chest until he could barely draw a breath.

Loud laughter rose above the din
of conversation, instantly easing the pressure in his chest. He
knew that laugh like it had been inscribed on his brain, on his
soul. Jude.

Taking another step forward, he scanned the
room until he spotted the familiar dark head. The sexy paramedic
was seated at one of the small rectangular tables across from his
partner Rebecca. The woman was…strange but nice. If his friends
were anything to go by, he could handle strange.

He crossed the cafeteria, deftly dodging a
couple of people carrying empty trays. He tried to smooth the scowl
from his expression. Jude didn’t need to know exactly how
uncomfortable he was. Or the fact that the volume of conversation
had taken a nose dive since he’d started to cross the room. He
watched as Rebecca noticed as well, her head popping up from where
she’d been bent forward talking to Jude. He could also read her
lips when she very slowly said, “Holy shit!”

Fabulous. The world was coming to a fucking halt because he decided to
have lunch with his boyfriend in the cafeteria.

Then Jude twisted around in his seat, looking
for what had surprised Rebecca…and he smiled. Hell, that man had a
heart-stopping smile. Even as clichéd as it sounded, the world just
disappeared when Jude looked at him like that. He suddenly didn’t
give a fuck about the fact that half of the hospital staff in the
cafeteria was now watching him in stunned silence. He just wanted
to sit next to Jude and bask in that expression.

“Hey, General,” Jude said as Snow set his tray
down next to Jude’s place and dropped into the seat. He glared at
the nickname, but he didn’t say anything because he was suddenly
afraid something horribly sappy would come out of his mouth like
the fact that he hadn’t wanted to crawl out of Jude’s bed that
morning after Jude had given him a spine-melting orgasm just to
start the day off on the right foot. After a brisk shower and
dressing in the dim light of the bathroom, he’d stood over the bed
for several minutes, watching Jude sleep. He’d pulled Snow’s pillow
under him so that it was clutched against his chest before wrapping
himself up in all the blankets. The man had blanket hogging down to
a science.

“Eat here often?” Jude teased softly when Snow
refused to speak.

Snow met his dark eyes and finally gave up
trying to censor his words. “I wanted to see you.” It was the
truth. Snow was scheduled for the morning shift and Jude was on the
evening shift for the next two weeks. Snow would be crawling into
bed when Jude got off work each night. They’d be lucky to catch
more than a few conscious minutes together and Snow hated it. He
was going to grab his minutes with Jude where he could get them,
even if it meant venturing down to the noisy, crowded cafeteria so
he could sit next to his boyfriend.

Jude’s eyes widened and his lips parted in
surprise. “Fuck, General,” he said on an exhale so that it sounded
like a harsh whisper. “You don’t play fair.”

Glancing down at his tray for a second, Snow
picked up his bottle of water and started to turn the lid. But when
he looked up at Jude, he halted under the heated look he was
receiving. Blood immediately rushed to his groin and Snow was only
vaguely aware of the loud crackling of plastic as his hands
tightened around the unopened water bottle. Jude was just inches
away. He could so easily slide his chair back and pull Jude in his
lap so that the man straddled him, grinding his undoubtedly hard
cock into Snow’s as he captured his mouth for a deep, drugging
kiss.

“Whoo!” Rebecca said loudly, jerking Snow’s
narrowed gaze to her to find the woman fanning herself with both
hands. In truth, he’d completely forgotten that she was even
sitting across from them. “Is it just me or is it getting hot in
here?”

Jude snickered and shook his head. “Don’t
start.”

“Oh please, you don’t have to stop on my
account. I’ll just sit here and enjoy the show.”

“Becca—” Jude warned, but the dark-haired
woman just did a little shimmy in her seat, a wide grin spreading
across her face.

“I don’t know how I lucked into snagging the
sexy-man table, but I’m gonna enjoy it. This is almost better than
being at the club.” Snow opened his mouth to try to head off any
more of this sexy talk, but Rebecca plowed ahead, her face lighting
up with a new idea. “We should totally go out to the Laundry Room
or the Dock. Oh! The Adonis Club!”

“No,” Snow said sharply.

“What’s wrong?” Jude’s voice dipped low and
husky with his taunt. “You don’t want to dance with me?
Again?”

Snow nearly growled. All the headway he’d made
in getting his erection to subside disappeared in an instant. He’d
loved dancing with Jude, their bodies pressed together, music
thumping and pulsing around them. And the rest of that weekend had
been the stuff fantasies were made of. Or really great porn.
Someone clearing their throat saved Snow from having to formulate a
coherent answer. He twisted in his seat, looking over his shoulder
to see Carol Hannigan standing just a couple of feet away, a cup of
coffee tightly clutched in one hand.

“Hi, Dr. Frost. I hope I’m not disturbing your
lunch,” she said, flashing him a tentative smile.

“Carol,” he said with a small nod. She filled
in occasionally on his team, assisting the anesthesiologist. She
was smart and attentive. They’d also never spoken
before.

“I heard that you were looking for a new
house. Well…after everything that happened,” she paused and
blushed. “Sorry…umm…the reason I came over is that my husband and I
just purchased a new house. We thought our realtor was great. She
knew the area and found the perfect fit for us in our budget. I was
wondering if you had someone. She saved us a lot of time and with
your busy schedule…” She finally drifted off and took a sip of
coffee as if to stop any new words from tumbling out.

Snow frowned and looked over at Jude, who had
been watching the exchange. “Why don’t we have someone doing this
for us?”

A smile brighter than the sun lit up Jude’s
face. There was no missing the laughter dancing in his dark eyes,
but Snow couldn’t figure out the source of his amusement. “No
reason,” he admitted. Jude leaned back and looked at Carol around
Snow. “What’s your realtor’s name?”

“Judith Sparks.” She patted her pockets and
then frowned as if suddenly realizing that she was in her work
scrubs. “I think I’ve got one of her business cards in my
purse.”

“Can you drop the card off at Dr. Frost’s
office if you find it? We’ll give her a call. We could use all the
help we can get.”

“Sure.”

“Thanks…”

“Carol,” the nurse quickly said, extending her
hand.

Jude took it. “Jude.”

With another smile, she wished them a good day
and was off. Snow turned to his salad, his mind turning over that
odd exchange when Rebecca’s snort drew his attention.

“Really? This is how you come out
to the hospital? In the
cafeteria?” she asked.

“Come out?” Snow asked, his head snapping up.
Jude muttered something under his breath that he couldn’t quite
catch, but it didn’t matter. His entire attention was on Rebecca.
“What are you talking about? I’ve never hidden my
orientation.”

“You know, come out to the staff that you guys
are an item. Dating. A fucking adorable couple.”

“And how would you have done it?” Jude
snapped.

“I don’t know. Something with a little more
flare.”

“You’d rather us dance down from the ER and
then finish with a big kiss in the middle of maternity?”

Rebecca gave a little shrug, completely
unmoved by Jude’s tone. “It’d definitely be
eye-catching.”

“Snow’s way was perfect.”

The only problem was that outing them as a
couple had never been part of the plan. He’d just wanted to see
Jude and with their opposing schedules, meeting Jude before he
started his shift while he ate in the cafeteria was his only
option. Had he outed them?

Why don’t we have someone doing
this for us?

His own words echoed back in his
brain. We…us…

Fuck, he had. He hadn’t thought about the
words coming out of his mouth. It was just that he didn’t think of
them separately any longer. They were a single unit, moving forward
and always together. They were looking for a house together. It
only made sense for him to confer with Jude on whether they had a
realtor helping them. Had Jude minded? The smile he’d flashed after
Snow spoke to him would have argued to the contrary.

“Snow?” Jude’s hand tightened on his wrist,
drawing his eyes back to the sexy man on his right. “You need to
eat.”

Snow nodded and picked up his fork with his
left hand. It was awkward, but he managed because he didn’t want
Jude removing his hand from his right arm.

“And that’s another thing!” Rebecca said,
shifting to her next topic. “How do you stay like that,” she
started, waving her hand up and down to encompass all of Snow,
“when you eat that?” She wrinkled her nose at his salad topped with
grilled chicken. Snow had to admit it wasn’t the best meal. It
definitely wasn’t an Ian meal.

Jude chuckled. “He’s going with a
salad because we ate at Mana’s
last night. We made pastitsio. Way too many carbs. Even
though Mana added
a thick layer of spinach because she remembered Snow likes to eat
healthy.” His chuckles turned into an outright laugh.

Snow stabbed the salad with a
little more force than necessary and frowned at the leafy greens on
the end of his fork. “Definitely not as good as pastitsio.” He then looked over the
remains on Rebecca’s plate. “It can’t all be about
tacos.”

“Hey now!” she said sharply, covering her
plate with her hands as if to protect the crumbs from Snow’s words.
“Tacos aren’t bad for you. They’ve got vegetables.”

“Not even close,” Snow muttered, fighting the
smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. He’d heard all about
Jude’s taco arguments with Rebecca.

“And dairy!” she continued, ignoring Snow.
“Tacos have all the basic food groups.”

“Oh God, not this again,” Jude said with a
laugh. For a second, he rocked to his side, his head touching
Snow’s shoulder before he straightened again. Just that light touch
and Snow could feel the last of the tension slip out of his
frame.

Rebecca was ridiculous, but she made Jude
happy. Jude accepted his strange family and their eccentricities.
He found that it wasn’t much of a stretch to accept Rebecca into
his life as well. He liked the way that she bickered with Jude as
if they were siblings.

“Why weren’t you at Anna’s last night? I
thought you usually made it to dinner,” Snow asked, spearing a
cherry tomato.

Rebecca scowled and slumped in her chair while
Jude snickered. “She and Carrick are fighting,” Jude said when
Rebecca just glared at the tabletop.

“It’s not fighting. He’s a stubborn ass,” she
complained.

Jude cackled, his hand tightening on Snow’s
arm. “And you’re not?”

“Of course not,” she said with a
dignified little sniff, but she ruined it all by throwing her arms
out dramatically. “And then Anna goes and makes pasta. If I’d known
she was making that, I would have totally caved to Carrick. Hell,
I’d sell you out for pastitsio.”

“Gee, thanks,” Jude muttered.

Snow enjoyed their banter as they went back
and forth while he picked through his salad. Maybe he’d hit the
leftovers from Anna later that evening. Or maybe he’d wait until
Jude got home and they’d curl up in bed together, feeding each
other while watching the news. Two more people Snow knew only
vaguely came up to talk to him very briefly. They seemed more than
a little surprised that he was in the cafeteria and eating. Rebecca
even joked after they left that she liked being at the cool kids’
table at long last.

“We’ve gotta start our shift in about fifteen
minutes,” Jude said as he started to gather together the contents
of his tray to throw away. “Can I talk to you in your
office?”

Snow nodded and followed behind Jude as they
said good-bye to Rebecca, disposed of their trash, and made their
way to his office.

“Is everything okay?” Snow demanded when they
were alone on the elevator. Jude’s silence was unnerving him and
the little smirk on his full lips certainly wasn’t helping
anything. “Are you going to have to pull a double
shift?”

Jude shook his head, still smiling. “Not as
far as I know.”

Snow clenched his teeth, fighting back the
urge to demand what that smile was about. He could wait until they
were in the privacy of his office.

Stepping off the elevator first, Snow walked
down the empty hall and into his office, holding the door open for
Jude. As soon as he closed it, he opened his mouth to speak but
Jude was already on him, slamming his back against the smooth honey
wood surface. Warm, soft lips pressed against his a second before
Jude sucked his lower lip into his mouth and gently bit down. Snow
moaned, the tension immediately slipping from his body so that he
melted against Jude. This man got him. Each moment they were
together, it was like everything fell away and he could
just…be.

Jude slowly broke off the kiss, smiling at
Snow, his dark eyes filled with joy. “Thank you for joining me for
lunch. I know that wasn’t easy for you.”

“I’m not good with people the way you
are.”

He shook his head, his hands running down
Snow’s unattractive dark blue scrubs so that the material molded to
Snow’s hard, muscled chest. “I don’t expect you to be anyone but
who you are. I love you for you.”

Snow wrapped his arms around Jude’s waist and
spread his legs farther apart, pulling Jude closer. “Are…are you
good with what happened in the cafeteria?”

Jude arched one eyebrow at him, his smile
turning into more of a smirk. “You mean the part where you made it
obvious that we’re a couple and we’re buying a house
together?”

Dropping his head back until it thudded
against the door, Snow closed his eyes and swallowed a curse.
“Yeah. I didn’t think.”

A low chuckle escaped Jude, drawing Snow’s
eyes back to the man. “And that’s why I love you.”

“Huh?”

“You don’t care what those people think. Don’t
give a shit what anyone might say. You just wanted to see me. And
that is the hottest fucking thing.”

“But you don’t care that people
know?”

Jude’s hand snaked up Snow’s chest and
threaded through his hair at the back of his head, tightening.
“Care that the hospital knows you’re mine now? That I have all this
sexiness in my bed every night?” Jude licked his lips. “Hell
no.”

With a low growl, Snow captured Jude’s lips in
a rough, possessive kiss. His tongue delved deep into his mouth,
dominating him, wanting to claim everything that was Jude, but he
also wanted Jude to claim him as well. Everything that Snow
was—good and bad—he’d give over to Jude, though it scared him to
death.

Moaning softly, Jude pushed at Snow, breaking
off the kiss and backpedaling until his thighs touched Snow’s desk.
“Damn, you gotta stop, General. I’ve got to go now or I’ll be
late.”

Snow scowled at his watch. He needed to finish
out the last of his rounds as well before diving into at least two
hours of paperwork. “Tonight?” he asked, dropping his hands back to
his sides.

Nodding, Jude stepped forward and grabbed the
door handle, while Snow stepped back from the door. “Definitely.
You gonna wait up?”

“Yes.”

“You gonna be naked?”

“If you’re lucky.”

Jude winked at him as he turned the knob. “If
you’re in my bed, I’m already lucky.” He pulled open the door and
started to step into the hall.

“Hey!” Snow called, stopping him. Jude leaned
back into the room, his eyes questioning. “I love you,
too.”

Jude smiled. “See? I’m a lucky man already.”
And then he disappeared down the hall, his whistle echoing off the
walls as he walked back to the elevator.

 








No Walls are Sacred

 


The sharp crackle of thunder and sudden
downpour roared through the car, startling Snow in the back seat
and knocking Jude closer into his side. He expected the man to wake
up, but all he did was sort of nuzzle into Snow’s shoulder, making
him smile.

“Shit!” Lucas swerved when the car in front of
them hit its brakes. He veered onto the shoulder, gravel pinging
against the undercarriage until Lucas put them back on the road to
inch forward as the rain picked up. The deluge pounded the roof,
the noise so loud it hurt Snow’s ears.

Lucas leaned forward. “I can’t see enough to
drive in this. We have to find a safe place to pull over and wait
it out.”

In the passenger seat, a soft glow from his
phone lit Andrei’s face. “My weather app says the storm is going to
last for hours.” He held the phone up, probably trying to see the
keyboard in the minimal light as he typed. “There’s a motel about a
mile ahead. We could crash there for the night.”

