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MR. UPTIGHT

Jude:

What do you do when you wake up with a hangover and find yourself in bed with your best friend’s younger brother?

Who happens to be your new brother-in-law?

The man who drives you crazy.

The man who’s always skated by on fast-talk, good looks, and a bright smile.

The one who makes you want to break all the rules.

You hire him as your assistant, of course. And pray you can keep your sanity.

And your hands off him.

 

Mason:

How do you prove you’ve changed?

That you’re no longer the party-boy who always needed rescuing from his own mistakes—and boy you’ve made some big ones.

But no one needs to know your secrets.

You take a job with the one man who doesn’t trust you.

The man who’s waiting for you to screw up.

You try and forget that one explosive night together.

Except you can’t.

And to your shock...neither can he.

 

What do you do when the one man you can’t imagine living with is the one you can’t live without?
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Chapter One

Whoever said drinking tequila would make your clothes fall off wasn’t lying. Jude Staubman woke up and instantly knew something was wrong. First of all, he never slept naked. And he certainly didn’t share his bed with anyone else, yet here he was, in a hotel room with someone snoring next to him, and he had no clothes on.

Oh, and his head was seconds away from exploding.

He closed his eyes, hoping the spinning room and thumping headache would lessen, but instead he felt sicker than ever when a foot brushed against his. Almost afraid to see who was lying beside him, Jude cracked an eye open, then squeezed it shut.

Oh, no. No, no, no. Please, God.

Maybe he was still drunk and had moved on to the hallucination portion of the night. Or was it morning? Cautiously, he again peered at the naked man stretched out on the bed.

Fuck.

Jude sure as hell wasn’t drunk anymore, and he certainly wasn’t conjuring up the soreness of his muscles when he shifted position. It was that particular soreness that didn’t arise from too many bicep curls or leg presses in the gym.

Nope.

He winced and decided to make a valiant effort to sit up and hopefully make it to the bathroom before he lost control over whatever rumbled and gurgled in his stomach. Gingerly, he swung his legs over the side of the bed and levered the rest of his body to a seated position.

There. He was upright. And had survived.

He pushed off the mattress, and the room promptly turned upside down. Knowing he had barely a moment to spare, Jude mustered the inner strength he was famous for and raced to the bathroom, where he spent the next several minutes alternating between wishing he were dead and cursing himself for his stupidity.

How did I allow this to happen? How could I have been such a fucking idiot?

But Jude knew why. Watching his little sister, Ilana, get married the previous evening had hit him like a punch in the gut. It seemed like only yesterday he was holding her hand on their way to school or hugging her tight when she’d wake up from nightmares and their mother was too sick to get out of bed. He’d been watching out for her and protecting her, as he’d promised their mother he would. Now she was starting a new life with Doug, and he was at a loss.

Who was he, now that he wasn’t his little sister’s keeper?

He picked himself up off the floor and braced his hands on the sink, feeling somewhat human again, but winced when he gazed at his pale reflection in the harsh, unforgiving light of the bathroom.

Damn, I look like rough trade after an extra hard night.

Red marks littered his neck and chest, and was that a bite on his shoulder? He touched the red spot and hissed at its tenderness. Finger-shaped bruises marked his biceps and hips.

What the hell was I thinking?

First things first. He brushed his teeth and washed his face, starting with cold water to wake him the hell up, then hot. His lips throbbed, swollen and sore. Even his tongue hurt.

A noise from outside had him whipping around, his head alternating between spinning and pounding. He wasn’t accustomed to being off-balance. He prided himself on remaining stoic no matter what he faced in life, yet here he stood, uncertain and fearful to leave the safety of a hotel bathroom.

“Fucking idiot,” he muttered. “You’re entitled to one mistake.”

But damn it, did it have to be such a big one?

“Jude, stop hiding and get your ass out here. I have to pee.”

The edge of laughter in that voice turned Jude’s already sour stomach inside out. Here he was, obsessing over what happened, and that idiot was treating it like he did everything else in life—as if it were nothing at all. A joke. Jude lifted his chin and strode out of the bathroom.

“I was not hiding. I was cleaning up.” He tipped his head, avoiding the bright-eyed, grinning man on the bed. “Go ahead.”

How could Mason be so wide-awake and unaffected? Jude couldn’t have been the only one drunk, and the last time the two of them had faced off, Mason called him an uptight bastard who probably hadn’t gotten fucked in a year.

You showed him how wrong he was. Not only did you get fucked, you did it with him.

“Well, it sounded really ugly in there for a while. Glad to see you recovered.”

