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SUMMARY

 

Snowflakes and spies and mistletoe, oh my!

 

It’s been five months since British Intelligence agents Liam Bancroft and Colin Mason found the courage to weather the emotional storm of painful, long-buried secrets and confess their love for one another.

 

As their first Christmas together approaches, they want nothing more than to return to the idyllic English countryside and the cottage that has come to mean so much to them.

 

But the road there is fraught with obstacles. They must navigate the aftermath of finally revealing their relationship to family and the intelligence service, and an undercover operation that puts Liam’s life in jeopardy.

 

Will it take a Christmas miracle to bring Colin and Liam together for the holiday?
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CHRISTMAS TOGETHER

 

 

 




CHAPTER ONE

 

 

Was twenty-nine too old to be writing to Father Christmas with a wish list?

Did the elves pre-screen the letters and toss those written by anyone over the age of ten?

Could the elves be bribed? 

Those were the thoughts that flitted through Colin Mason's still mostly asleep mind that December morning as he gazed at the man sleeping peacefully beside him—his partner in both work and life—Liam Bancroft.

Colin still marveled at how drastically his life had changed over the past five months, for the better, all because of the man lying next to him. At times it seemed like a dream.

“C’n hear you thinkin’.”

Colin blinked at the sleepy mumble, watching as Liam’s soft, chestnut brown eyes fluttered open, the same color as his partner’s short hair.

“Composing me letter to Father Christmas,” Colin answered.

Liam snuffled and stretched under the duvet, giving Colin a lopsided grin. “Let me guess—a drum, a train set and…a pony.”

Colin swatted at Liam’s bare chest. “Berk,” he smiled, then grew serious. “No, just one thing on my list…you.”

Liam’s expression softened. “Now who’s the berk? You’ve already got me.”

“Do I?” Colin sighed softly. “Do I really? We only spend one night a week together—”

“You know why,” Liam broke in gently, taking Colin’s hand.

Colin made a face. “To keep up appearances that we’re ‘just mates’ ’n all.” He squeezed Liam’s hand. “It’s been long enough now, hasn’t it? We’ve got our backup plan in place. Got jobs lined up with your old Army mate’s security firm and a nice nest egg in the bank now to fall back on, if need be.” He took a breath. “I want to tell Lockwood about us.”

Jonathan Lockwood—their boss and the living, breathing nerve center of Section G-10, or SecTen for short, a clandestine off-shoot of the British Secret Intelligence Service. Jonathan Lockwood—who had no idea his top two agents were now in a homosexual relationship. A relationship that, once revealed, would most likely end their careers. There was no place for men with their “immoral tendencies”, making them prime targets for blackmail or bribery, in a top-secret government organization.

But Colin was tired of hiding. He’d been doing that for most of his life. He and Liam would never flaunt their relationship, not in this day and age. He just no longer wanted to deny it existed. 

Liam’s thumb stroked the back of Colin’s hand. “You’re right,” he agreed. “It’s time. We’ve already got our leave approved for the holiday. We’ll tell him in the next few days, then if he gives us the boot, we’ll just not come back after Christmas.”

The tension inside Colin’s chest loosened. Their future was on the line, but as long as he had Liam beside him, that’s all that mattered.

“Thank you,” he whispered. 

Liam’s answering smile was tender as he reached to curl his hand around the nape of Colin’s neck. “C’mere, sunshine…”

Sunshine.

What started off as nothing more than a friendly endearment between mates years ago had now taken on a much deeper meaning for them both. One that warmed Colin each time he heard it from his partner. 

Liam’s lips were soft against Colin’s. It was a simple, lingering, chaste kiss. One that reminded Colin of another just like it, five months ago. He hadn’t realized he’d fallen into memory until Liam tapped him on the forehead with a finger.

“You’re a million miles away again.”

“Just remembering another kiss. One in the doorway of a closed shop. The one that started all of this.”

“I thought I’d ended our friendship that day.”

Colin shook his head. “You saved our cover. You saved our assignment. You saved me. Saved me from a lie I’d been living for nearly fifteen years, hiding the fact that I was gay. Without you, without that kiss, I’d still be hiding. I owe you a debt I can never repay.”

Liam brushed the backs of his fingers across Colin’s jaw. “No. You owe me nothing. Just want us to be together. Always.”

Warmth blossomed in Colin’s chest. “I like the sound of that.”

This time their kiss was long and slow, opening for one another as they moved into each other’s embrace in the warm cocoon under the duvet. Liam shifted, blanketing Colin’s body with his own as he tucked Colin up underneath him.