Snow glanced down at the man passed out on his
shoulder, wishing he could see him in the darkness of the back
seat. Instead, he lifted his free hand and touched Jude’s hair
before he turned enough to bury his nose in it. He smelled like the
shampoo they’d picked up on the road because they’d forgotten
theirs. Snow had wanted to be home tonight in their bed. Smell the
shampoo they normally used. But it was already after ten and they
were still more than two hours from Cincinnati. They weren’t making
it tonight. He’d enjoyed the hell out of their three-day weekend,
though.

Andrei turned to hold his phone up so he could
see Snow. “Sound good to you?” He cursed and dropped the phone when
Lucas had to hit the brakes again.

“Yeah, we shouldn’t be driving in this.” Snow
tightened his hand on Jude’s head to keep him steady, chuckling
when he didn’t wake.

“I’m surprised Jude can sleep through this
noise,” Andrei said.

Jude made a smacking sound and dropped his
hand on Snow’s thigh. Snow grinned. “He can sleep through most
anything.” Plus, he was exhausted from skiing. He’d never been
before and he hadn’t quite gotten the hang of it. Tried his ass
off, though.

One of Lucas’s business associates
had offered his place so they could all take a vacation, though
Lucas had spent most of it checking out properties in the area. He
was thinking of purchasing a weekend place big enough for them all.
Had even dragged Snow to look at one ridiculous house with six
bedrooms and two kitchens. Who the hell
needs two kitchens? Of course, Ian would
have been in heaven. Snow had really liked the indoor pool, though.
Any time he could get Jude into water was a good thing. It was like
an aphrodisiac to the man.

Truthfully, skiing wasn’t Snow’s preference
for a getaway and he’d only agreed to this weekend because he’d
thought Rowe and Ian could make it. But at the last minute, both
had work commitments. Though, in Rowe’s case, he knew it was
bullshit. His heart ached for his friend. He was starting to hang
out more, but he wasn’t himself and he hardly ever smiled. They
should have known he wouldn’t be ready for a vacation.

Jude’s cell rang and Snow glanced into the cup
holder to see Anna’s smiling face so he answered it. He knew
exactly why she was calling. “We’re okay.”

“I just wanted to check in because the news is
saying the storm is bad and I know you two aren’t home
yet.”

“I see the motel,” Andrei said, pointing at
some garish pink neon lights half-blurred through the thick sheets
of rain.

Snow smiled when Jude turned his mouth into
his neck and kissed him. “Don’t worry. We’re getting off the road
now. We won’t be home tonight after all.”

“Okay. I put a casserole in the refrigerator
at the apartment so you boys would have something ready when you
got home. It’ll still be good tomorrow.”

“Thanks. Your son is pretty tired from falling
on his ass all weekend so he’ll appreciate it.”

Jude, obviously awake now, opened his mouth
and bit down.

Chuckling, Snow tightened his hand on Jude’s
head, held his open mouth to his skin and worked to hold back a
groan when Jude’s tongue came out to play. “I mean I’ll appreciate
it, too.”

“Well, I’m glad you’re stopping for the
night,” she said. “I won’t worry. Good night.”

She hung up just as Lucas stopped the car in
front of the motel’s office. A lot of people milled near the door
right inside. Before Snow had time to say anything, Lucas got out
and dashed into the office.

Snow set the phone back into the
holder. Anna Torres was nosy and she had hellaciously bad timing, but like
her son, her heart was big and roomy—a welcome place for anyone she
considered family. And she didn’t show up unannounced often, which
was good because they still spent a lot of their free time
naked.

Jude leaned back in the seat.
“My mana loves you. Says you didn’t get proper mothering as a
child and she needs to catch you up.”

Snow just shook his head. He’d never admit it,
but he kind of liked her fussing.

“I take it we’re getting rooms to wait out the
storm?” Jude put his hand on the door handle. “Want me to run in
and get us one?”

“Don’t bother,” Andrei said from the front
seat. “Lucas will get two.” He stretched his arms over his head as
much as he could while pushing back against the seat. Snow couldn’t
blame him. They’d been cooped up in the car for four hours and he
was looking forward to getting out and straightening his
legs.

“He already has, I’m sure,” Snow agreed,
pulling Jude back against his body. “You’ll learn. Just let him
mother—like Anna. It makes him happy.” Plus, he usually found ways
to pay him back.

Lucas was scowling when he slid back into the
car. The scent of wet wool from his coat filled the small space.
“We almost had to share, but I managed to talk two other couples
into doing it, so we got connecting rooms. Seems this is the only
motel on this stretch of road for at least another twenty miles.”
He twisted in the seat to face the back. “If we’d had to share,
they have double beds at least.” He started to grin and quickly
covered his mouth, but his eyes glittered with suppressed mirth as
he met Snow’s gaze.

Snow knew exactly where his mind had gone and
rolled his eyes. They’d drunkenly shared a hotel right before
they’d both left for the Army. They’d picked up a couple of guys
who didn’t care that there was another couple getting it on in the
next bed. The room had been dark enough. The next morning the other
men were hitting it off so well, Lucas and Snow ended up sneaking
out.

Yeah, that wasn’t happening this time. He
wasn’t about to have sex with Jude with anyone else in the room and
he knew for sure that Lucas would never share any of Andrei. The
man might be slow to profess his undying love, but his urge to wrap
Andrei up and hide him from anything dangerous made for some
amusing conversations.

They’d changed a lot from those
overly randy teens with their first taste of freedom. He ran his
hand down Jude’s thigh, digging his fingers into the jeans, and got
a flash of teeth in a smiling reply. Okay…maybe
not that much.

Andrei sighed. “Talked them into it or paid
them, Lucas? Were the other two couples friends at
least?”

“No, strangers. Why?” Lucas started the car
and began to back up. Rain nearly obliterated their view as he
searched for a parking spot for the night.

Turning in his seat, Andrei held the phone to
his face, probably so Snow and Jude could see his wry
expression.

Yeah, his friend could be one-sided at times.
To Snow, it was just a part of his charm.

 


 


 


###

Jude stretched out across the bed on his back.
He frowned at a brown stain on the ceiling. “I’m pretty sure I saw
this room in a horror movie. Bad, scary things happened in this
room.”

“You and your hatred of horror movies,” Snow
muttered. Something bumped Jude’s head right before Snow’s tousled
gray-streaked hair then upside-down face filled his vision. “We can
make lots of bad things happen in this room.”

“Love the sound of that,” he murmured, giving
Snow a tired smile. “You’re gorgeous from any angle.”

Snow stared at him and touched his
jaw.

“I need to shave again, eh?”

“No,” Snow said as he leaned down and slowly
kissed him. Jude opened his mouth, loving the slow slide of Snow’s
tongue against his before Snow sucked on his bottom lip, then
pulled away. He surprised Jude with a soft kiss on his nose
first.

“Do that again,” he whispered.

Snow kissed his nose again and Jude grinned as
Snow turned his head slightly, came back, and the long, drugging
kiss that followed made all of Jude’s blood go south. Snow reached
for the hem of Jude’s sweater and pulled away from his mouth only
long enough to tug it over his head. When he came back, he ran his
hands down Jude’s shoulders, stroked the hair on his chest. The man
was a pure hedonist who could sometimes spend hours worshiping
every part of Jude’s body.

Jude fucking loved it.

He fucking loved his general.

He rose up and captured Snow’s lush lower lip,
groaning as Snow scratched a fingernail over one of his nipples. He
kissed and nipped the mouth that drove him crazy then thrust his
fingers into Snow’s hair. Snow left his mouth and gently bit his
chin before nuzzling against the whiskers that inevitably grew by
this time of night. He moved to his neck, his collarbone and opened
his mouth over Jude’s skin.

The moan that escaped Jude’s throat was loud
enough to alert the men in the next room what they were up to. Not
that he cared. He was pretty sure they’d learned a lot about his
relationship with Snow the past weekend, and he and Snow had been
fairly good at keeping sex to private areas. Except for that one
time in the hot tub when they’d thought Lucas and Andrei had left
for dinner already. Resisting Dr. Ashton Frost in a hot tub was
something Jude couldn’t even fathom. Andrei’s face had turned red
off and on the rest of that night. Snow had laughed every time.
Goaded him a couple of times, too.

Now, Snow grunted when he reached the top of
Jude’s jeans. He straightened up. “Those need to come
off.”

Jude watched him come around the
bed to stand by his dangling feet. He kept his gaze locked
with Jude’s as he pulled off Jude’s boots. Jude undid his belt
buckle, his jeans, then let out a sudden, surprised
Oomph! when Snow tugged
off his jeans in one quick swoop. Once again, he didn’t bother with
Jude’s socks before he was tugging Jude up off the bed with one of
his lust-inducing wicked grins stretching his mouth. He jerked off
his own black sweater as he backed toward the suitcase they’d left
on the rickety table by the door and was naked when he came to Jude
with lube.

Snow pointed to the wall.

 


 


 


###

Jude’s pupils flared as he backed away from
Snow, a sexy smile pulling up one side of his mouth. Snow couldn’t
resist that temptation and he crowded into Jude, cradling his jaw
in one hand as he leaned in close. He was obsessed with the scruff
that grew on Jude’s face so fast. Keeping his eyes open, he lightly
bit down on Jude’s lower lip, loving the sound that rumbled up
Jude’s throat. Hot hands landed on his hips as Jude tugged his body
closer. Snow closed his eyes at the feel of all that skin against
him. He breathed the scent of this man he loved deep into his
lungs, reveling in the feeling of being a part of something so
profound. He kissed his lip, sucking on it lightly, then pressed
his lips to Jude’s jaw, nuzzling the prickly-soft beard there,
before moving down. He opened his mouth over the pulse in Jude’s
neck.

He let it beat against his tongue.

This proof of life, of health—it belonged to
the person most precious in his life and Snow had never, ever,
expected to have such a thing.

“What are you thinking, General?” Jude
whispered, his voice rumbling against Snow’s lips.

“That I love you.”

Hands slid up his back and Jude pressed their
bodies together in a tight hug. “I love you, too.”

“I know.” And he meant it. He did know it. He
felt this man’s deep affection for him in every move, every touch,
and every single look.

Snow pulled back to stare at Jude. “I didn’t
mean to slow things down.”

Dark brown eyes narrowed as Jude stared at him
and his smile still held heat, though it mostly held that crazy
strong affection Snow would never tire of seeing.

“I know how to heat things back up,” Jude
murmured before spinning Snow around and shoving him into the wall.
He pressed his entire body to Snow’s back, leaned in, and bit
Snow’s ear.

Snow’s eyes rolled into the back of his head
and he held his breath as desire rushed through him so hard and
fast, his brain temporarily checked out. He could only feel as hot
skin and silky hair rubbed against his back. Jude’s dick, hard as
steel, pressed into the seam of his ass as he slid it up and
down.

But as much as he loved being dominated by
Jude, he was in the mood for something else tonight. He shoved away
from the wall, turned, and grasped Jude’s arms. Hauling him close,
he licked Jude’s lips. Jude laughed and groaned at the same time,
then he wrestled Snow back, only to grunt when Snow flipped them
around and pressed him to the wall. His back hit hard enough for
the guys in the next room to hear—if they weren’t caught up in
their own games. Snow didn’t give a shit about them right
then.

He dropped the lube and turned Jude, pressing
the man’s palms to the wall as he plastered his body to Jude’s
back. He nuzzled the unruly, black hair he couldn’t seem to touch
enough before biting down on the back of Jude’s neck. Fuck, he
smelled good. It might not be the scents he was used to from home,
but that underlying musk that belonged to Jude and Jude alone was
like a balm to his soul and caused a rush of blood to his dick. He
loved nothing more than waking in the morning, tucking his face
into Jude’s neck and breathing him in deep.

Jude made a strangled noise and rubbed his ass
against Snow’s cock, making him growl and thrust hard against
him.

“I could eat you up,” he said into his
neck.

“Do it.”

“Do what?”

“Fuck, General, do anything you want to me
right now.”

Endless possibilities played out in his mind
as he kissed over broad shoulders and a muscular back that would
soon glisten with a sheen of sweat that never failed to make his
dark skin a thing of beauty. That’s what he wanted—Jude, covered in
sweat and coming unglued. “Stay,” he whispered into his ear,
pressing against the back of Jude’s hands so he kept them in
place.

He knelt behind Jude and picked up the lube,
staring at his perfect ass as he poured a generous amount onto his
fingers. He looked up to find dark brown eyes locked on his fingers
with fiery need and grinned. His lover had a thing for his mouth,
his ass…and his fingers. They were long, strong and good for more
than just performing surgeries. With his eyes still on Jude’s face,
he reached between Jude’s legs with his left hand and fondled his
balls, loving the hiss that sounded above him. With his right, he
circled his thumb around Jude’s hole, caressing and relaxing the
tight entrance.

Snow leaned closer, stretched, and grasped
Jude’s dick. He couldn’t stroke from this angle, but he offered a
tight grip as he slowly and surely slid two lubed fingers deep into
Jude’s ass and crooked them.

“Shit. Shit.” Jude spread his legs and braced
himself on the wall before thrusting his cock in Snow’s
hand.

Pressing a smile into the cheek of Jude’s
butt, Snow pulled his fingers out, then shoved them back in,
pressing firmly on Jude’s prostate. He yelled and slammed his hands
onto the wall.

“Hold out your hand,” Snow ordered. He let go
of Jude’s cock, picked up the lube and squeezed it into the palm of
Jude’s hand. “Stroke yourself.”

“Oh God,” Jude muttered as he grabbed his dick
and began pulling on it hard.

Snow leaned back and gazed up at the sweat
glistening on that beautiful, dark skin. While his chest had
intriguing, hot-as-fuck hair, his back was smooth with a sexy
groove at the small of his back that Snow liked to lay his head on.
And all that beautiful skin and muscle was on rippling display for
him as he writhed on Snow’s fingers. Snow bit into the taut cheek
of his ass, fucking him hard with his fingers. Usually at this
point, Jude would lose it, drag him to the nearest flat surface and
fuck his brains out, but he was too far gone. Grunts and moans and
hoarse, strangled cries spilled from his mouth as Snow moved in and
out of his ass. It was so damned hot, Snow had a feeling he was
going to come the second he touched his own dick.

Jude abruptly tightened around Snow’s fingers
and he kept a steady rhythm on Jude’s prostate as he yelled and
shot all over the wall in arcing streams.

He abruptly growled, turned and hauled Snow up
to his mouth for a scorching kiss that left Snow panting as he was
shoved back onto the bed.

All it took was one swallow of his cock down
Jude’s throat and he was coming so hard, his eyes rolled back into
his head. Jude licked him clean, climbed up his body and held both
his hands down on either side of his head as he ravaged Snow’s
mouth, giving him a taste of his own spend, possessing him in raw,
drugging waves that left him boneless. His legs fell open, Jude
cradled between them, his chest hair rasping Snow’s nipples. Jude
moved to his ear and sucked the lobe into his mouth before he came
back to kiss again. The kisses grew softer, slower, Snow’s lips
tingling as Jude pulled back enough to meet his eyes. He let go of
Snow’s hands and cradled either side of Snow’s face, something in
his expression making Snow’s heart pound.

“I will never get enough of you,” Jude
whispered. “Never.”

Snow wrapped his arms around Jude’s back.
“You’d better not.”