Mason sprang off the bed, and Jude averted his eyes, but not before glimpsing a nicely rounded, naked butt. When the door closed behind Mason, Jude scrambled to the dresser and yanked the drawer open. He pulled out a T-shirt and a pair of sweats, and pulled the pants on, not bothering with his briefs. At that moment, the most important thing was to no longer be naked and vulnerable.

Ten minutes later, Mason emerged from the bathroom in a cloud of steam, his tanned skin damp and glowing and smelling like the hotel body wash. He directed that unwavering grin at Jude.

“Aw, you got dressed? I was hoping for a quickie before I left.” He waggled his brows. “We went at it so hard last night, I barely had a chance to savor it.” Mason licked his lips, his appreciative gaze sweeping over Jude, and damned if his body didn’t react.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He scowled and froze as Mason strode closer, walked his fingers up his chest, then held him around the neck.

“Sure you do. Last night? You were an animal, and I have the scratches on my back to prove it.” Mason ran his nose down Jude’s cheek, and it took every effort to hold himself still and not shudder from the touch.

He tried to take a step away, but Mason held him fast.

“You surprised me,” Mason murmured against his cheek. “Don’t think I can’t tell you’re hard as a rock. And here I thought you hated me.” Mason fisted Jude’s T-shirt and leaned in, eyes closing in preparation for a kiss.

Feeling his control slipping again, Jude shoved Mason away. “I don’t hate you. I don’t have any thoughts about you at all. You’re nothing to me.”

Mason’s heavy-lidded eyes narrowed. “Yeah? Guess it wasn’t you screaming how you wanted to fuck me harder and faster last night. You couldn’t get enough.”

Icy-cold spread through Jude, and he bit the inside of his cheek. “I wasn’t myself last night. It was the liquor.” He checked the clock on the nightstand. “Now if you could please leave? I need to shower and get ready for the breakfast I’m giving for Ilana and Doug. You don’t have to come if you’re too busy.”

“Well, thank you, Casamigos Reposado, for giving me the best night I’ve ever had.” Mason picked up his suit from the floor and swiftly got dressed. Even with his sun-streaked hair in damp waves and his shirt and suit wrinkled from lying in a ball on the floor, Mason was ridiculously good-looking. And judging by the lazy smile tipping up the corners of his lips, the man knew it. “And of course I’m going to be there. Doug is my brother. And despite Ilana’s brother being an uptight pain in the ass, I love her. She’s a fantastic woman.” A little gold earring gleamed in his ear.

“If you’ll excuse me, then.” Dismissing him, Jude turned around, cutting him off from his field of vision. “I have to shower and dress.”

“See you there, Jude. Maybe we’ll be able to bury the hatchet now. After all, we’re family.”

Jude didn’t answer. When he heard the door click, he expelled a whoosh of breath. He needed to get his shit together and head to the banquet hall. He refused to disappoint Ilana. He never had, and he never would.

* * *

“To Ilana and Doug. May they have a long and happy life together.” Jude raised his glass in a toast, then kissed Ilana’s cheek. “I love you.”

“I love you too,” she said. “And thank you so much for this and everything else.”

“Anything for you.”

Doug gave Jude a hug. They’d met in business school, and though he was the antithesis of Jude—Doug was friendly, charming, and likable—they’d meshed, and after graduation turned their friendship into a partnership and started their own marketing firm. They poured everything they had into it, and now it was one of the hottest, trendiest companies in New York City, priding themselves on spotting styles and fledgling companies before they became popular, and employing innovative, creative people who weren’t afraid to think outside the norm.

“Take care of her, or I’ll beat your ass.”

“Yeah, yeah, tough guy.” Doug, who was big and brawny, snorted. But he had a heart of gold, and though he’d been a bit of a player in school, he and Ilana had fallen for each other the first time they met. Always the overprotective big brother, Jude had told her that twenty-one was too early for her to be so serious with someone, even if it was with his best friend. Once they’d graduated and started their business, Doug and Ilana approached Jude and told him in no uncertain terms that they were planning to get married when they could afford to, and that Jude needed to calm the fuck down.

If only I knew how to do that.

“Love you, man. She means everything to me.”

A lump swelled in Jude’s throat. “I know. It’s just going to be strange for me not to have to worry about her, but that’ll be your problem now.”

“One I gladly accept. You know the only reason we waited so long was to be able to stand on our own and not accept help from my parents.”

“I had no doubt you’d get there.”

Mason stood up and tapped his glass. “Quiet, everyone. I have something to say.”