Colin gave a quiet moan into the kiss, pressing up against his partner. He loved the feeling of Liam on top of him, surrounding him with his heat, his strength, all solid muscle and soft skin.

Liam rolled his hips, dragging another moan from Colin as the foreskin on their rapidly hardening shafts rubbed together. Colin felt a flush of arousal roll through him. It only ever took a single touch from Liam to set his body aflame and his heart pounding. 

His partner was everything Colin had wanted for nearly half his life but thought he could never have. Liam may be the first man Colin had ever been with, but he also knew without a doubt he would be the last.

Colin drew in a breath as Liam’s mouth left his and traveled over his damaged cheek, kissing across the crescent-shaped scar before his lips found the sensitive spot behind Colin’s ear, then trailed down the long column of Colin’s neck.

Colin’s fingers flexed on Liam’s bare back as their bodies rocked together, rubbing, teasing, sticky patches of precum on both their stomachs. Colin turned his head, his lips finding his partner’s ear.

“Please…” Colin breathed.

Liam lifted his head, their gazes meeting, holding, as Colin stretched out an arm, fumbling for the tube on the bedside table that he pressed into his partner’s hand.

Moments later, Liam slowly joined them as intimately as they could possibly be, Colin’s body welcoming him in until they were no longer two, but one.

As their bodies began to move together in an ages-old dance, emotions too powerful and too numerous to catalog raced through Colin, the same emotions he saw reflecting from Liam’s wide, brown eyes.

And Colin lost his heart all over again.

Their mouths met and parted, trying to pull one another impossibly closer. Liam moved in and out of Colin’s body, long and slow and deep, as Colin drowned in sensation.

“I love you,” Liam murmured.

His partner’s whisper went straight to Colin’s heart, which skipped a beat, as it did every single time Liam said those three simple words. He took his partner’s mouth in a kiss that spoke more than his own words ever could.

Colin wished this perfect moment could last forever, that they could make love endlessly, but all too soon he felt the wave building inside him. Another long thrust from Liam and Colin arched up with a groan, shaking in his partner’s arms.

“Oh, God…Liam, now, I’m—”

Colin’s long, low moan of release reverberated inside his chest as his sex throbbed between their bodies, painting their chests with thick, white streaks. He felt his body rhythmically contracting around Liam’s cock, buried inside him as he climaxed. A moment later his partner gasped and Colin was filled with slick, wet heat in pulses that seemed to go on forever as Liam came deep within him.

They held one another close as their bodies shivered, breathing one another in as they settled.

Colin sighed happily. “Mmm…that was…”

“…perfect,” Liam finished with a drowsy smile as he slowly withdrew from Colin’s body.

 Colin made a sound of loss that Liam swiftly soothed away as he shifted to lie beside him. A quick swipe with one of their discarded shirts cleaned away the evidence of their lovemaking and Colin moved into Liam’s open arms, the dusting of soft, dark hair on Colin’s chest tickling against Liam’s smooth one.

They kissed languidly for a long time, bodies pressed close together. Eventually they eased apart, resting their heads on the pillows. In the quiet, Colin could hear the muted sounds of London traffic outside the window as the bustling city began its day. There weren’t many days left in 1977, with Christmas fast approaching and New Years right behind it.

“I need to tell Cathy,” Colin said softly. “About me. About us.”

Liam nodded slowly. “D’you want to talk about why you’ve been putting it off?” he asked gently.

Colin exhaled a short breath, a knot forming in his stomach. “I’m afraid she’ll…” he trailed off, looking away from Liam, out the window.

“Hang about,” Liam replied, putting a finger under Colin’s chin and turning him back around. “You can’t possibly believe for one bloody minute that she’ll be disgusted or turn her back on you when she finds out you’re gay. Cathy is one of the kindest people I’ve ever met. I’ve never heard her say a cross word about anyone. And the two of you are closer than any siblings I’ve ever known.” He brushed his thumb over Colin’s cheek. “That scar there is proof of that. You’re the only family each other has. She’ll not break that bond.”

“Want to believe that, I do,” Colin said. “But even if you’re right, she’ll still have every right to be hurt and angry that I’ve kept this from her for half my life.”

“You kept it from yourself for half your life,” Liam pointed out. “You’ve only just come to terms with it a few months ago. It’s not like you’ve been shagging blokes for the last fifteen years and decided to deliberately hide it from her.” He took Colin’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “She’ll understand when you tell her the whole story.”