 


 


 


###

Snow was still smiling as they walked into the
diner attached to the motel the next morning. His eyes watered at
the grease and smoke thickening the air, but his stomach rumbled at
the smell of bacon and coffee. Jude, who’d spotted Lucas in one of
the booths by the big windows, tugged on Snow’s hand to pull him in
that direction.

Lucas shook his head as Jude scooted into the
seat across from him. Snow sat next to Jude and waited for whatever
crap his friend was about to lay on him.

“Couldn’t you have chosen the other side of
the room?” Lucas picked up his orange juice. He looked well rested,
but there was an obvious red mark on the right side of his neck. He
pointed to the extra toast in the middle of the table.

“That side didn’t have enough wall space.”
Jude smirked and grabbed one of the small packets of grape jelly.
He handed it to Snow and dug through the stack for
strawberry.

Snow didn’t miss Lucas’s attempt to hide his
pleasure at Jude’s knowledge of his favorite flavor. Jude paid
attention. To everything. He cared and he never hesitated to show
it, affection coming to him like breathing came to everyone else.
Fuck, he was nuts about the man. Snow slipped his hand under the
table and squeezed Jude’s thigh. Jude immediately put his hand on
top of Snow’s but didn’t press. He hovered until Snow turned his
palm up. Warm, thick fingers slid between his. Of course, neither
of them could spread their jelly one-handed, but it could
wait.

Andrei slipped into the free spot across from
Snow and gave them the same shake of the head. He hadn’t tied back
his hair and it fell in a spill of black curls down to his
shoulders. “I learned too much about you two this past weekend.
More than I ever wanted to know.”

“Too noisy for you?” Snow taunted.

“You guys have no shame.”

Jude merely shrugged. Snow lifted their linked
hands, kissed Jude’s knuckles before letting him go and grabbing a
slice of toast and a knife. “I heard a few noises from your room,
so you two have no business complaining. Plus, the laundry room at
the weekend place? Think we didn’t hear that? And I remember last
Thanksgiving, too. What is up with you two and laundry
rooms?”

Lucas chuckled as he stole a slice of bacon
from Andrei’s plate. “At least we narrowed it down to a room. With
you two, no walls are sacred.”

 








The Home We Make

 


Dr. Ashton Frost strode down the sidewalk
toward the café where he was supposed to meet Jude, anticipation
quickening his steps. The river valley had decided to absorb the
sun on this August day, so he should have slowed, but he knew he
could coax Jude home and into the shower without much effort at all
if he arrived a sweaty mess.

Snow’s heart skipped a beat when
his man came into view. His
man. Just those two words were enough
to bring a smile to his lips. Jude leaned back in the metal café
chair like it was a recliner. Sunglasses covered his dark eyes and
a close, black beard shadowed his chin. Shorts. He was wearing
cargo shorts. Snow’s gaze locked on his hairy shins and he wondered
how the café patrons would react if he dropped to his knees in
front of all that beauty and ran his hands up the insides of those
loose shorts. He glanced around to find several women and men
watching Jude. Not that he could really blame them—he could hardly
ever take his eyes off the man. But the need to stake a claim came
strong at times.

He walked right up to him, leaned down and
grasped his chin in his hand. He pushed the sunglasses up and as
always, those eyes locked onto him like nothing existed around
them. It made everything in him tighten with the knowledge that
this man belonged only to him.

He could never have imagined what this would
feel like. He loved his friends, had loved Lucas most of his life
in a way nobody had ever understood, but what he felt for Jude
eclipsed everything. It surged through him with a power that felt
like it could light up an entire city.

Leaning closer, he smiled as their lips
brushed. “You are so fucking gorgeous,” he breathed over Jude’s
mouth.

“General, there is gorgeous and then there is
breathtaking.” Jude’s hand came up and cupped the back of his neck.
He pressed their mouths together.

Snow forgot anyone else was there. He savored
the softness of Jude’s lips, the scratch of his beard. When he
pulled back, it took a moment to bring his thoughts into
focus.

Jude chuckled, completely aware that he’d
scrambled Snow’s brain.

Snow could give him that. That smug look. He’d
earned it because nobody had ever scrambled his brain like this
Spanish and Greek paramedic who’d given him a home in his
heart.

“Do we still have to go look at the house?” he
asked before kissing him again. “I’m sick of looking at houses. I’d
rather take you somewhere and explore what’s under these
shorts.”

“It’s the one.”

Snow pulled back, taking in the shine of
anticipation in Jude’s brown eyes. “How do you know? You haven’t
even been inside.”

“Trust me.”

“I do.”

 


 


 


###

An hour later, Snow stood inside the perfect
house. After months of weekends house hunting with Anna Torres,
after more months annoying their realtor, Judith Sparks, Jude had
stumbled onto this place by accident while on the job near the Eden
Park overlook. And he’d only seen the outside and the view from the
back. Brand new, it didn’t even have the flooring in or the paint
on the walls, but Snow knew without a shadow of a doubt that this
place belonged to them. His heels thudded on the base wood flooring
as he walked through the rectangular living room, the kitchen with
beautiful, dark-stained cabinets currently being installed. The
carpenters paid them little attention, merely stepping aside as
they moved through the room. Every window downstairs was open to
take advantage of the slight breeze coming off the river. Snow
climbed the stairs and saw the three bedrooms, the master bedroom
nice and roomy, and best yet, having an attached bathroom that held
a massive whirlpool tub and shower built big enough for more than
two. Or two who liked plenty of room to get busy.

He stood in the master bedroom, gazing out of
a huge, picture window that offered a view of the Ohio River and a
sweeping view up Mount Adams. He looked back at Jude. “This is
it.”

Jude leaned against the wall, hands in the
pockets of his shorts. “I know.”

“It’s out of the price range you set,” Snow
teased, still hating that Jude discounted what he could bring to
the purchase of their home.

“Out,” Jude said to the builder’s real estate
agent who’d been hovering by the door.

“I’ll just go, er, discuss something with Miss
Sparks,” he muttered as he scrambled.

Desire unfurled inside Snow because he fucking
loved when this easy-going, caring man turned dominant.

Jude slid his hands out of the pockets of his
khaki shorts as he walked to Snow. “General, I don’t give a shit
that you make more than me, but yes, I tried to find something
fair. Until I saw this place.” He took Snow’s hand, threading their
fingers together. “I saw this place and I saw you. And I saw me
here with you. We’re going to make a home here, you and me. Our
family.”

The heat that flooded his body made Snow want
to rip all of Jude’s clothes off, but instead he narrowed his eyes
and pulled him into the bathroom. He walked him into the unfinished
shower that didn’t even have a door and pressed him to the wall.
Black eyes met his as Jude snaked a hand around his waist and dug
fingers in hard. He pulled their bodies together.

It was sweltering in here without air
conditioning, the smell of dust and drywall strong, and he didn’t
care. Snow closed his eyes as he rested against the man who had
taken such a huge place in his heart. He felt the hardness of his
muscles, smelled the faint sweat of his body, leaned in to nuzzle
the prickly yet soft beard on his chin.

He wished they lived here now. Wished they
were starting their life together as a family here. Snow had a
family, but this would be a haven for him and for Jude, and he
wanted that more than he’d wanted anything in his life. He slid his
hands down Jude’s sides then back up to his chest, feeling the hot
skin under the casual clothes, the hair that drove him crazy. “How
long before you think that stupid real estate agent comes back to
find us?”

“Not long.” Jude kissed his jaw, tilted his
head back to kiss his throat. “Judith knows how long we can take to
look around—she’ll wait downstairs. But this guy’s eager. Young.
Hungry.”

“Guess he’s going to get a lesson if he shows
up in the next few minutes.”

Jude grinned against his throat. “I suppose we
should get out of this shower and find him.”

“Fuck him.” Snow growled and latched onto
Jude’s throat. “Next time I have you in this spot, it will be
finished and hot water will be pouring all over your body and I’m
going to take you up against this wall.”

“I may take you up against it.”

“Works for me, too,” Snow murmured. He licked
along that corded muscle in Jude’s neck, tasting salt from his
sweat, feeling the hum of love bathing every move they made. “You
were right. This is the house.”

“There are some things I just know, General.
Just like I knew what you could be to me from the beginning. I go
after what I want.”

“Dominant fucker.”

“You love it.”

Snow didn’t care if the real estate agent came
back too soon or if Snow melted into a puddle of sweat at Jude’s
feet. He dropped to his knees.

“Seriously?” Jude hissed. “He could walk in
any second.”

“Then I’ll have to work fast.” Ignoring the
pain of plywood under his knees, Snow opened Jude’s shorts and let
them drop to his feet. He looked up. “This is going to be fast.
Fast and dirty. So hold on to something.”

“The shower’s unfinished,” Jude murmured under
his breath. “There’s nothing to hold on to.”

Snow grabbed Jude’s hands and placed them on
his head. “Yeah, there is. And do it hard.” He winked. “You know I
like it.”

Fingers threaded through his hair and held on
so tight, it hurt. “Oh fuck,” Jude said on a groan. “You’d better
hurry.”

Before Jude could say another word, Snow
opened his mouth and swallowed that beautiful cock. He relaxed his
throat, sucked it in as far as he could and made a humming noise he
knew would cause a good vibration around Jude. He got an answering
moan that made his toes curl in his shoes. Sweat built fast and his
shirt began to stick to his back. He grabbed Jude’s hips and
proceeded to suck, swallow and lick in strong, hard, movements that
had Jude obviously struggling to hold back noises.

He twisted his head, swirled his tongue over
the prominent vein on the underside of Jude’s dick and purposely
pulled him in far enough to choke himself.

Jude suddenly sucked in a breath, moaned
loudly and clenched his fingers. He pulled back only to thrust into
Snow’s throat one more time. He let out a hoarse cry and hunched,
curling over Snow’s head as he spilled hot down his
throat.

Snow sat on his heels, sweat coating his face
and throat. He could feel it in his hair. His shirt was soaked. His
lips felt swollen, his throat hurt, and he smirked, knowing his
voice was going to be scratchy when he told the realtors they were
putting in an offer. It would be pretty damn obvious he’d had his
mouth wrapped around his boyfriend’s dick—not that he
cared.

“Well,” Jude said as he braced his hands on
his knees and panted. “If I’d had any lingering doubts this was the
house, they’re gone now.”

 


 


 


###

“You did well,” Lucas said as he came to stand
next to Snow on the back patio. He was dressed casually in jeans
and a royal blue shirt that made his eyes shine gray. A breeze came
off the river, ruffling the black hair at his temples. “I like this
place more than your last.”

“You hated my last place.”

“I hated the view.” Lucas wrapped his fingers
around the dark wood rail as he looked out at the river. “Most of
it, anyway. Power plants aren’t my idea of scenery.”

“Says the man who lives on top of the world
and sees it all.”

Lucas turned to look at him. “This house is
warm.” He nodded toward the door. “Like the man you
chose.”

Snow snorted and leaned on a support post.
“More like he chose me and wouldn’t take no for an
answer.”

Chuckling, Lucas turned and gazed inside.
“Gotta love a man who goes after what he wants. And you wouldn’t be
here if you hadn’t wanted him just as much.”

“True.” Snow followed his gaze, looking
through the glass back door as he heard Ian’s laughter. Ian,
Andrei, Jude, and Rowe all sat around the living room they hadn’t
finished decorating. Boxes lined two of the walls and Snow was
looking forward to having everything done and out of the way. It
had taken some time to get into the place. They were able to pick
paint and flooring and they’d turned the home into exactly what
they wanted. Tons of dark wood, a cozy kitchen, and best yet, the
shower upstairs most definitely gave them room to
maneuver.

They’d moved in the weekend before and that
night, Snow’s friends had come for a catered dinner. He watched
them now, feeling almost like he was caught in a surreal dream. He
thought back to when he was young and had never believed he’d have
anything like this.

His gaze locked on Jude, sprawled on the floor
in front of the fireplace, his head back as he laughed. They’d just
ordered a rug for that spot and Snow marveled over how domestic
he’d become even as he thought his heart might beat out of his
chest. He couldn’t wait for that damn rug and every other thing
they would add to this home together. And he loved that his friends
felt comfortable here.

Andrei said something that made Ian crack up
and Snow knew his expression was sappy in the extreme and he didn’t
give a shit. He glanced at Lucas to find the man smiling at Ian as
well. Snow opened his mouth, teasing words clinging to the edge of
his tongue before he swallowed them back. So what if they stood
here like saps, staring at the family they’d made together? The two
of them had been through a lot over the years. So instead of sass,
he surprised Lucas by pulling him close. “We deserve this,” he said
instead.

“We do,” Lucas agreed.

 



Safety Net






A low moan woke Jude. He tried to focus in the
dim light of the moon shining into the bedroom, the black, shadowy
shapes of new furniture unfamiliar. He still awakened confused,
unused to the smells and noises of the new place. Luckily, his
pillow smelled like the man behind him and he buried his nose in
it, a curl of comfort lacing the faint edge of unease.

Snow and comfort—a combination
most wouldn’t understand. Turned out difficult, sexy, and arrogant
just flat out did it for him. He started to turn, but Snow tightened his arms
around him, so Jude relaxed into the bed. They’d picked out the new
mattress, too, a pillow top that made getting out of bed harder
than it already was with the sexy-as-hell man curled around his
back. Snow’s warmth against him made him smile, as did the sensual
noises coming from his throat. Jude waited, still half-asleep, to
see what Snow had planned. Being awakened at night by his general
always turned into something pretty damn special.

When Snow made more noises, Jude realized the
sounds had nothing to do with sex. They sounded more like cries of
pain. Alarm pierced his heart. Frowning, he scooted forward so he’d
have room to roll over.

As he did, Snow yelled, “No!” The bellow—a
sound of heart-wrenching anguish—came with a kick, Snow’s foot
connecting with Jude’s shin under the covers.

“Snow!” Jude winced and sat up in bed. He
clicked on the low lamp they kept by the bed, then leaned over
Snow, placing his hands on his hot, smooth chest. The surgeon’s
heart beat like a jackhammer under his skin as he moaned again.
“Hey, wake up.” Jude pressed his mouth to Snow’s jaw, rubbing his
lips back and forth over the slight whiskers that had grown during
the night, and wrapping his arms tight around him.

Snow jerked to the side, blinking at him in
confusion and the anguish fogging those bright blue eyes ripped
into Jude. He’d fucked that look out of them earlier that night
after he and Snow had fetched a drunken Rowe from a bar fight and
taken him home. Rowe’s muffled sobs in the back of the car had
sliced through Jude. Rowe hadn’t let Snow stay the night at his new
house and Jude had to practically drag Snow home after he’d sat in
his friend’s driveway for nearly an hour.

His general acted hard and cold, but inside
beat a heart as vast as the ocean. His grief for Rowe’s wife hit
him at odd times, but his worry over Rowe was constant. Rowe didn’t
often go out and get drunk; he mostly kept to himself, but the few
times he had gone out on his own, he’d ended up having
conversations with his fists.

And Snow would fetch him, then come home to
have nightmares.

“Why do my toes hurt?” Sleep roughened Snow’s
voice. He pulled completely out of Jude’s arms.

“Because you kick like a mule. I’ll have a
nice, colorful prize on my shin tomorrow.” He reached across Snow’s
chest, curled his fingers around his ribs and tried to tug him
close again. “Want to talk about it?”