At the sound of Mason’s voice, Jude drained his glass of champagne; then, realizing that was what had gotten him in trouble in the first place, grimaced and grabbed the water pitcher. He hadn’t dared meet Mason’s eyes since he’d stepped into the room.

“Doug, I love you. You’ve always supported me even when I didn’t follow the path you thought I should.”

“Which you never did.”

Jude snorted to himself. Doug had bemoaned the fact that Mason had graduated college and then had taken off to become a bartender in a high-end resort in Fiji. He came home sporadically, always tanned and filled with stories of clubbing and drunken nightlife exploits. Jude had only seen him a few times in the intervening years. Mason Reiner was too distracting. Too beautiful and tempting. And Jude knew it wasn’t right for him to have a crush on his best friend’s younger brother.

“But while I was away,” Mason continued, “I did some thinking, and you must’ve rubbed off on me more than I thought because I’ve decided it’s time to stay put for a while. Now that you’ve got the beautiful Ilana as your wife, I expect babies soon. I’m ready to be an uncle.”

“Let us be married for a day before you get me pregnant, Mase,” Ilana joked as he took his seat and finished off his flute of champagne.

“Won’t be me doing the deed. I’m more than happy to keep hanging out with your brother.”

Jude winced and chugged his water as Ilana and Doug both turned to him with shocked expressions.

“With Jude? But…” Ilana pressed her lips together, and Jude knew what she’d been about to say.

You hate each other.

“Oh, I think Jude and I buried the hatchet.”

“You did?” Ilana cocked her head, then turned to him and peered into his eyes. “Jude?”

A terrifying moment from the night before hit him: Jude thrusting into Mason’s taut, writhing body, pinning his hands over his head, ravaging his mouth.

Oh, I buried something, all right. My dick inside Mason Reiner.

“I don’t know what he’s talking about. Mason and I don’t hang out. I don’t sleep until noon and party at clubs. I have a business to run.”

Mason leaned past Doug and Ilana to point at him. “Well, Mr. Judgy McJudgypants. Just so you know, I got my business degree online while working in Fiji. So I’m qualified. Maybe you guys can help a brother out.” He widened those honey-gold, twinkling eyes at him. “Or a brother-in-law.”

Jude, once again in control, cut into his eggs Benedict. “We’re at my sister’s wedding breakfast. I’m not here to discuss business.”

Mason smirked. “And here I thought that’s all you thought about. Although after last night, I’m not so sure.”

Jude’s face grew hot, and he shoved a forkful of eggs and salmon into his mouth.

“What happened last night?” Ilana asked him in a low voice when Doug and Mason were busy talking to some relatives. “Last I saw, you were pounding down the tequila.”

That’s not all I was pounding.

“Yeah, well, I paid for it. Trust me.”

“Hangover?” She cast him a sympathetic glance and gave his arm a squeeze. “Make sure you drink lots of water.”

“Now who’s hovering?” Jude teased her as he continued to pour from the pitcher. “But yeah. You know I don’t get drunk. Guess I let it all get to me.”

“I know you’ve been my big brother who never stopped watching out for me, but it’s time you got your own life in order.”

“My life is fine.”

“Because you have none. All you do is work and go home, and until now, worry about me.”

Jude squirmed. “I didn’t mind. And I have a life. I go to the theater and ballet. I work out.”

“That’s not a life, when you do it with people you don’t care about.” A painful noise escaped her, one Jude never wanted to hear from her pretty face. “You’re not fooling me. Or Doug either. We know you bury yourself in the company and give it your everything. But it’s time for you to take a breather and enjoy yourself.”

“Why does everyone think I need a partner to be happy? I’m fine on my own.”

“How would you know? You’ve never even tried. You’ve spent your life watching over me. Not that I don’t love you to pieces, but you need to find another outlet. Doug and I want to start a family and—”

Jude laughed. “Don’t worry. I’ll manage. Contrary to what you might think, I’m not a loser who sits by himself in the dark.”

He either went places by himself or hired someone to come along with him when he needed a plus one. Not for sex, for companionship. His physical needs had dwindled to minimal.

“What was Mason talking about before? You hanging out together?”

“Nothing. Who knows with him?”

Ilana gave him one of those looks that said, We’ll talk later. “I have to go say hi to some people.” She rose from her seat but bent to put her lips to his ear. “I saw you two leave the reception together. So who’s fooling who?”

Remaining silent, Jude ground his teeth and proceeded to attack the rest of his breakfast.

Doug slid into the seat Ilana vacated. “What’s gotten into you?”

“Nothing.” Jude stabbed at the butter and spread it on his croissant.

“Liar. After all these years together, you think you can foist me off with a ‘nothing’ while you’re busy murdering perfectly good pastry?”