“No.” Snow resisted the pull, instead turning
away and scrambling out from under the covers. He stalked naked
into the master bathroom and slammed the door shut.

Jude grunted, somewhat used to the mercurial
moods that ruled his lover. Most of the time, they turned him the
fuck on. But not tonight. Damn. He rubbed his hands over his face.
Those noises had come from a deep, hidden part of Snow, one that
tormented him when he was asleep and most vulnerable, and Jude
hated that Snow felt he should hide this part of himself from Jude.
He’d seen the humiliation Snow had tried to hide by walking
away.

The knot that twisted in his gut made him
nauseous.

He listened to the shower running and when it
shut off, he expected Snow to come back. When he didn’t, Jude threw
off the covers, stood, and walked to the door. No sounds trickled
through the wood so he knew Snow was just staying in there to cool
off. He opened the door to find Snow with his hands braced on the
counter in front of the sink, his profile a long, leanly muscled
thing of beauty. Steam filled the room, blurring his vision and
moistening his skin.

Snow turned his head to look at him. Water
dripped from his hair down his shoulder and arm. It beaded on his
skin. He hadn’t even dried off. Two eyebrows that didn’t match the
silver-streaked hair on his head went up, ice-blue eyes narrowing
as he straightened.

“Why are you hiding from me?” Jude asked as he
braced a hand on the doorjamb on either side of him. He didn’t miss
the way Snow’s gaze ran down his naked body. Nor the way the
doctor’s body began to respond, his dick rising, despite the anger
building in his expression.

“Stubborn as fuck as always, Torres. I’m not
hiding.”

“Tricky, using my name like that when you know
what that does to me. So don’t try to Torres yourself onto my dick
to change the subject, General.”

Snow snatched a towel off the rack and started
drying his body. “Think I’d rather have a Torres on my dick this
time.”

“Fine.” Jude let go of the doorjamb and
stepped closer. “But first, we’re going to talk. You had one of
those nightmares you told me about.”

Snow’s jaw flexed as he gritted his teeth. “I
don’t want to talk about the fucking nightmares. They’re old news.”
He swiped the towel back and forth over his hair before chucking it
into the dirty clothes hamper. His thick, two-toned hair stood up
in tufts all over his head.

“Are they? Because you just had one and this
isn’t the only time I’ve heard you shouting in your sleep.” He
sighed, his shoulders slumping under the weight of his worry for
Snow. “Look, this thing with Rowe, with your grief for him and for
his wife—maybe you should talk about it. If not to me, someone else
then. It’s hard to see you hurting this much.”

Red flushed Snow’s neck and his eyes
narrowed.

“I’m not trying to make you feel bad,” Jude
insisted. “I’m just trying to understand how I can
help.”

“You can’t help,” Snow snapped. “Nobody can
help.”

“That’s not true and you know it. If you won’t
talk to someone else, then use me.”

Snow gave him that slow grin that had his dick
hardening fast.

He shook his head. “No, don’t deflect this
conversation with sex.”

“But you’re so easy.” Snow took a step closer
and his heat, his freshly-showered scent enveloped Jude.

Fuck. The
man had this innate ability to scramble Jude’s thought processes
and it wasn’t fair. He swallowed. Hard. “Yeah, General, when it
comes to you, it doesn’t take much. Sometimes just hearing you
breathe does it for me.” He took the last step close and wrapped
his hands around Snow’s biceps. His flesh was still hot from the
shower. “But I want us to be about more than fantastic sex. I want
the whole package. Love, affection and most of all trust. I need
you to lean on me when you need to and I need to know I can look to
you for comfort when I need it. Because sometimes, I need it,
too.”

“Of course,” Snow said, his eyebrows coming
together. “Why are you even questioning that?”

“Because I saw your face before
you disappeared in here. You were embarrassed about something you
don’t even have control over. Embarrassed about a nightmare. With
me.” He tightened his fingers. “With
me, Snow.” He lowered his voice to a
whisper. “Don’t you know that it kills me that you’d feel that way
around me?”

“Jude—”

“No, listen.” He slid his hands up to Snow’s
neck and stroked his thumbs over his man’s sexy jaw. “You’ve told
me about your past.” He threaded his fingers into Snow’s wet hair
and pulled him closer. “Those are legitimate feelings and I just
want to help. Be your comfort. Your safety net.”

“You are, Jude.” Snow’s hands tightened
against his back. “You give me so much.”

He leaned back. “So stop hiding from me,
okay?”

Snow stared hard at him.

“I mean it,” Jude insisted. “When those dreams
come, reach for me. Together, we can erase all the bad feelings
fast. Exchange them for good ones.”

“The best ones,” Snow murmured, leaning in for
a kiss. “And you’re right. This stuff with Rowe is killing me and
whenever I get too stressed or too sad, the dreams come back. I’m
sorry if I’m waking you with them.”

“I don’t care about that. I just care that
they’re ripping you apart. If you’re not comfortable talking to a
therapist or someone more qualified, then lean on me. I’m tough. I
can take it. Let’s deal with them. Together.”

Snow sighed and rested his forehead onto
Jude’s. “I don’t want to use you like that, Jude. I don’t. And I’ve
never been good about sharing my pain,” he whispered. “But I also
don’t mean to make you feel useless when this happens.”

“It’s not useless, General.” Jude cupped the
back of his head. “But I’m not sure I’m enough sometimes. You have
rough stuff from your past. Really, really rough stuff. I hate that
it comes forward and wrecks you.” He couldn’t stop his smirk. “I
like being the only thing—the only one—who wrecks you.”

“And you do it well,” Snow murmured, then
sighed and pulled back. He stared at Jude a long time, and when he
smiled, it wasn’t one of his arrogant smirks or sex-filled grins
that weakened Jude’s knees, no. This smile was so full of affection
and love, the heat that raced through Jude’s body gathered into his
heart and caused it to swell, to pound, to fucking try and leap
from his chest. “I’m okay now. I promise. Take me to bed and wreck
me, Torres,” he whispered. “You said you want to erase the bad
feelings? Do it now. Now is a good time to make them go the fuck
away.”

Jude held his breath, so suddenly turned on,
he felt dizzy with the rush of blood from his brain south. He
grabbed Snow’s arms, squeezed, then faced him away. He pulled
Snow’s back against him. Snow shuddered when Jude slid his palm up
over the hard muscles of Snow’s chest, to his throat, holding it in
a tight grip, his thumb pressing on that soft, vulnerable spot
right under Snow’s ear. His general sucked in a sharp breath and
went still, tense. Waiting. Jude held him with a firm grip and
pressed his hardening cock against the curve of Snow’s ass. So.
Much. Fucking. Heat. There. He sucked in a deep breath, dizzy with
desire, then whispered into Snow’s ear. “Walk slowly back to our
bed. Be careful to keep close because I don’t want my cock to leave
this nice, snug crease of your ass.”

The low chuckle that vibrated against his hand
sent warm heat curling through his gut. Snow loved it when he went
Neanderthal on his ass. Hell, Jude loved it. But he could barely
think because his heart had picked up so hard and fast, he had no
doubt it was beating strong enough for Snow to feel it against his
spine. Jude fastened his lips to the hollow between Snow’s neck and
shoulder and sucked hard. Snow’s soft laugh turned into a moan as
he began to slowly move toward the bed. Jude kept pace with him,
licking and kissing his neck, leaving marks only where they’d be
covered by Snow’s clothes. He kept returning to the back of Snow’s
neck, though. Damp hair left moisture on his nose and cheek as he
nuzzled close. “Fuck, you smell good,” Jude said into Snow’s skin.
“Hurry up and lay down on the bed on your stomach.”

Snow tensed, obviously starting to bristle at
the command, and that warmth in Jude’s gut turned to fire. He loved
it when Snow got his back up. When he fought back. Jude pushed him
toward the bed. Blue eyes sparked at him over a sexy, muscular
shoulder and Jude made sure Snow could see every bit of the lust
burning in his body through his expression. He opened himself wide
and just let Snow see everything he felt.

“Fuck, Jude.” Snow sucked in a deep breath,
breathing hard and staring. Then, he slowly shook his head and
stretched out on the bed, his muscles tense even as he submitted to
whatever Jude wanted.

So. Damn. Hot. Every
time.

Jude, barely breathing, mounted him, latched
onto Snow’s ear and bit down. The expected groan was his reward.
Sometimes, he thought Snow liked his ears sucked more than his
dick.

He let go, sat back on his heels, and looked
at the gorgeous body stretched across their bed.

Jude loved everything about Snow’s form, from
his lean, sinuously muscled back to his sleek, toned thighs, to his
long, narrow feet. But his ass. His ass was a thing of beauty.
Tight, round, and with these sexy, slight indentations on the
sides, that ass turned Jude into a primal animal. He tugged Snow’s
hips until his butt came up off the bed, then ran his palms over
his cheeks and pressed his thumbs into his crease to open him up.
Snow, knowing what was coming, quaked and pulled a pillow under his
face.

Jude dove in. He placed his tongue on lightly
furred balls then slowly, firmly, licked upward. He pressed into
that sensitive strip of skin between his sac and hole. Snow let out
a hoarse cry, writhing underneath him, and the heady pleasure that
swamped Jude made him growl against Snow’s skin.

“Fuck,” Snow breathed, the word half muffled
by his pillow as he spread his legs wider.

Jude feasted. He licked. He nibbled. He
stiffened his tongue and fucked Snow with it. He pressed hard,
stroked, and then backed off to gently take each of his balls into
his mouth. He loved the musky male scent of Snow here, reveled in
his taste. His textures. And he especially loved the way this act
alone broke Snow down into a moaning, taut mess. He writhed and
rocked his hips and twisted in a continuous, sensual movement that
had Jude’s insides feeling like a ready-to-erupt volcano. The
noises coming from his general’s mouth stoked the deep fire in
Jude’s belly. He pulled back and licked the ultra-thin,
ultra-sensitive strips of skin where Snow’s legs met his torso,
holding back a laugh when Snow wiggled like it tickled. Then he
threw him completely off balance by stabbing his tongue back into
Snow’s ass.

Snow shouted, loud and throaty, and Jude
groaned as he fucked him over and over with his tongue. His own
dick felt hot and ready to explode and he whimpered when Snow
tightened around him. He had to be inside there with his dick.
Now.

He pulled away, ignoring Snow’s protests and
groped for the lube they’d left on the bedside table. Hell, half
the time, they never put it away. Used it too often. He hurriedly
lubed himself as he kissed every part of Snow’s back he could
reach. He was poised and ready to go in when he stopped, his brain
telling him to prep Snow more.

“Now. Fuck, Jude, get inside me right the fuck
now!”

The order had him gritting his teeth and
pressing slowly inside his man. He had to stop halfway in, panting
against Snow’s back, counting in his head so he didn’t blow too
soon.

“What are you waiting for?” Snow demanded.
“Fuck me now. Hard!”

A primal yell raced up Jude’s throat and
erupted from his mouth as he shoved all the way inside Snow. The
snug, hot channel swallowed him whole and he grunted against Snow’s
shoulder as blinding hot pleasure short-circuited his brain. “Damn.
I love you,” he breathed onto Snow’s skin. “Love you so fucking
much.” He pulled back and thrust in, his hand tightening on Snow’s
chest as he yelled again, unable to stop it, and shoved back into
him.

Snow groped behind him, squeezing strong
fingers onto his hip bone.

They found a rhythm, one that scrambled Jude’s
brain until all he could do was hold onto Snow and move his hips
back and forth, reveling in the satiny, snug heat of Snow’s body.
He inhaled the scent of his skin deep into his lungs, pressed his
lips to the nape of Snow’s neck. Snow suddenly shoved his face back
into his pillow and screamed, his entire body going taut as he
clenched around Jude so hard, he saw stars.

He came up to his knees, picked up pace, no
longer holding any sort of steady rhythm as he gave in to the
unadulterated passion that consumed him. He thrust hard and fast
and dug his fingers into Snow’s hips. When he came, he teetered on
the edge of passing out, barely holding on. His vision whited out,
every muscle in his body tensing, then releasing in a rush that
left him dizzy. He took a shaky breath, then slumped over Snow, who
smashed flat with a grunt.

They didn’t talk for a long time. Snow slid
out from under him and lay on his side, gaze locked with Jude’s.
They stared at each other and Jude wondered if the same, sort of
surreal euphoria had made Snow stupid, too. Snow leaned over him to
switch off the lamp. Jude waited for him to settle, then sprawled
half over him, tucking his face into Snow’s neck. He settled in,
knowing they’d move apart at some point because they were both
sticky and sweaty from the sex. He’d probably end up in the wet
spot. He didn’t care. “Hey, General?” he whispered after a couple
of minutes.

“Yeah.” Snow’s response was more breath than
voice.

“You do know that you’re my safety net, too,
right?”

Snow’s arm tightened around him. “I do,” he
whispered, pressing warm lips to Jude’s forehead. “I
do.”







Camping

 


 



Chapter 1

 


This was not his idea of a relaxing
vacation.

Snow stood in the center of the clearing that
Rowe had chosen, his hands on his hips as he tried not to frown,
but that wasn’t working out so well. A thick green canopy blocked
most of the direct late-day sun, but the moisture thickening the
air locked in the oppressive August heat despite the shade.
Songbirds chirped loudly around them, but there was no distant rush
of cars on the road or raised voices of other people. He and Jude
had been working a lot of hours recently, and he’d grown accustomed
to the constant cacophony of beeping machines and the chatter of
doctors and nurses. It felt as if they were truly alone in the
world and it was a bit unsettling.

Snow didn’t camp.

Oh, he’d done more than his fair share of
rough camping while in the Army—inhospitable places like
Afghanistan and Serbia—but he’d not slept outside since returning
to civilian life, and he’d certainly never planned to do it again.
He liked his firm but soft king-sized bed covered in 700-thread
count sheets of Egyptian cotton. He liked indoor plumbing and hot
running water. He fucking loved his coffeemaker.

Swallowing back a curse, he turned and his
eyes fell on the reason—or rather two reasons—he’d agreed to this
vacation nightmare in the first place. Jude knelt beside Rowe,
holding a nylon cord while Rowe hammered a securing spike into the
ground. They all tried to go on vacation together every year, but
every time they attempted to make plans this year, Rowe had bailed.
Until Jude had suggested camping.

For the first time in months, a small spark of
life lit Rowe’s tired green eyes. He perked up and started asking
questions, willing to at least consider the idea. It hadn’t taken
much more pushing to get Rowe to commit to a long weekend of
camping and hiking, through Red River Gorge within the Daniel Boone
National Park in Eastern Kentucky.

Jude had camped with his brothers and friends
when he was young, but never in Red River Gorge so he’d been over
the moon with excitement since it had first been mentioned. Snow
couldn’t bring himself to shoot down the suggestion when both Jude
and Rowe were invested in the idea.

But Snow didn’t camp.

Luckily both Andrei and Rowe had
camped within the Gorge on several occasions so they were at least
familiar with the area. Rowe had warned them that they needed to
bring all the essentials because they were camping primitive. He’d
also warned them that black bears and mountain lions were
frequently spotted within the Gorge. And of course, Kentucky
already had its usual selection of poisonous snakes and
spiders. Freaking fabulous.

“Where the hell is Lucas?” Rowe snapped,
drawing Snow out of his grumbling thoughts. His friend shoved back
to his feet, dusting off his hand on the seat of his worn khaki
cargo shorts.

Snow pulled his cell phone out of his pocket
and held it up. His connection flickered between one and two bars,
and they were setting up camp on a peak near Half-Moon Rock. It was
a good guess that they’d have zero cell service when they hiked
down into the lower part of the gorge. That was an unsettling
thought.

“Lucas hasn’t texted since they left
Winchester almost two hours ago,” Snow replied. The Red River Gorge
was about a three-hour drive south from Cincinnati, with most of
the trip spent on the highway, but the last stretch was along
winding narrow roads cutting through the foothills of the
Appalachian Mountains. It had been a gorgeous drive in, seeing the
massive rocky cliffs and green trees dappled with buttery warm
sunlight. Snow had even started to look forward to the trip until
they arrived at the spot that Rowe had picked for camping. It was
off a trail. No bathroom. No running water. No electricity. No
signs of civilization of any kind.

Shoving his phone away, he tamped down the
urge to text Lucas. He had a spare charger and if he was desperate,
he could charge his phone using Rowe’s truck, but he was trying to
make the phone battery stretch as long as possible. Texting Lucas
wasn’t going to get him there any faster.

“They should be here soon.”

Rowe snorted and went back to securing the
cover over the hammock he’d strung up between two trees for himself
rather than opting for the tent setup that Jude and Snow were
using.

“They need to hurry. We’ve got only a few
hours of good sunlight,” Jude said.

“If they don’t get here soon, they’re putting
up their own fucking tent in the dark,” Rowe muttered.

Snow glanced over at the tent he’d set up with
Jude. It was a nice size, comfortably fitting two grown men. It was
supposed to be one of those easy-to-assemble tents that pops up in
just ten minutes. Even with Jude’s experience, it had taken Snow
and Jude close to an hour to get their tent put together and
secured, while Rowe hung back, occasionally snickering at their
bickering and huffing. It wasn’t looking good for Lucas, Andrei,
and Ian.

Reaching for his phone again, Snow stopped at
the sound of gravel crunching under tires. Rowe straightened, his
head cocked at the sound.

“I’ll check,” Snow said, already striding back
toward where Rowe had parked his truck on the side of the road.
Snow and Jude had ridden down with him to conserve space since Rowe
had warned them that parking would be limited at their campsite.
Stepping over a fallen log and around the last thicket of trees,
Snow spotted Lucas climbing out of the passenger seat of a red SUV.
At least he didn’t look like he’d stepped out of a magazine shoot,
opting for a pair of worn jeans, a light gray T-shirt, and new
hiking boots.

Ian, on the other hand, managed to look like
some kind of hipster camper in his dark blue jeans carefully cuffed
and somewhat shiny red cool weave shirt. His blond-streaked brown
hair was perfectly styled. None of that was going to last long in
the woods. But he hopped down from the back seat, beaming and
bright-eyed, overflowing with enthusiasm.

“Isn’t this gorgeous?” Ian demanded. He threw
his arms out to encompass the surrounding woods stretching high
above them. “It’s just amazing. I can’t believe I’ve never been
down here.”

“Why are you late?” Snow demanded.

Lucas grumbled something and looked over the
hood of the SUV at Andrei, who had just climbed out of the driver’s
seat.

“Oh, don’t you dare look at me!” Andrei
shouted, pointing at Lucas before circling around to the
trunk.

“It’s my fault,” Ian quickly
interjected.

“What’s your fault?” Rowe asked as he walked
up to the SUV. Jude clapped a hand on Snow’s shoulder—the man
nearly gleamed. Yeah, Snow might not care for camping, but Jude
hadn’t stopped smiling since they’d first decided on a date for the
trip. He had definitely enjoyed their skiing trip that winter, but
apparently camping was familiar territory for him.

“I took a little too long shopping for
supplies,” Ian replied.

Rowe shook his head. “You said you got the
food yesterday.”

“I did, but Lucas and I went shopping this
morning for camping supplies.”

“What supplies?”

Andrei stepped around the back of the SUV,
revealing that he was comfortably dressed in a pair of cargo
shorts, worn hiking books, and a T-shirt that had the sleeves cut
off. He lifted the trunk door and stepped back, an odd expression
on his face.

“What…the…fuck?” Rowe looked into the SUV and
smacked Andrei on the arm. “You were supposed to go with them and
handle this! What the hell?”

Andrei gave Rowe a little shove. “I got called
into the office to handle a problem. They went without
me!”

Snow hurried over to see what the issue was.
His mouth dropped open upon finding the rear of the large vehicle
completely packed with gear. He could make out two large coolers,
several folding chairs, a bag for what looked to be a massive tent,
a chainsaw, two axes, three bundles of wood, and more that he
couldn’t begin to identify. They’d brought double what he, Jude,
and Rowe had brought.

“They wanted to bring a generator,” Andrei
muttered. Jude laughed, falling against the side of the SUV and
Rowe groaned. Snow shrugged at Lucas. It didn’t sound like a
horrible idea. It would have given them an easy way to charge their
phones.

“Andrei said there wasn’t room, but there
would have been if he hadn’t brought all this wood,” Ian
countered.

Rowe roughly rubbed his face. “I asked him to
bring it so we could have a fire.”

Ian waved his arms around him,
looking at Rowe as if the man had lost his mind. “But we’re
in the woods.”

Andrei sighed. “The wood here is green and the
summer has been extremely wet. All the wood on the ground is wet.
We’d never get a good fire going. Bringing wood in saves time and
gives us something to cook on.”

“Oh,” Ian murmured softly, seeming to deflate
a little.

Smiling, Andrei stepped over to Ian and
wrapped an arm around the slender man’s shoulders, pulling him
close. “Don’t worry. My dad took me camping every summer in the
Gorge when I was a kid. I’ll turn you into a regular Daniel Boone
before we’re out of here.”

Rowe moved closer to the SUV and started
shifting its contents around. “We need to get the tents up while
we’ve still got light.”

“Tent,” Lucas corrected.

Snow lifted on eyebrow in question, gazing at
his oldest friend standing beside him. “Tent? Just one?”

“Ian and I found a tent that’s big enough to
sleep twelve. It has three separate rooms and goes up in just a
couple of minutes.”

“Twelve? There’s just three of
you!”

“We wanted something that would be big enough
to fit the air mattresses,” Ian chimed in.

“You brought air mattresses?”

“Of course—” Lucas started but was cut off by
Rowe’s groan.

“When did you two turn into such pansies?”
Rowe snarled. “You were in the Army. I remember us going out on a
mission and sleeping on the ground. No tent. No mattress. No
coffeemaker. We roughed it and we survived.”

“Yeah, but that was the Army. Who the hell
wants to do that now? I like beds and air conditioning,” Lucas
countered.

“I love my coffeemaker,” Snow
added.

A sharp whistle cut through the bickering,
drawing their eyes over to Jude. “We’re wasting what little
daylight we’ve got left.” Reaching into the SUV, Jude pulled out
the packaged tent and tossed it at Snow’s feet. “You and Lucas put
the tent up. Andrei and I will get the SUV unloaded of the
necessities. Rowe, can you get started on a fire? Ian will organize
the food and work on dinner.”

Snow winked at Jude and then grabbed a
frowning Lucas, swallowing back a laugh at Lucas’s disgruntled
expression. His friend was not accustomed to someone telling him
what to do. Turning him back toward the camp, Lucas fell into step
beside him.

“Did you know there were cabins down here?”
Lucas demanded in a low voice.

He hadn’t known until they’d started passing
signs along Mountain Parkway promising comfortable cabins tucked in
the picturesque mountainside with all the usual amenities. He felt
like he’d been scammed by either Rowe or Andrei, but he wasn’t
going to admit that.

Bumping Lucas, he lifted an eyebrow. “Who
cares? You’ve got your luxury tent mansion to sleep in. But what
were you thinking sharing a tent with Ian? That’s going to limit
your fun with the Romanian tonight.”

Lucas bumped Snow back. “He’s in another part
of the tent, not sleeping on the air mattress between us. Besides,
even if he was in a separate tent, there’d be no sex tonight. The
walls are just thin fabric. He’d hear us even if he wasn’t in the
same tent.”

Snow stopped in the center of their camp. He
could feel the wicked grin spreading across his entire face. “So
what?”

Lucas jerked around to face him and groaned
loudly. “Give the fucking Olympics a rest while we’re here, Ash. I
learned enough about your sex life with Jude while we were
skiing.”

With a small shake of his head, Snow knelt
down and started to open the nylon bag holding the tent. Jude might
not want to screw around in the tent considering their companions
would be able to hear everything. Of course, with Jude in his bossy
mood, Snow couldn’t imagine being able to keep his hands to himself
when they were alone in the tent later that night. It would be
interesting to see if they could actually be quiet.

But keeping his hands to himself when the sexy
man was anywhere near him?

Never going to happen.

 



Chapter 2

 


“I cook over fire all the time,” Ian grumbled,
kicking a rock into the fire pit. “I still can’t figure out what
happened. Maybe it’s this damn heat.”

Jude bit back a laugh and stretched out his
legs, making sure to keep them well away from the fire. He’d hoped
a cool front would come in during the evening, but the temperature
still made his clothes uncomfortably sticky and the massive fire in
the center of their camp wasn’t helping. Ian had brought a camping
stove—a stove! Yet, he’d insisted on building the fire and cooking
over it.

A hot hand landed on his neck and he turned
his head to give Snow a smile right as sweat dripped into his eye.
That was it. He’d been the one to suggest this trip and granted, it
had been years since he’d camped, but he’d always gone in the
spring or fall—never the summer. He unscrewed his water bottle and
poured some over his head. The cool liquid felt so good on his
sweaty scalp, he groaned.

“Porno action this early? I’m impressed.” Snow
leaned in close, his voice a rough whisper. “Groan like that again
and I’ll be dragging you into the woods.”

Although his groin perked with the words and
that bedroom voice he loved, Jude just shook his head and swiped
the water out of his eyes. When he blinked them into focus, he
found both Lucas and Andrei grinning at him. Andrei had stretched
out some distance from the fire. Dirt streaked his T-shirt and
arms. Lucas, on the other hand, managed to look pristine even
though he was on the ground close to Andrei. Every so often, he
caught the two giving each other looks that said a lot about
whether they would end up caring about the thin tent
walls.

Ian growled again, pulling Jude’s attention
back to him. While he’d been cooking over the fire, he’d grown
increasingly agitated, sweat pouring down his face until he’d
finally stomped off into that massive tent he was sharing with
Lucas and Andrei to change. He now wore cargo shorts and a thin
T-shirt that looked too ratty to be his. Patches of sweat darkened
the gray to near black in some places. He’d never seen Ian looking
anything other than perfectly put together. It was cute.

“Hamburgers, hot dogs, beans.” Rowe ticked off
the items as he held up fingers. “We’re supposed to eat camping
food. Bags of chips and cookies. Marshmallows. Easy stuff. You made
a sauce. A sauce, Ian!”

“It should have worked.” Ian pointed his beer
at Rowe. “It’s an easy wine and rosemary sauce for the steaks. I
make it all the time.” Ian held the side of his beer bottle against
his cheek and closed his eyes.

“The steaks were excellent, though,” Jude
added, hoping to make the young man feel better. He couldn’t
believe Ian was so dejected over the failure of a sauce. “The rest
of the meal was great. I’ve never had potato salad like that
before.”

“The trick is to bake the potatoes in dressing
first. Also, I made that ahead of time.” Ian opened his eyes and
frowned at the massive coolers lined up near the tents. “Luckily, I
made a bunch of sides ahead of time.”

“Then we’ll eat those,” Rowe said. “And I
brought hot dogs we can just chuck into the pans to go with.” He
made a tossing gesture with his hand.

“I hate hot dogs.” Ian glared at
Rowe.

“I don’t.” Surprisingly, this came from Lucas.
“Do we have chili and cheese?”

“Of course! Chili anyway,” Rowe said. “Canned
chili.” He said the last with relish, smiling slightly as he
blinked at Ian, obviously waiting for the backlash.

Ian didn’t take the bait. Instead a warm look
passed over his pretty features as he stared back at Rowe, his
expression softening. When Snow’s hand tightened on the back of his
neck, Jude realized this was the first time that Rowe had actually
participated in their usual teasing in a long while. He glanced
around the fire to find Lucas obviously doing his best not to smile
as he stared down at the spot on his arm that Andrei was softly
stroking. The Romanian didn’t bother to hide his pleasure as he
watched Ian and Rowe.

Rowe missed most of this as he still stared at
Ian. He’d propped his back up on a huge duffel bag—one that
probably held his canned chili. Firelight flickered over his face,
highlighting the red scruff on his jaw and the black Maori tattoo
showing on one arm. He was here, but as usual since his wife’s
death, Rowe mostly just went through the motions. All his friends
knew this and they understood, but their worry was so strong, Jude
felt it in the air.

Especially when it came to Snow.
Jude glanced over his shoulder to watch Snow stretching out, his
head resting on his arms as he gazed at what sky he could see
amidst the trees. He must have felt Jude’s gaze because blue eyes
flicked to his and locked on. Snow gave him a lazy, sexy
smile. Woods, hell. He had to look away because there was no way he was
dragging Snow into the tent for sex this early with everyone
sitting around the fire.

Songs from crickets and tree frogs rose around
them, along with the catchy whirl of a whippoorwill as the light
slowly faded. There were too many trees for them to see the sun
setting, but he was glad they’d all sprung for backcountry camping
permits. He preferred the privacy of their campsite over cabins,
though Snow and Lucas wouldn’t agree. And hopefully, the night
would bring slightly cooler temperatures.

Ian slapped his leg, grumbled under his
breath, then went into the tent he was sharing with Lucas and
Andrei. He came out with bug spray. The frown he wore now was so
far opposite the excitement he’d shown earlier, Jude had to hold in
a laugh. Disheveled and now grouchy—both new looks on Ian. Both
equally cute.

Though he was sure Ian would not appreciate
the description.

“Andrei, you ever see any black bears camping
here?” Rowe asked, sending a quick wink toward Snow and
Jude.

“Nah,” Andrei drawled as he sat up, slid his
hand onto the back of Lucas’s head and slowly threaded his fingers
through his hair. “You?”

“Once. It wasn’t anywhere near here, though.”
The corner of his mouth came up as Ian sat down again. Much closer
this time. “But I heard they’ve been steadily moving north from the
Smokies.”

Ian handed Rowe another beer. “Stop trying to
mess with me,” he muttered. “I sincerely doubt a bear would
approach our camp. Not with this fire. Why do you think I asked for
it to be so big?”

“So it had nothing to do with needing the wide
heat for cooking?” Rowe shook his head. “We’re all sweating our
balls off for nothing.”

Ian reached over and poured his beer onto
Rowe’s crotch. “That should cool them off.”

 


 


 


###

“Holy shit, it’s even hotter in here.”
Rustling sounds filled the tent and Jude guessed Snow was stripping
down. “Remind me again why you suggested camping?”

Jude sighed. “Because one of your best friends
loves to camp and he needed this outing.”

The silence he got in response said a lot. It
stretched out until Snow sighed. “Yeah, you’re right. Sorry about
the bitching.”