Jude contemplated telling Doug the truth, but the thought of his best friend knowing he’d had drunken sex with his brother gave him a migraine of epic proportions.

“I had too much to drink last night.”

“I know. I saw.”

Jude set his knife down. “Oh?”

“Yeah. But it wasn’t the fact that you got smashed. That I could understand.” A glint appeared in Doug’s eyes. “It was who you were getting drunk with.”

“Just say what you want to already.” Jude’s fingers curled around the edge of the table.

“My brother? Really, Jude? You couldn’t even be in the same room without wanting to kill him. You thought he was a do-nothing party boy.”

“Nothing’s changed.”

“Noth—are you kidding? Don’t you remember?”

His stomach fell. “What’re you talking about?”

“You and Mason were doing shots together. You started dancing, and it became pretty, uh…intense.”

“Oh, God. Noooo.” Jude buried his head in his hands. “Kill me now.”

“Yeah. I knew something was wrong when Mason had to drag you away from the bar. If my brother’s the sane one, there’s a problem. But, dude…” Doug bit his lip, and Jude braced himself. “You left the ballroom together. What happened?”

For the first time, he lied to his best friend, now brother-in-law. “I have no idea.”


Chapter Two

Mason watched his brother and Jude talking quietly with their heads together, and he wondered if Jude would tell Doug the truth or if he’d lie about their night together.

Who am I kidding? That man would sooner commit murder than admit to having sex with me. He drank more of his mimosa, popped a piece of fruit into his mouth, and chewed, staring off into space.

He might’ve been a little drunk last night, but he’d known exactly what he was doing when he got naked and into Jude’s bed. No need to lie to himself. For years he’d imagined what having sex with his brother’s gorgeous best friend would be like. They might’ve sniped at and taunted one another and butted heads when he was younger, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t attracted to the man. Perversely, the more Jude flayed him with his harsh words, the more Mason enjoyed poking the bear.

And God knew, he’d enjoyed being held down and poked by Jude.

Having experienced what Jude felt like inside him, Mason was sure he was now ruined for anyone else. Hours later, his body still hummed with satisfaction, and he could almost feel Jude’s hot, probing tongue licking him. It had left no part of his body untouched, and Mason heaved a sigh of frustration, knowing it was unlikely to ever happen again.

Who knew that under that suit-and-tie shield of armor lay a sexual animal? Jude might be the most uptight man he’d ever met, but when he let go, it was as if a dam broke, releasing a flood of emotional desperation.

From his angle, he watched Jude pale and that hard jaw of his tighten. If he wanted to pretend the night between them hadn’t happened, fine with Mason. He’d never lacked for a bed partner. But the years had brought a sea change inside him, and he’d decided he’d tired of the nomadic life. He wanted to settle down. He wanted to come home.

And what better time than his big brother’s wedding?

Doug left Jude to his meal and slid into the seat next to him. “Do you want to tell me what happened?”

Curious to hear what Jude had said, Mason asked nonchalantly, “What happened? When?” and popped another piece of fruit into his mouth.

Doug gave him the side-eye. “You know, you’re giving me the same runaround Jude did, which tells me nothing.”

“What exactly did he say?”

Doug’s lips thinned. “That he had no idea what happened. Which, as we know from Jude, is an impossibility. Jude doesn’t forget anything.”

“He does if he’s drunk,” Mason mumbled.

“What?” Doug pounced.

Mason contemplated Jude’s strong profile, noting the slump of his shoulders. This had to be a hard time for Jude. Sympathy welled inside him; he didn’t want to kick the man when he was down.

“Nothing. Jude had too much to drink, and I brought him back to his room and made sure he went to bed.”

All true.

“And that’s it? Nothing happened between you two?”

“Why’re you so interested in my sex life?” Irritated, he poured himself another glass of champagne.

“Not yours, idiot. Jude’s. That guy never allows himself to have a moment of fun. Even his twitches have twitches. He doesn’t exactly talk about sex. In case you haven’t noticed, he’s…uptight. I can’t even imagine him having sex, he’s so closed off.”

Oh, trust me, he’s had sex. He knows his way around a dick.

He shifted in his seat, the soreness in his ass testimony to that fact. “He’s not so uptight. And I wasn’t aware you shared sex stories, especially since you met the beautiful Ilana—ow.” Mason rubbed his arm. “What did you punch me for?”

“Because. Don’t talk about Ilana and sex. It’s disrespectful.”

“And so are you, trying to figure out Jude’s sex life,” he shot back, defensive of Jude for some bizarre reason. “If you don’t want anyone thinking of you and Ilana doing the deed, don’t try and ferret out intel on Jude.”

He glared at Doug, who grew red, then dropped his gaze. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

They sat quietly for a while.

“Have you thought any more about me coming to work for you?”

“Do you want to wait until Ilana and I come home from our honeymoon?”

“Of course he doesn’t.”

At the sound of their mother’s voice, Doug’s lips twitched and Mason rolled his eyes.

“Hi, Mom.”

“I’m so happy to see my two boys together. And could Ilana be more beautiful?” She sighed. “I can’t wait for the grandchildren.”

Time for Doug to roll his eyes. “Mom. Really? Already?”

Their mother continued on as if Doug hadn’t spoken. “Eight years you’ve both waited. Now Mason, on the other hand…”

He recognized that gleam in her eye. He was blessed with parents who had no issues with his sexuality, but that meant his mother was constantly throwing eligible men and women in his path. He almost rued the day he came out to them as bisexual.

“Mom.” He sent her a warning look that she, as usual, ignored.

“You’re thirty and have no job and no place to live. Time to settle down and be an adult, Mason. Your father and I aren’t going to have you living in the apartment with us ad infinitum.”

Damn. He had been away a long time. He didn’t remember his mother being so forthright. And she was correct. Everyone he knew had either settled down with families, significant others, or was firmly entrenched in a career. His main accomplishments in life so far were making the perfect mojito, keeping a personal calendar, and achieving an even tan. Time to put that master’s degree to work.

“Trust me, I have no desire to live in my old room either. As a matter of fact, Doug and I were just talking about me coming to work for The Company.”

“Good. When do you start?” Her gaze shifted from him to Doug, who grinned.

“See what I’ve been dealing with while you were living the life?”

But Mason wasn’t going to feel bad for wanting to live a little before settling down.

“Jeez, Mom. Like you said, I’m thirty. Let me work it out.”

“You’ve had plenty of time to think. Time to start doing.” Her stern tone softened. “We only want what’s best for you. I’m not pressuring you to get married. I know that may not be for you. We love you and want to see you happy.” She gave him a kiss. “Your father and I are so glad you’re home.”

Like the whirlwind she’d always been, she left to join Ilana, who was talking to some ancient relative.

“I thought Uncle Abe was ninety at my bar mitzvah,” Mason said, then smiled and nodded at the cute waiter who’d stopped by to refill his coffee cup. “Thank you.”

Doug snickered. “That’s ’cause everyone over the age of forty looks old when you’re thirteen. He’s eighty-five and danced up a storm last night. But you wouldn’t know that because you weren’t there for most of it.”

“Dougie.” Mason glared. “Don’t make me pull out the old stories of how you used to wet the bed. My private life is just that. Private.”

“Asshole.”

Much as Mason loved to tease Jude, he knew his brother’s best friend would be mortified and downright furious if he discovered Mason had revealed their night together to Doug. And while normally Mason wouldn’t have given a damn, this time it was different. Jude wasn’t a rando hookup he’d never see again. He’d known Jude for so long, the thought of deliberately hurting him weighed heavily on him.

And as it was extremely unlikely to ever happen again, he would tuck it away in his memories. The night against which all future nights would be compared.

Before he got a hard-on sitting at his brother’s wedding breakfast, Mason needed to shift the conversation away from sex with Jude.

“Can we get back to the important matter at hand? My coming to work for The Company.”

In the beginning Mason had snickered about the name they’d chosen for their marketing agency, but now he could admit it was kind of catchy.

He added, “You do remember the conversation we had a few weeks ago, right? I know your headspace was in wedding mode, but you assured me if I was serious, a job would be there for me.”

“Yeah, I remember. I’m still floored you went and got a degree and everything.”

Mason bristled. “It’s not Wharton or the London School of Economics, but I can hold my own. And coming from living abroad all these years, I have ideas—”

“Dude. Chill.” Laughing, Doug put his hands up. “I’m not questioning your credentials.” His eyes gleamed. “I’m impressed you did it in the first place. I didn’t think you were into business or marketing.”

Mason bit back a smartass retort. Doug had a point, and if he was going to work for his brother, he had a right to know why.

“I wanted to come home. Paradise is beautiful, but after years of seeing all the people coming and going, it made me realize I wasn’t really accomplishing anything for myself. I don’t need the private yachts I worked on, but I do want to make money. Not gonna lie.” His one regret would be working in an environment where he’d be trading in his board shorts and sleeveless tanks for suits and ties. He already felt choked.

“Why shouldn’t you? People don’t work for free.” Doug eyed him. “Tell me all about those private yachts.”