“It’s okay, General.” He rolled onto his side
and laid his hand on Snow’s sweaty chest. “We’ll
survive.”

“Maybe next
time—if there is a next
time—we do this in October or something.
It’s too fucking hot in this tent. I had plans for us tonight and
just the thought of all that body heat you generate is making me
sweat more.”

Jude sat up. “Tell you what. I’ll make the
heat in one place of my body worthwhile.” He leaned over Snow,
taking in the smell of sweat and Snow that he loved so much. “But
you have to promise me one thing.”

Snow’s breathing had already picked up.
“What?” he whispered.

“You’ll be very, very quiet.”

“Oh shit.”

Grinning, Jude didn’t lead into anything. He
didn’t stroke his hands over Snow the way he normally liked, didn’t
run his tongue over that sexy iliac furrow and taut stomach. He
didn’t do anything other than find Snow’s already half-hard cock
with one hand before sucking it into his mouth.

“Shit, Jude. Fuck!” Snow’s back bowed as he
half came up off the sleeping bag.

He pulled off and put his hand over Snow’s
mouth. “Quiet. Remember?”

“You’re gonna pay for this.” Snow growled from
behind his hand. “Put your mouth back on it.”

Jude sucked Snow’s now fully hard cock back
into his mouth, relaxed his throat and let Snow punch deep. Snow
moaned, his breath hot on Jude’s hand while his hands tightened in
Jude’s hair. He’d let it grow out a bit because Snow liked
clenching his fingers in it so much. He winced, though, as Snow
clutched too hard and shoved his cock deeper.

In retaliation, he hollowed his cheeks and
sucked even harder. The muffled sounds Snow tried so hard to
swallow back had his own dick aching like crazy but he ignored it.
He was enjoying unraveling his general like usual. Nobody had ever
just given himself over to pleasure with Jude the way Snow did. He
let it all out, turned his gorgeous body over to Jude and just
reveled in everything Jude did to him. It was heady and
mind-blowing and so goddamned beautiful, Jude sometimes expected
his heart to just explode. Fuck, he loved this man. Loved him more
than he’d ever thought possible.

He loved that beautiful cock with his tongue,
lips, and throat and had to stop himself from groaning when Snow’s
legs fell farther apart. Then he remembered the lube he’d left next
to them. He blindly groped with one hand until he found it and
keeping up the suction while coating his hand took a bit of finesse
and a lot of fumbling, but he did it.

And when he sank two fingers into Snow, he
nearly came without even touching himself at the utter silence that
took over Snow as his back bowed again and he erupted down Jude’s
throat. He licked him clean and sat back on his heels, panting, his
own dick so hard, it ached.

Snow sprawled there, his harsh breaths the
only sound other than those from nature outside. He abruptly sat
up, grabbed Jude’s arms and turned him onto his back. A warm, wet
mouth enveloped his cock and he ground his teeth to keep from
shouting. Snow’s wickedly talented tongue came out to play and Jude
failed to stop the whimper. He flung his hand out and knocked over
something in the tent that made a loud noise.

“Oh my God, is it a bear?”

Ian’s yell from across the camp made Snow
stop. Then he choked as laughter spilled from his
throat.

“It’s not a bear, Ian,” Rowe yelled. “It’s
just Snow. Gettin’ some.”

Snow choked again, then fell onto Jude,
muffling his laughter in Jude’s stomach. Jude couldn’t stop his own
glee and before he knew it, more laughter spilled from around the
campsite.

“Give it a rest already!” Lucas yelled, though
his words were broken with mirth.

Jude expected to lose his hard-on, but it
still stood tall and proud and poking Snow in the chest. “They’ve
already heard us anyway,” he muttered as he pushed Snow’s mouth
back to his dick. “Might as well finish.”

Snow’s laughter vibrating on his cock felt
pretty damn good.


Chapter 3

 


The oppressive heat didn’t let up much during
the night. Snow spent it sprawled on his back making sure no part
of him touched the furnace that was his boyfriend. And when he
finally staggered out of the tent, he’d decided Rowe had the better
idea with the hammock outside. To hell with the bugs—he needed a
breeze!

Once he’d stretched the kinks out of his back,
he had to admit the woods were gorgeous in the soft morning light.
Birds chirped from the heavy blanket of tree limbs above them and
every now and then, something rustled the few beds of dried leaves
on the ground from the small groups of dying trees. He’d read that
a fungus of some sort had invaded the park, but it looked like only
a few trees had been affected.

He was kind of looking forward to their hike
to higher ridges.

Still missed his damn coffeepot,
though.

Rowe had the fire going already and he’d laid
out breakfast makings. Snow’s stomach growled, so he strolled over
to help.

“Most of the trails are going to be too much
for Ian. He’s still…healing.” Rowe swallowed hard as placed bacon
strips on the skillet over the fire. “There are a few easier ones
we could try—Chimney Top or maybe Sky Bridge. Or we could split up
for part of the day. Once everyone is up and fed, we can decide.”
He nodded at the bacon. “Lucas will be up as soon as this scent
fills the air.”

“He will,” Snow agreed as he cracked eggs into
a bowl and added pepper. He frowned, hating the sad note in Rowe’s
voice, wishing he could do more to help him. Then something Rowe
said struck him. The only thing that kept Lucas lounging in bed was
sex and it was way too quiet for that to be happening. He stared at
the tent. “Surprised he isn’t up already. The man lives for
bacon.”

“Yeah, well, I’m pretty sure he lives for
Andrei as well.” Rowe smirked. “You weren’t the only one having sex
last night. Lucas and Andrei managed to do it much more quietly,
though. Jesus, Snow, what the hell was Jude doing to
you?”

“You want details?” Snow stopped stirring the
eggs and grinned at his friend. “Because I’m happy to
share.”

“Yeah, no.” Rowe frowned and picked up a can
of biscuits. “Ian is going to flip when he sees the canned biscuits
so we’d better hurry and get them on.”

Ian sleeping in made sense. He normally worked
long hours into the night and made up his sleep in the morning.
Still…Snow frowned at the tent again. A rustling in the leaves
pulled his gaze away and he watched the woods a moment, hoping for
a glimpse of something like a deer. He’d seen several on the drive
in. When nothing moved, he shook his head. Even exhausted and
sweaty from his long night, he was having a better time than he
expected. He wiped sweat from his forehead with his shoulder and
glanced at Jude. He’d spread the map out on a large boulder and had
squatted in front of it. He looked sexy in his black shorts and
brown tank, his hair in wild tufts around his head and sweat
already shining on his shoulders.

He briefly played with the idea of tackling
him…

“We could do partial trails,” Jude said, not
pulling his gaze from the map. “Maybe hike out to Jump Rock and
swim awhile. I’ve always wanted to try that ledge.”

“Sounds good,” Rowe agreed. “I need butter.”
He frowned and stalked over to Ian’s coolers and started digging
through the first one. “Holy shit! Ian brought a lot of food.” He
pulled out a container and pried off the lid. “This pasta salad
smells fantastic.” He closed it, put it back, then pulled out
another container. “Beans, tomatoes, peppers, corn…I don’t know
what this is, but I wanna fucking eat it.”

“It’s cowboy caviar,” Ian yelled from inside
the tent. “It’s for tonight! Put it back!”

Snow snorted.

Rowe grumbled, quickly grabbed a spoon and
shoveled a massive bite into his mouth before he hurriedly fastened
the lid back on the container and placed it back inside the cooler.
His eyes rolled back into his head and Snow half expected him to
choke. That bite was huge.

“So good,” Rowe mumbled after he swallowed. He
looked down at the cooler with regret. “Hey Ian, we’re only here a
few days. Are all the coolers full like this one?”

Ian came out of the tent, stared at Rowe a
moment, then reached out to flick something off the corner of
Rowe’s mouth. He scowled, looking so damned endearing, Snow bit his
lip. The younger man’s shorts and T-shirt were wrinkled, his hair
was flattened on one side, and he had the imprint of a stick on his
cheek. How he got that with an air mattress wasn’t a mystery. Ian
sleep crawled. He sleep rolled. Hell, he probably sleepwalked. Snow
had seen him fall asleep on Lucas’s couch and wake up on the floor
in the kitchen. Muffled laughter sounded behind him and he glanced
back to find Jude quickly turning away.

“What other salads are in there?” Rowe asked,
eyeing the cooler again. “Are there others in those?

“No, they all aren’t like that.” Ian pointed.
“That one is full of drinks and ingredients for the things I’d
planned to cook. And no, there aren’t any hot dogs.” He brushed
something off his arm. “There are some brats and metts, though.”
His frown eased as he watched Rowe dig back into the cooler. “I
know how much you love brats. I’d planned to cook them in onions,
beer and butter—just like you love.” He frowned. “With that cowboy
caviar. So don’t sneak any more food.”

An unmistakable and regrettable smell hit
Snow’s nose. “Rowe, your bacon is burning,”

“Shit!” Rowe jogged back to the pan and
started pulling out the blackened strips. He bit his
lip.

“I’m not helping,” Ian announced. “You’re on
your own.”

Snow saw a hint of a smile lurking on Rowe’s
face and his heart warmed. Yeah, it was hot and sticky and they
were going to eat burned bacon, but this entire trip would be worth
it if it coaxed a few of those out of Rowe. He walked over to look
down at nearly half a pound of ruined bacon and cradled the bowl of
eggs to his chest. “I’ll do the eggs.”

Just then heavy rustling sounds came from the
woods and they all turned as Lucas and Andrei walked around the
trees and into camp. They both had reddened cheeks and swollen lips
and Andrei’s T-shirt was ripped at the shoulder. His blush actually
showed through the stubble burn on his face, but Lucas just
strolled uncaring into camp, a lazy, sated expression on his
face.

That disappeared when he sniffed, then saw the
state of the bacon.

“There’d better be more,” he
growled.

 


 


 


###

“You’re enjoying applying that sunscreen a
little too much,” Andrei said as he lifted one eyebrow and glanced
over his shoulder.

Snow leaned back against Rowe’s duffel and
watched Ian rubbing sunscreen onto Andrei’s back. He was sure Ian’s
red cheeks had a little to do with the heat from their hike, but a
lot more to do with how much he was enjoying touching Andrei. Snow
cracked up when Lucas gave Ian a hard frown and snatched the bottle
of sunscreen out of his hands.

“Spoilsport,” Ian grumbled before shooting
Snow a wink. “Everyone around me is having all kinds of sex. It’s
only fair you throw me a bone.” The twist of his lips was
positively wicked.

“Andrei’s bone isn’t up for grabs. Go see if
Snow will share his man’s.” Lucas was grinning, though, as he
turned Andrei around and started rubbing sunscreen on his
chest.

“Yeah, I can do that part,” Andrei said,
rolling his eyes. He murmured something to Lucas, who turned and
watched Ian walk to the edge of the water.

Snow squinted—the sun was too fucking
bright—as he followed Lucas’s gaze.

Ian was limping.

He’d been grouchy over his cooking and over
stolen food, but he hadn’t complained once on the hike up Sheltowee
Trace Trail. He’d stopped to look at blue lizards and to point at
some of the most scenic views Snow had ever seen, but he hadn’t
bitched about pain. Sighing, Snow got to his feet and walked to
Ian. He pulled him away from everyone else, settled him onto a big
rock and knelt in front of him.

“Um, Snow…” Ian, eyes the size of saucers,
turned bright red. “Not that I’m complaining or anything, but you
know I was just joking, right?”

Snow stared at him a moment, then laughed.
“I’m not about to blow you. I’m checking your leg.”

“Oh.” If anything, Ian turned redder. “If I
say damn, will you hold it against me?”

Snow shook his head, still chuckling as he ran
his hands over Ian’s leg. “What kind of pain are you
having?”

“I never said I was in pain.”

Snow merely lifted an eyebrow.

“It’s a deep ache. In the bone itself.” He
looked around for Rowe, but still leaned close and lowered his
voice. “I was told it would take months to heal. I’m surprised it’s
hurting this much. I’m usually on my feet most of the day and
night.”

“Yeah, but you aren’t usually hiking rough
terrain and changing elevations. And sleeping on the
ground.”

“I started out on a mattress,” the younger man
grumbled.

Snow massaged Ian’s thigh while
feeling for swelling or knots. “It can take a long time to heal
from the kind of breaks you had, Ian. You’re doing really well,
getting your muscle tone back. It’s healing well, but I’m not surprised you’re
hurting.” He frowned and worked the muscles with his hands. “You’re
not going to be able to hike tomorrow. We’ll find something else to
do.” He winked. “That doesn’t involve blowjobs.”

“You suck.”

“Often.” Snow jerked when Rowe yelled his
name. He turned just in time to see Jude take a running leap off
Jump Rock into the creek. Although he knew a lot of people leaped
off this rock every year, his heart shot into his throat because it
looked shallow. The yellowish water splashed in a high arc as he
hit the surface and Snow didn’t breathe until Jude’s laughing,
gorgeous face came up to the surface.

“You really love him,” Ian said softly. He
reached out and touched Snow’s face. “I’m so happy for you,
Ashton.”

He looked up at Ian and as always, his heart
swelled. This sweet, incredibly loving young man had instantly
crawled into his soul when he’d first met him and he’d just nestled
in and claimed a spot all his own. Snow couldn’t imagine life
without Ian and he didn’t want to. The car accident had not only
taken one of their own, but it had nearly taken this beautiful
human being who deserved everything life had to offer. He came up
on his knees, grabbed Ian and hugged him tight. “I love you,” he
whispered.

Ian froze, obviously surprised—Snow knew he
was stingy with the love words—then hugged him back so hard, his
spine made a cracking noise. “I love you, too. I love you all. So
much.”

Snow pulled back, feeling the heat on his
face.

Ian only reached out to wrap his arms around
him again and laugh. “You guys are my family and nobody on this
earth is as lucky as I am. Nobody.”

Snow should have said something, but his heart
was so full, he couldn’t speak. They were the lucky ones. Ian had
no idea how much. He’d turned their solid friendship into a
family.

“Hey General,” Jude called out from the water.
“I want to see you jump!”

Never one to resist a challenge, Snow let go
of Ian and stood up. He gave the younger man a stern look. “No
jumping. I mean it.”

“Not this time, no,” Ian agreed. He got up and
put his arm around Snow’s waist. “But I’ll walk you to that crazy
rock.” He kissed Snow’s shoulder. “Then I’ll do nothing more than
tread water.”

“Good.” Snow kissed the top of
Ian’s head and held his breath until he was staring down at a
grinning Jude below him. Jump,
hell. Snow loved the look of shock on
Jude’s face when he dove in headfirst.


Chapter 4

 


Jude stretched his feet into the Red River,
the cool water lapping at his ankles and even higher as Snow and
Andrei took turns trying to outdo each other as they jumped off the
rock. A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth as he watched the
showboating of both men. They’d moved from the smoothest entry to
the biggest splash to who could splash Lucas more, as the
millionaire bobbed in the middle of the river watching their
performances and offering up stern words of warning.

Shaking his head, Rowe waded through the
shallows over to Jude, water running down his lean, sun-kissed body
as he approached. Rowe was definitely a good-looking man and his
tattoos were eye-catching, but he could see what Snow had grumbled
about when they’d first reached Jump Rock and Rowe had taken off
his shirt. The man had lost some weight. He looked thinner than
Jude remembered him in the winter but not necessarily
unhealthy.