“Oh, yeah. You should see some of those babies. And the people spend money like water. My tips were awesome.”

He’d spent the last three years as a personal assistant to an older, extremely wealthy businessman, and that had included taking care of all the man’s needs—business and pleasure. Mason had learned valuable lessons in the corporate world, and Warren’s generosity in paying for his education, in addition to the lavish salary and tips, had enabled Mason to save money to pay for an apartment when he made the decision to return to New York.

“I’ll bet. But, selfishly, I’m glad you’re home. Even though you said everything was great, I still missed you. I didn’t like having you on the other side of the world.”

He hugged Doug. “I love you. And I missed you too. Much as I loved it over there, I really did miss you all.”

Doug’s eyes danced. “Even Jude?”

Mason recalled locking his ankles around Jude’s waist and clawing at his back.…Jude’s furious, unrestrained lovemaking had left him breathless, on edge and achy.

“What about Jude?” Evading the question, Mason pushed the hair off his brow. “We can be civil to each other. You don’t have to worry. I’m not going to embarrass him or you.”

“I wouldn’t think that. We aren’t kids anymore. I trust you.”

Coming from Doug, those words meant everything to Mason. He looked up to his older brother. The truth was bittersweet, but coming home was an attempt to regain the closeness they’d shared as children, and which Mason had watched slip away once Doug went to college. Four years younger and struggling to find his path, it had been hard for him to see Doug, the golden boy, accomplish everything seemingly so easily: the perfect girlfriend, a successful business, a great circle of friends. His resentment grew until he knew he had to remove himself by going across the world. Now, almost a decade later, older and, he hoped, a bit wiser, Mason wanted his brother back as his best friend.

“I appreciate that. I really am going to try and put the past behind me. Neither you nor Jude will have to worry about me.”

“You won’t even have to see him if you don’t want,” Doug said. “He has his clients and takes care of his business. We’ll find a place for you, don’t worry.”

“So should I come in tomorrow, or wait until you get home from the honeymoon? I’m anxious to start, not gonna lie.”

Before Doug could answer, a clearly agitated Jude, his face full of worry, sat next to Doug, picked up a glass of champagne, and drained it. “Shit.”

Doug nudged him. “Uh, you do realize that was Ilana’s? What’s wrong?”

“Sorry. Just got off the phone with Deirdre.”

Mason idly kept one ear on their conversation while checking out apartment rentals on his phone. The breakfast was winding down, and he figured there might be enough time to see a few places. He zoomed in on a decent one-bedroom in Chelsea and winced. Four grand a month. Damn, that would eat away at his savings. The Company’s office was downtown, and he wanted to live as close as he could, but he might have to rethink his geographically desirable area.

“Leaving? Why is she leaving?”

Mason stopped scrolling and started listening in earnest.

“You know how her husband has been shuttling back and forth between San Francisco and here for his job? Well, on Friday he found out they’re closing the New York office effective immediately, and they want him full-time in California.” Jude grimaced, stress lines appearing across his brow. “She didn’t want to tell me and ruin the wedding weekend, but she’s busy packing.”

“Well, that sucks. I know how much you depended on her. She’s an excellent assistant. Won’t be easy to replace.”

“No, she won’t. Next to impossible, I’m thinking.” Jude propped his chin in his hand.

Mason surreptitiously watched that full mouth droop, and his mind went there, to that moment the night before in the elevator when Jude’s lips covered his, and he almost ceased breathing.

“I can do it,” Mason said.

Doug swiveled in his chair. “Do what?”

“Cover as Jude’s assistant until he can find another one.” He watched his brother’s surprised expression change to a gleam of appreciation.

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Jude’s withering glance didn’t bother him. He’d expected no less.

“Why? It would be the perfect way for me to jump in and learn the business.” Mason held his breath.

“Yeah, why not, Jude? Mase just finished telling me he spent time as a personal assistant for a wealthy businessman, so he knows the score. The man wouldn’t have kept him if he didn’t satisfy him.”

He winced at Doug’s innocent words. God, he was so glad he hadn’t told Doug the whole story. But Warren had trained him well, and Mason was ready to make his case.

“It’s true, Jude. And I’m just offering until you can find someone permanent. I’m ready to start tomorrow.” Mason tried not to sound too eager, but the prospect of spending another day with his mother looking over his shoulder, asking about his job search and apartment hunting, made him desperate.

Brown eyes skeptical, Jude drummed his fingers on the table. “It’s ridiculous. He doesn’t know anything about the clients or how I get things done.”

“Then teach me. I’m a fast learner and very eager to please.”

He smiled, and Jude’s expression darkened.

That’s right. You remember.

“I’ll need to speak to your reference. I’m sure your word is good enough for Doug, but I’ll make my own decision. You do have a number for the person you worked for, correct?”

Mason pressed his lips together. He didn’t miss the insinuation. Jude didn’t believe him. “Right here, as a matter of fact. Would you like me to call him for you?”

“No. I will.” Of course Jude wouldn’t trust him and had already pulled out his phone. “Give me the number.”

Mason recited Warren’s personal cell phone number. “I have no idea where he is right now, so he might not answer.”

Jude turned cold eyes on him. “Then I guess you’ll be out of luck, won’t you?”

Asshole.


Chapter Three

If Mason thought he would rush right out and call his supposed reference, he was sadly mistaken. Jude fully intended to enjoy the rest of Ilana and Doug’s wedding. He could see Mason shooting him looks, but Jude deliberately set his phone on the table and folded his arms.

Inside, however, he was a mess. Deirdre had been with him for over five years and knew him like a well-worn suit—in fact, she picked out most of his suits. How was he going to handle everything without her? The Company had a big presentation at the end of the month, and she was handling all the minute incidentals leading up to it.

“We’re going to check out now. Our plane leaves at eight, and we’ve got last-minute packing.” Ilana slid her arms around his neck and kissed his cheek. “I love you so much. Thank you for everything. I couldn’t have asked for a more magical wedding. Or a better brother. I wish Mommy could’ve been here.” She sniffled. “She would’ve loved Doug, don’t you think?”

It was a question she’d posed to him numerous times over the years, and he understood she needed the reassurance. Their mother would’ve adored Doug. And she would have despaired over Jude’s solitary life. He shoved that thought away.

“Of course she would’ve. It’s the only reason I let him date you.” He winked, then stood and held her close. “I love you. Be happy. And let me know when you land.”

They were honeymooning in Paris. Planes and trains and rental cars…Jude wondered if he’d ever stop worrying about her.

“I will, simply because I know you won’t sleep until I do. And don’t even try to deny it. I know you.” Her eyes sparkled, and with another hug, she was gone.

What the hell was he was going to do now? Probably bury himself even further into the office. A list of potential clients he’d drawn up awaited, and he’d planned to sit down with Deirdre and discuss strategy. A swift glance at Mason found the younger man’s eyes on him. The years had been kind to Mason, and with his sun-kissed hair, golden tan, and open, friendly smile, he looked more like a California surfer than a New York City native.

The man Jude had never been able to forget…it didn’t matter that Mason was the opposite of everything Jude should be attracted to. Mason had always been Jude’s wildest desire and his deepest secret.

But thinking about Doug’s younger, sexy brother didn’t get him anywhere. The crowd had thinned considerably, and it was time to leave. Jude made the rounds of farewells, coming up last to Doug, who was giving his parents a hug. Jude waited patiently.

“Oh, there he is.” Silvia, Doug’s mother, gave him a bear hug. She smelled of her favorite Chanel perfume, and Jude had to smile. Upon discovering their mother had passed away and they had no father, Silvia Reiner had appointed herself to the parental-surrogate role and waged an all-out campaign to marry Doug and Ilana. “I know you must be happy everything turned out so well. It was perfect. A beautiful wedding.”

“Thanks for all your help. I couldn’t have done it without you.”

She waved her hand at him. “Don’t be ridiculous. You’re the man who can do anything. Once you put your mind to something, you always get what you want.”

“Silvia, I wish I had your faith in me. Maybe you should come work for me as my new assistant.”

“What? Deirdre left?” Her heavily made-up eyes widened. “That’s terrible. She was like your second brain. What’re you going to do?”

He lifted a shoulder. “Not a clue yet. I have some prospects, so we’ll see.”

A gleam entered her eye, and she took him by the arm—none too gently—and steered him to a corner. “I have an idea.”

His heart sank. “I know what you’re going to say. I should hire Mason.”

“Oh.” She blinked. “Well, yes. He needs the job, and you need the help. It’s the perfect solution. A real shiddach.”

Trying to be delicate—after all, Mason was her child—Jude prevaricated. “Doug and I have talked about it. I’ll have to see. There’s a lot to figure out.”

But he should’ve known that wouldn’t stop Silvia. She was a force unto herself when an idea entered her head.

“Figure it out as it goes. I know you don’t have the highest opinion of Mason. And that’s with some justification. But I believe he’s changed.”

“So he said. He’s even given me the number of a reference to call. Someone he said he worked for as a personal assistant.”