Not that Jude could blame him. His eyes darted
back over to his general as he launched himself off the rock and
into the water, torquing his body in such a way to send a
concentrated spray at Lucas—or rather it would have if his target
hadn’t dove under the surface first. For a couple of heartbeats—as
he had every time Snow had jumped—he held his breath until Snow’s
head popped above the water again. Jude had jumped several times
from that rock and he knew that the water wasn’t shallow there and
he’d encountered no stray rocks lurking to harm the men, but it
didn’t stop the fear that rose up to steal his breath each time. He
didn’t want to think about what he’d do if Snow was hurt…or
worse.

“If I didn’t know better,” Rowe started as he
dropped onto a large flat stone next to Jude on the bank, “I’d say
Andrei had no idea how much he was torturing Lucas.”

Jude snorted. There was no way he didn’t know.
Lucas had been shouting warnings and then threats each time Andrei
and Snow jumped. He’d even had a few choice words for Rowe the two
times he’d jumped. The only ones who hadn’t gone off the rock were
Ian and Lucas, but the younger man was treading water out past
Lucas and scoring Andrei’s and Snow’s jumps.

“Has Lucas always been like that?” Jude
suddenly asked.

Rowe ran his hand through his hair, pushing
drops of water off his forehead. “Yeah, Lucas is a worrier,” he
said with a chuckle, then he shrugged. “It works for him. He’s also
a brilliant planner. He’s good at figuring out how shit can go
wrong and then coming up with an easy way around it.”

Jude nodded, his eyes on Lucas as he waited
for Andrei to surface after his latest jump. As soon as his head
was above water, Lucas wrapped one arm across his chest and started
to backstroke with his free arm away from Jump Rock. He could see
the wide grin across Andrei’s face as he leaned his head back
against Lucas’s broad shoulder, allowing himself to be carried
away. Maybe Lucas wasn’t the only one who was a brilliant
planner.

“He worries less because of you,” Rowe
suddenly said, drawing Jude’s eyes back to him. “We all
do.”

“Snow—”

“Is happy, Rowe interrupted.

“I’m happy.”

Rowe nodded and opened his mouth to say
something but suddenly stopped. He twisted around back toward the
trail, his head cocked slightly to the side as if listening for
something. Jude turned too, straining to hear anything over the
others’ shouts and laughter. But after a second, the sound of a
motor rose above the noise. It was faint, but growing louder. Rowe
surged to his feet and gave one loud, sharp whistle. Jude looked
back to find Lucas and Snow quickly swimming toward the shore, grim
expressions on their face, while Andrei and Ian followed behind
them, looking confused.

“What is it?” Jude demanded, rising to his
feet.

“Four-wheeler.”

“I didn’t think something like that was
allowed back on these trails.”

Rowe shook his head, taking a couple of steps
closer to the trail, putting himself between his friends and
whoever was approaching. His right hand dropped down to the knife
still strapped to his waist. “It’s not. Most places are too
narrow.”

As the sound of the motor grew louder, Snow
clapped a hand on Jude’s shoulder and squeezed. “Four-wheeler?” he
asked.

“Could there be trouble?” Jude
asked.

“Possibly,” Andrei said.

“How? We’re in a state park,” Ian asked. He
dropped down heavily on the rock Jude had been sitting on just a
second ago. The young man seemed to wilt slightly from exhaustion.
They’d spent the first couple of hours of the morning hiking and
now another hour swimming.

“It’s a big state and national parks are great
places to grow and make illegal things. Park rangers can’t monitor
every square inch of these places.”

“Oh…”

Andrei stepped around the group to approach
Rowe, but he quickly looked over his shoulder and flashed them a
smile. “But it’s unlikely since we’re so close to a major trail.
“Lucas, Snow, hang back. I’ve got Rowe.”

As if they had done it hundreds of times
before, Lucas and Snow closed ranks in front of Jude and Ian, while
Andrei took up position just behind Rowe’s left shoulder, his hands
loose at his side. Jude had only seen glimpses of Snow and Rowe in
action…and it was both unsettling and sexy—at least when it came to
Snow. The man simply became a powerhouse of strength and speed. It
was intoxicating to know that he manhandled such a strong man every
chance he got.

They had to wait only another thirty seconds
before the mud-splashed, yellow four-wheeler came into view with a
man wearing a brown ranger’s uniform on the back. All the men
breathed a sigh of relief at the sight and instantly relaxed. Jude
knew they weren’t overreacting. Although Jagger had been quiet
while under a new, recent investigation, they’d still had no idea
why he’d sent his ex-goon after them months ago, so they stayed
partially on edge at the first hint of danger. The ranger tipped
his hat at the gathering before shutting off the motor.

“Afternoon, folks,” he called. “Didn’t mean to
disturb your swimming.”

“No problem, Ranger. Just trying to cool off a
bit before we continue our hike,” Rowe replied. He threaded his
fingers together and propped them on the top of his head. “What can
we do for you?”

“We got a lost young’un, I’m
afraid.”

Ian gasped and even Jude’s heart skipped a
beat.

“How old?” Jude asked.

“Five. His name is Michael Bonner but answers
to Mikey. Short brown hair, brown eyes. Was last seen wearing a
blue and red shirt with a dinosaur on the front. Red shorts. I take
it you haven’t seen him.”

“No, I’m sorry,” Rowe said softly. “Where’d he
go missing?”

“He was camping with his parents up off Rough
Trail. Looks like he wandered off alone while his parents were
still asleep. He’s been missing for a solid four hours now. We’ve
pulled in all the rangers and we’re alerting hikers as we find
them. But tracking ain’t been easy.”

“You call in Spellman’s hunters yet?” Andrei
asked.

The Ranger looked at Andrei a bit funny. Even
Jude looked over at Lucas who had raised a brow at his boyfriend.
For the first time since he’d met Andrei, the slight hint of a
southern twang had entered his voice. Most of the time, it sounded
like the man didn’t have an accent at all.

“Old Spellman’s got his dogs down near the
Tennessee border, doing a training of some pups ahead of hunting
season. We got a hold of him, but he can’t get his dogs here for at
least another six hours at best. How do you know about those
dogs?”

“Had one of my own growing up,” Andrei said
with a little shrug. “Though the only thing Viktor ever wanted to
chase down was a cheeseburger.”

“Holy shit! You’re Milos’s boy! I ain’t seen
you or your pa in years.”

“That’s cuz Dad can’t haul his ass up and down
this gorge anymore,” Andrei said, then quickly turned them back to
their main conversation. “Any lead on the boy’s
direction?”

“No. We’ve checked the immediate area of their
campsite and come up empty handed. That’s why we’ve branched out.”
The ranger pulled off his hat with one hand and scratched his
sweat-soaked hair with the other before putting it back on. “We’re
just asking hikers to keep an eye out. If you see him, get him to
stay with you and just stop on the trail where you are or head to
the nearest trailhead. If you can, send one of your party to a high
point and call the ranger station. Most people don’t have a signal
down in the gorge.”

“In this heat, the boy is going to be severely
dehydrated, or worse, sick from drinking the water in any of these
streams,” Jude said, stepping up between Lucas and Snow. “Do you
know if he’s got any ailments that we need to be aware
of?”

“No, we’re lucky in that respect.”

“I’m a paramedic and he’s a doctor.” Jude
reached back and wrapped his fingers around Snow’s wrist to try and
ground himself. Hundreds of times he had been called to help with a
child who’d been hurt, and it was never an easy thing to see. But
knowing that a little boy was lost in this massive and dangerous
forest was even worse. “Is there anything else we can
do?”

“You just hiking today?”

“Camping,” Rowe corrected. “Got a site up off
Half Moon Trail. We’re planning to be here through the
weekend.”

“You mind if we call on you gentlemen when we
find him? Just give him a look over. I have a feeling that getting
him to you would be a might faster than getting an ambulance in
here.”

“Of course,” Snow said. He stepped up to the
ranger and quickly gave both his and Jude’s cell numbers. “Even if
you don’t need us, send word when you’ve found him.”

“I’m grateful, doc,” the ranger said with a
big sigh, his shoulders slumping slightly. After a few more words
of both warning and gratitude, he jumped back onto his four-wheeler
and continued on down the trail.

When the ranger disappeared, Jude watched as
Rowe slowly turned around and looked at them, scratching his jaw
before shaking his head. That look didn’t sit well with
Jude.

“We should head back to the camp,” Rowe said.
“It’s high ground and if they find the boy, it’ll be the easiest
way for them to reach Snow and Jude.”

“You mean we’re not going to help look?” Ian
demanded loudly before Jude could even draw a breath to ask the
same question.

“The Gorge is a big fucking park, Ian,” Rowe
started. “And you—”

“All the more reason for us to be looking for
him!” Ian looked over at Snow and then Lucas, but neither of the
other two men spoke up. “Really? You guys are fucking ex-Army. You
went out hunting down bad guys and rescuing people, right? There’s
probably no one else better in this entire forest to find
Mikey.”

“Ian, you can’t handle it,” Lucas said
softly.

“What? I can—”

“Your leg is killing you,” Rowe snapped. He
put his hands on his hips and frowned at the younger man. “I know
you’ve been trying to hide it, but you’ve got that pinched look on
your face from the pain and you limped all the last quarter mile.
If we do this, we gotta move fast and light. You can’t keep up and
I don’t want you hurting yourself more.”

Ian dropped back down onto the rock he’d been
sitting on, his hand going to the same sore spot that Jude had
watched him rub for months now. He had a feeling the pain would
continue to haunt the young man even after the leg had completely
healed.

“Go without me,” Ian said after only a
moment.

“Ian,” Rowe sighed.

“I’m serious. Go without me. I can manage at
the campsite alone while you guys look for the little
boy.”

“You can’t stay at the camp alone. It’s not
safe.”

“I’ll stay with Ian,” Lucas said
suddenly.

“You sure?” Snow asked, obviously surprised.
Jude was too. Lucas always struck him as the type of person who
would want to be in the middle of any major plan, not sitting on
the sidelines.

“It makes the most sense. Ian and I will hand
over all our trail supplies and return to camp while you continue
on. We’ll load up Rowe’s truck with some basics at our campsite.
I’ll drive Rowe’s truck back to where we parked at the trailhead
and Ian will follow me with the SUV. We’ll leave you the truck at
the same parking spot so you can get supplies if you need them
while you’re searching. We’ll hold down base camp until you come
back.”

“Well, then,” Snow said, wrapping his arm
around Jude’s shoulders. “It sounds like we’ve got a
plan.”

Jude stared at the man beside him, his heart
already starting to feel lighter. Ian had a damn good point. If
anyone had a shot of finding and helping this lost, little boy, it
had to be these men. “You ready to do some real hiking?”

Snow winked at him. “Bring it.”


Chapter 5

 


Snow stopped in the middle of the path, sat on
a large tree root, and prayed for rain. Not that he believed
anybody or anything was listening out there, but the heat was
overwhelming and he was willing to try just about anything to cool
off.

Three hours before, they’d redistributed their
hiking supplies, leaving Lucas and Ian with one full bottle of
water while the search party took both their water and snacks. They
stuck together until they reached the point where Sheltowee Trace
Trail met up with Rough Trail. Rowe and Andrei had conferred over a
map, coming up with a few ideas of where the kid might possibly end
up.

But after hours of walking in the unrelenting
heat, Snow was struggling to keep going. He watched as Rowe
followed some trail through the underbrush that only he could see
while Jude picked along the main trail. The paramedic gave no sign
his energy was dwindling despite the fact that he was covered in
sweat. He was determined to find the child.

“Running out of steam, Doc?”

And then there was Andrei. Lucas’s boyfriend
had taken great joy in needling Snow at every turn, and as much as
he was reluctant to admit it, he was enjoying dishing it back out
to the man. It at least helped to keep his mind off the fucking
heat.

“Should we have sent you back to the camp?”
Andrei continued.

“I’m fine,” Snow said, smiling broadly. His
eye caught on how Andrei stood with all his weight on his right leg
at the side of the trail and flexed his left knee. “How’s that knee
you keep rubbing? It giving you any problems there,
Rocky?”

Andrei said something in Romanian that Snow
couldn’t dream of catching before flipping him off. He just
snickered. “I’m sorry,” Snow said innocently. “I didn’t quite catch
that. Could you repeat it?”

“I said, you can lick my sweaty taint,” Andrei
replied.

Snow shook his head. “I think I’ll leave that
to Lucas. I’m sure he gets off on it.”

Andrei walked over to where Snow sat and
leaned his shoulder against the tree trunk. “Nah, but did you know
that I can get Lucas to scream my name by nibbling on the soft
fleshy part of his instep while I’m fucking him?”

“Ahhh! What the fuck?” Snow jumped to his feet
and paced away from Andrei as the man cackled relentlessly until he
fell to the ground and into the bushes. He couldn’t even close his
eyes to push away the image that rose up from Andrei’s words. He
loved Lucas like a brother and they’d shared more than enough
details of their sexual exploits, but there was something about
hearing the intimate details of how Lucas lost his mind when he was
with Andrei that just gave him the willies.

“You know,” Andrei started, still gasping for
air. “All I need to do now is just touch that spot with my thumb
and he—”

“Oh God! Stop! Just stop! You win!”

“What the fuck are you two doing?” Rowe
demanded as he appeared from around a tree, returning to the
trail.

“Nothing,” Snow and Andrei replied in unison,
sending them both snickering.

“No.” Rowe pointed at Andrei and then Snow.
“No. You are not allowed to be like this asshole. Pick someone else
to be like. Be like Ian. Everyone likes Ian.”

“Hey!” Snow called as Rowe turned and
continued down the trail they had been following, indicating that
their break was over. “Jude likes me.”

Rowe lifted his hand into the air and flipped
him off. “Jude needs help.”

Snow shook his head, watching the retreating
back of his friend. So maybe he’d had that same thought a couple of
times when it came to Jude’s love. Certainly no sane man would love
him. On a good day, his brain and emotional state were like a
basket of wet cats, but Jude’s love was unwavering.

Turning his attention back to Andrei, he found
the younger man closely watching Rowe, his arms folded over his
chest. He looked…worried.

“He’s better, right?” The words softly tumbled
out of his mouth before he could stop himself.

Andrei opened his mouth but nothing came out
before he closed it again, his arms tensing as if he were inwardly
debating what to actually say. Snow was torn between wanting to
shake the man, demand more information, and respecting him for
wanting to protect Rowe’s privacy. Of all of them, Andrei was the
one who saw Rowe the most. If Snow was lucky, he might see Rowe in
person once every other week due to work. He didn’t trust phone
conversations. The man was fucking sneaky and was too damn good at
hiding shit.

“He seems a little better. Cracking some
jokes.”

Andrei nodded and started walking. Rowe was a
few yards away now and Jude was ahead of him, calling the little
boy’s name. “He has good days and he has bad days.”

“Gee, thanks. Can you be just a little more
helpful?”

Rolling his eyes at Snow, Andrei moved a
little to his left so that Snow could walk beside him on the narrow
path. “He’s in the office more now. He didn’t come in much during
the winter. Maybe once a week. Now, he’s there at least three days
a week. He’s talking to people a little more, cracking a few more
jokes. He seems less distracted now and talking a little more about
expanding. It’s all good.”