“Yes, didn’t you know?”

“Know what?”

“He worked for Warren Colchester, UK’s largest real-estate developer. Man’s worth hundreds of millions of dollars.” She shrugged and adjusted her purse. “I’m sure if Mason could work for him, he can help you. Now I have to go, as I see Robert is sending me help signals. His great-aunt Bertha can talk your ear off about the price she paid for a dress in 1930.” And with a final kiss to his cheek, she was gone.

He sent one last lingering glance at Mason, who was chatting up a waiter, and ignoring the spike of annoyance, Jude left the banquet hall.

Warren Colchester. Who hadn’t heard of the reclusive self-made millionaire?

Once inside his room, Jude pulled out his laptop and googled Colchester. Several images popped up of a man who appeared to be in his late sixties, his arms around men and women. Ruddy cheeks and a gleaming white smile set off a thick head of silver hair, and laugh lines framed his light-gray eyes. Once married to a famous British movie star, Colchester had taken up the playboy life and retired to his yacht.

Jude pulled out his phone. Let’s see what he has to say about Mason. He entered the number.

“Hello? Who is this?” a man with a deep voice and a British accent answered.

“Hello. My name is Jude Staubman, and I’m calling about Mason Reiner. Is this Warren Colchester?”

“Did something happen to Mason? Is he all right?”

At the genuine concern and fright in Colchester’s voice, Jude rushed to reassure him. “Mason is fine. I’m actually calling you for a business reference. I’m thinking of hiring him.”

“The Jude who is his brother’s friend? You own The Company?”

“Yes. Doug and I. Mason’s spoken of me?” He could only imagine what was said and braced to defend himself.

“Oh, yes.” He laughed. “I’m rather shocked you’re calling as a potential employer.”

“I’m rather surprised myself,” Jude admitted, and explained his predicament. “So what did you think of Mason as an executive assistant? That was his position; am I correct?”

“Mason was invaluable to me. He’s quick on his feet, comes up with interesting ideas, and always kept me well-sorted.”

“I’m assuming that’s a good thing. I need someone who’ll keep my schedule updated, make sure I get to where I need to go. Someone with whom I can brainstorm and bounce ideas off. Your reputation and standing in the business world obviously holds weight, so I’d like your opinion of him as a worker.”

“Mason can do all that easily and more. Smart as a whip, that boy.”

“Hmm.”

The bite on Jude’s shoulder rubbed against his shirt collar and throbbed. He touched it gently.

“You’re sounding rather hesitant, and I wonder why. Perhaps you don’t know Mason any longer. Ten years is a long time, and people change. Maybe you should give him the chance to prove himself to you. You might be pleasantly surprised.”

“You may be right. Thank you so much for your help.”

“You’re very welcome, and give Mason my best. It hasn’t been the same here without him.”

“I will.” Jude ended the call and stared out the window.

An hour later and fully packed, Jude waited in the hotel lobby for Doug. Ilana had already left.

“Dude. I was afraid I’d miss you in the crowd.” Doug grabbed him from behind and gave him a bear hug. “Also, it’s Sunday. Get out of that suit and loosen up a little.”

Jude gave him a pained smile. “It’s fine. Be safe and have a great trip.” He cleared his throat. “I—”

“You don’t have to say it. I waited all these years to get married because I know how special she is. I’d give my life for her. But I love your sorry ass too. And now we’re legally brothers. I’m thinking I got the best of the deal. But, Jude, man. Please, take this time to slow it down a little.” Doug’s golden-brown eyes, so like Mason’s, implored him. “Enjoy the summer. The business isn’t going to suffer for it, and you deserve it.” Doug squeezed his shoulder. “You can’t run on an empty tank. Fill it with life and love.”

With another, less intense hug, Doug sauntered away, leaving Jude standing alone. It was a conversation they’d had numerous times over the years, which Jude agreed with, then ended up ignoring. And would continue to, especially now that he had campaigns lined up for the next month but no one to help him…unless he did the unthinkable…

“Good. I’m glad you’re still here.” Mason stood before him in frayed cut-offs, a tie-dyed T-shirt reading Zen as Fuck, and battered Converse.

Good God, am I really serious about hiring him?

His dick was certainly in favor of the idea, perking up, and he scowled at his body’s reaction.

“Tell me something, Mason. Did you actually own the tux you wore last night, or did you need to make an emergency run to Macy’s?”

“Oh, I own it.” A cheeky grin creased Mason’s face. “And it’s Armani.” His voice dropped to an intimate whisper. “Should I send you the bill for the popped buttons and the zipper you ripped
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