“But…”

Andrei shrugged and looked away from Snow.
“He’s not the man he was. May never be.”

He knew that, but it didn’t stop the words
from hurting. Mel and Rowe had been perfect together, seemingly two
halves of that same whole and all those other silly, hokey clichés
that he’d never believed until he saw Rowe and Mel together. Snow
didn’t know how Rowe kept going day after day without his other
half, but he did and Snow had a feeling it had a lot to do with the
man walking beside him.

“Thanks,” Snow murmured.

“For what?”

“For watching out for Rowe and
Lucas.”

“Rowe’s my best friend. Has been for a few
years now. I’d do anything for him. And Lucas…” Andrei’s voice
drifted off and he gave a little shrug. He finally lifted his eyes
to meet Snow’s despite his cheeks growing red with embarrassment.
Yeah, Andrei didn’t need to say. He was as completely in love with
Lucas as Lucas was in love with him.

“I’m glad.”

“I’m glad you found Jude.” Andrei paused and
carefully took the lead as the path narrowed further, winding down
and around an outcropping of rocks. “Lucas told me some stuff. From
your past. Not a lot. Just some.”

“I told him he could.”

Andrei gave a jerky nod. “I just…you deserve
to be happy and I’m glad you’ve got Jude and Lucas.”

“Thanks.”

“And me.”

Snow stopped walking. He’d never expected to
hear those two words come from Andrei. They’d gotten off to an
awkward start when he’d started dating his best friend and they’d
never talked much.

Andrei stopped walking as well and turned back
toward Snow, one corner of his mouth going up. “I mean, I get that
I’m not your first choice and that there’s sort of this waiting
list to be your friend. But, you know, if you ever need something,
you can call me.”

“You’ve gotta stop. I’m beginning to believe
that Lucas doesn’t deserve you.”

Andrei snorted and turned to continue down the
path. “He doesn’t. He’s just lucky the sex is really fucking
good.”

Snow shook his head.

“Hey!” Jude shouted ahead of them. “I think I
hear something.”

Snow followed close on the heels of Rowe and
Andrei as they ran down the trail toward where Jude was standing
under a tall rock overhang. They had been walking along with a high
wall of seemingly solid rock on their left while the right side of
the path dropped off in a collection of dense trees and bushes. Far
below they could hear the faint trickle of water. Rowe had led them
off Rough Trail some time ago, picking up what he called a hidden
trail, but Snow had yet to hear what even the local name of the
trail was. Not the most comforting idea that possibly only Rowe
knew where the fuck they were, but the former Army Ranger had
managed to pick out little hints that a small child had been
through the area not long ago. They followed him, hoping for the
best.

Jude paced back and forth, calling for Mikey
and then pausing, listening. Snow strained to hear anything besides
birdsongs, the rustle of leaves, and the splash of water, but there
was nothing. Snow glanced over at Rowe who shook his head. They’d
been hiking for hours, exhausted from the constant changes in
elevations and navigating the sometimes-treacherous trails. Snow
knew he’d never convince Jude to pack it in for the day—hell, he
didn’t want to give up on looking for the little boy—but they
needed to rest before one of them got seriously hurt.

Walking over to his lover, he reached out to
grab Jude’s shoulder when he finally heard it. So soft. It was
almost animal-like, but not. The sound echoed slightly as if it
were bouncing off the stone.

“Mikey? Mikey Bonner?” Jude called again, hope
lifting his voice a little higher.

“Help!”

This time the young voice was clear enough for
them to get a bead on it. In a narrow opening between two massive
boulders and half-hidden under a thick nest of twisted roots from a
tree growing on the rocks above them, they spotted the
child.

Jude rushed to the opening and knelt down.
“Mikey, my name is Jude Torres. I’m a paramedic. Are you
okay?”

“I want my mom!”

Jude breathed a small sigh and rested his head
against the stone. Snow felt like his legs were going to give out
underneath him so he just let himself drop to the dirt near Jude.
They’d found the little boy. He looked over at Rowe who was already
holding his phone up in the air, trying to get a signal.

“Anything?”

“Not even one bar,” Rowe growled.

Andrei was shaking his head as he shoved his
phone back in his pocket. “There was a break in the trees about a
quarter mile back that would allow me to head up. I’m going to go
back and see if I can get high enough to call the Ranger and Lucas.
You try to get him out of there, but stay here until I get back.”
And then Andrei was jogging down the path, moving with more speed
and energy than Snow thought he had left in him.

“Mikey, I know you want your mom. A ranger
told me that you got lost. Your mom is very worried about you. If
you come out of there, I will take you to your mom.”

“But you’re a stranger. I’m not supposed to go
anywhere with strangers.”

Jude chuckled softly. “That’s very smart. You
shouldn’t go places with a stranger. Did your mom teach you
that?”

Snow watched in awe as Jude sat on the
hard-packed dirt, leaning against the boulders as he talked with
Mikey through the slim opening. He passed him a bottle of water and
a granola bar only after Jude showed him that it was safe by taking
a small bite himself. It was a slow process, but after nearly an
hour Mikey finally crawled out of the small little cave and
straight into Jude’s waiting arms.

They were both dirty, sweaty, and exhausted,
but Jude held the frightened little boy as if he were the most
precious thing in the world. It was one of the most beautiful
things Snow had ever witnessed, and in that same breath, the most
terrifying.

Jude was born to be a father.

He was patient, nurturing, warm, and
compassionate—all things that Snow couldn’t manage on his best day.
Any child that was lucky enough to have Jude as a father was pretty
much guaranteed to have an awesome childhood and an amazing
life.

What could Snow offer any child? All he knew
was his own disastrous upbringing. He didn’t know how to relate to
a child, talk to a child, comfort a child. He couldn’t even manage
his own life without help from Jude or Lucas or Rowe. He…couldn’t.
He could never be a father.

Where did that leave Jude?

It wasn’t fair to him. It was horrible to
think Jude would never have that when children made him happy. If
they stayed together, Jude would miss out on having a
family.

But could Snow give up the man who meant
everything to him?


Chapter 6

 


Hours later, the long day of hiking and
swimming caught up with Jude and he half-dozed in Rowe’s hammock
while the others got dinner ready. Rowe had shoved him into the
thing, saying he deserved a nap after carrying the little boy so
far. The sweet kid had been too traumatized to move to anyone else
after he’d given in and trusted Jude, so he’d carted him all the
way back down the trail.

Mikey had never said how he’d gotten so far
away from his camp, but he guessed the boy had become lost and kept
walking. By the time they’d reached the boy’s family, he’d been
passed out against Jude. Poor thing hadn’t even awakened when his
crying mother snatched him and hugged him close.

He rubbed his sore arms and opened his eyes
when the tantalizing scents of grilling sausage and sautéed onions
filled the air. His stomach growled. He didn’t think there was
anything that smelled better. Except maybe that vulnerable and
highly sensitive spot behind Snow’s ear that turned the man to
mush. He glanced around, noticing that once again, Snow seemed lost
in thought. He’d been quiet on the trek back to camp, and Jude had
attributed it to exhaustion from their long day. But he wasn’t
laughing with the others as he stood among them. He held a beer and
didn’t seem to remember he had it in his hand.

He didn’t even look after Jude stared a few
moments.

Jude frowned, something dark curling low in
his gut. They’d been hyper-aware of each other for months and Snow
never failed to feel Jude’s eyes on him and turn those stunning,
light blue eyes his way. But it wasn’t just that. Something was
bothering the doc—something more than his usual moments of random
brooding. He glanced at Lucas to see him watching Snow as well,
eyes narrowed. When he turned Jude’s way, one black eyebrow lifted.
Jude gave him a brief nod, then climbed out of the hammock. He
walked to Snow and touched his arm and Snow actually
jumped.

“Hey General,” he said under his breath. “You
okay?”

Snow nodded and lifted his beer to his lips.
He didn’t meet Jude’s eyes even after he lowered the
bottle.

His fucking hand was shaking.

Alarmed now, Jude wrapped his hand around
Snow’s wrist. “Come on. Let’s talk somewhere private.”

“Yeah, okay.” Snow nodded and set his beer
down on top of a cooler. Squaring his shoulders, Snow took an
obvious deep breath, like he was getting ready for a battle. “Okay,
we’ll do this,” he whispered.

Confused and alarmed, Jude led Snow into a
dense stand of trees, skirting one after another until he couldn’t
smell the brats and onions anymore. When he felt they were far
enough away for complete privacy, he turned and wrapped both hands
around Snow’s arms, then slid them up and pulled him in for a long,
tight hug.

Snow clutched him close and held on hard
before he cleared his throat and took a step back. “You brought me
out here for a hug?”

“Looked like you needed one.” Jude watched
something pass over Snow’s face, an expression he didn’t
understand. It looked like panic. “Tell me what’s
wrong.”

Snow stared at him a long time, his throat
moving as he swallowed. He kept his gray-streaked hair short but it
had grown long enough lately to be sticking up all over his head
from river water and sweat. Neither of them smelled terrific, but
all Jude wanted to do was pull his man close again and get that
look out of his eyes forever.

“Come on, General,” he coaxed, voice low.
“Tell me what’s going on in that complicated head of
yours.”

“You. With that boy.” He swallowed again. “You
should be a father.”

Stunned momentarily into silence,
Jude could only stand there, blinking. When he finally found his
voice, he knew he sounded as confused as he felt. “That’s…what…I
have no idea what you’re thinking about right now. At a loss here.”

“I’m not father material, Jude.”

The utter regret and certainty in that
statement tore through Jude with the force of a chainsaw. He felt
the physical stab of pain knowing where Snow’s mind had gone. “No,
fuck no, Snow. Don’t even start thinking that way.”

“You’d be a perfect dad.”

“No, I wouldn’t. Nobody is a perfect parent.
Everyone just does the best they can, raising kids the best they
know how. And I can tell you’re thinking that for some reason you’d
be holding me back from what? A family?”

Snow nodded. “Kids have never been in my life
plan. I don’t relate well to them.”

“Bullshit. It’s different when it’s your
own.”

Snow took a deep breath and closed his eyes.
“That’s just it. I’m not sure if I want them.”

“Not sure if is better than never.”

His eyes snapped open. “But what if I never
come to that place where I do want one? That’s not fair to
you.”

“Oh, it is. It’s fair, General. I want you.
You are my family and I am yours.” He pointed back the way they’d
come. “Those wonderful men out there are your family. We don’t have
to have children for me to be happy.”

“But you love kids.”

“I love you. Whatever comes along in our life
together is what I want and if someday, we decide we want a child
or even two, yes, I’ll be happy about it. And I would love that
child something fierce.” He touched Snow’s jaw, running the pads of
his fingers over the stubble. “And so would you.” He lowered his
hand and pressed his palm over Snow’s chest. “That heart in there
is huge and has a lot more room than you think. I know nothing I
say will change your mind right now, but you would make a great
father, too. I know it.”

The corner of Snow’s mouth turned up and he
shook his head. “So, for now, you and me?”

“No.” Jude shook his head. “Not for now. For
always.”

“You kill me,” Snow whispered, then grabbed
him and pulled him in for a scorching kiss that had Jude’s toes
curling in his hiking boots. When Snow growled and stepped back
against the tree behind him, then spread his legs and pulled Jude’s
body between them, Jude couldn’t stop his moan. He brought his
hands up and cupped the sides of Snow’s head. The kiss went on and
on until they had to rip apart to just breathe. He rested his
forehead on Snow’s shoulder and chuckled.

“I know,” Snow said, voice shaking with his
own laughter. “We desperately need showers.”

“I was laughing because you had some crazy
idea building about leaving me because of nonexistent children who
may never be. But I take it I stink.”

“Pretty much.” Snow snorted. “Not that I’m any
better. Whose idea was it to camp in tents again?”

Jude pulled back to look at him with one brow
raised. “Until the little boy came up missing, you were having a
blast. I still can’t believe you dove off that damn rock. I thought
doctors had to be smart to get through all those years of
school.”

“I’m smart enough to love your
ass.”

“True.” Jude nodded. “And if it didn’t feel
like my balls were stuck to it, I’d take us farther into the woods
for some fun.”

“Gross fucker,” Snow muttered, pulling him
close for another kiss. “I’m going to think about this having kids
thing, okay? You’ve changed everything I expected to have already,
so who knows? But it won’t be anytime soon. I’m enjoying
us.”

“So am I.”

They walked hand in hand back to camp to find
everyone settled in around the campfire pit with plates balanced on
their laps. Thankfully, nobody had started a fire tonight. The sun
was already setting, so Jude started getting the lanterns ready. He
had no intention of crawling this smelly into that tent tonight, so
he planned to talk to Andrei about where he and Snow could go for a
quick shower. A jug of water and a bar of soap just wasn’t gonna
fly. Surely one of the campgrounds had a pay-for-shower option.
He’d brought a lot of coins just in case.

“I’m tired of watching you guys come out of
the woods with swollen lips and smiles.” Ian grouchily picked up
his brat-filled bun and pointed it at them. “Stop making me jealous
and grab some food. I put the sides back in the cooler—pick which
ones you want. I gave up on the menu.”

“That was quick.” Rowe shoveled a spoonful of
something into his mouth.

“I learn fast. Besides, you’re the one who got
a helping of everything first.” Ian then pointed his bun at Lucas
and an onion fell off to splat on his shoe. He grimaced and used a
napkin to wipe it off. “Then he followed suit, then Andrei. There’s
no purpose in trying to keep to the plan now.”

Lucas halted the fork he’d been bringing to
his mouth. “You don’t really mind, do you?”

Jude understood why he asked. Ian never minded
when people loved his food. Never. He and Snow both stopped to
stare at Ian.

“No, not really.” His lip quirked. “Sorry. I’m
pretty sure camping isn’t my thing because I have never wanted a
shower more.”

“I’m with him,” Snow said as he piled food on
a plate. “And Jude smells like shit—so he could use one,
too.”

Jude just snorted and rubbed up against his
back. Snow winked over his shoulder and handed him the spoon for
the potato salad. When Jude picked a spot to sit, he made sure he
was downwind of everyone. Snow figured out what he was doing,
smirked, and purposely sat on his other side.

“I’m just messing with you,” he
murmured.

“I know.” Jude bit into the brat and
flavorful, hot juice spilled into his mouth. He slowly chewed,
noting that the brat buns were nothing like the regular hot dog
ones he’d grown up eating with brats and metts. These were chewy on
the inside and crisp on the outside. Delicious. This meal was eons
better than their burnt bacon breakfast.

All the men were quiet tonight. Each slowly
raised food to his mouth and the only sounds other than the
crickets and birds were grunts or words of pleasure over the meal.
Jude was pretty sure it was the best meal he’d ever had because
every bite took away more of the gnawing emptiness that had been
his stomach after that long hike. But once he’d cleared his plate,
exhaustion set in and he no longer cared about finding a
shower.

All he wanted to do was stretch out and
sleep—but when Andrei suggested driving them to a campground with
showers, he managed to stay awake long enough to clean
up.

When he finally climbed into the tent with
Snow that night, all he could do was pull him close, nuzzle into
damp hair at his nape and let sleep take over. Right before he
nodded off, something crashed somewhere in the camp.

“Oh my God, is it a bear?” Ian
yelled.
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