Colin drew in a slow breath, the knot in his stomach loosening with Liam’s logical words. The corners of his mouth twitched. “When did you get so smart, eh?”

Liam grinned. “Have always been the brains of this outfit, my son. And you’re the beauty.” He leaned in to kiss against Colin’s answering smile.

“We’re off duty tomorrow,” Colin said. “I’ll ring Cathy, ask her ‘round for tea.”

“D’you want me here when you tell her?”

Colin paused. “Would love the moral support, but I need t’do this on me own. Tell you what, though. Why don’t you pop ‘round say, half hour after she comes over and we can tell her together about us.”

There was warmth in Liam’s eyes. “I’d like that.” He arched a brow. “Know what else I’d like?”

“Hmmm, what’s that?”

“To lay abed with you all day, just like this…” He trailed his fingers down Colin’s bare chest. “But if we don’t get our arses in gear, we’ll be late.”

Colin gusted out a sigh. “I suppose we’d best not get on Lockwood’s bad side right now.”

Liam cupped the side of Colin’s face. “No matter what happens, no matter what he says, we’ll make this work.”

Colin swallowed around the tightness in his throat at the determination in his partner’s voice. He reached up, threading his fingers through Liam’s short hair. “I know we will,” he whispered, drawing Liam down into his embrace, into a kiss that sealed the vow.

 

~*~*~*~*~

 

After a shared shower that was much too short for Colin’s liking, he trailed behind his naked partner back down the hallway to Colin’s bedroom, greatly enjoying the view.

Standing at just over six feet, Liam was an inch or so taller than Colin, with broad shoulders and chest, his skin a soft, natural tan. Combined with his chestnut hair and eyes, he was the epitome of tall, dark and handsome.

While his partner had the physique of a rugby player, Colin was built more like a swimmer with a long, lithe body. Even though he was slimmer in build than Liam, he was still all muscle, which had taken more than one villain by surprise. He was fairer in complexion than his partner, too, his thick, wavy blond hair falling just to the top of his shoulders, his eyes a cobalt blue. 

Back in the bedroom, Colin took a moment, sinking down onto the bed, his long limbs sprawling everywhere as he watched his partner retrieve one of his extra suits he kept at Colin’s flat out of the wardrobe.

Colin had always been comfortable with his body, in any state of dress or undress. He wore his denims tight, v-neck t-shirts or long sleeve shirts with at least three buttons undone with the sleeves rolled up and a pair of comfortable trainers. An outward expression of his youthful, exuberant personality. Liam often called him the poster child for the late ‘70’s. And he wasn’t far off the mark.

Serious, staid Liam was on the other end of the spectrum. His natural state of attire was an immaculate suit and tie with barely an inch of skin showing, every hair neatly in place, as opposed to Colin’s tousled, finger-combed style. Even though Colin preferred his partner au naturel, there was no denying he looked bloody damn good in those suits.

Besides their age, both at twenty-nine, chalk and cheese were he and Liam. But as the saying went, opposites attract, and they were living proof.

“What are you doing?”

Colin raked his eyes over his partner, who was nearly completely dressed now, standing in front of the full-length mirror next to the wardrobe. “Wonderin’ how long it’d take me to get you back outta all that,” he drawled.

Liam grinned. “Cheeky sod.” He looped his tie around his neck. “But if you don’t get in to something soon, we will most definitely be on Lockwood’s tardy list.”

Colin groaned and heaved himself off the bed, making his way over to his dresser, pulling out briefs and socks.

Liam gave him a playful swat to his bare rump as he passed him by. “That’s a good lad,” he winked.

Fully dressed a few minutes later, Colin met his partner in the hallway and Liam handed him his warm leather bomber jacket with the thick, fur collar. Colin scooped up the keys to his jeep from the table beside the front door, then paused, tugging Liam close for a long, lingering kiss. One that would have to last them for the next week, until they were together like this again.

When they eased apart they both took a breath, mentally switching from lovers to intelligence agents.

Liam tipped his head. “Once more unto the breach, then, mate?”

Colin’s answering smile was easy and confident. “The villains won’t know what hit ‘em.”

 

~*~*~*~*~

 

The next afternoon found Colin standing in front of the large window in his lounge, waiting for his sister to arrive. To pass the time, he watched folks scurrying about in the frigid December air, most laden down with bags of holiday shopping.

Cathy had been pleasantly surprised and pleased by Colin’s invitation to tea. It had been weeks since they’d seen one another, due to the demands of Colin’s job. Everyone in Colin’s day-to-day life, outside of SecTen, believed him to be nothing more than a simple civil servant. But being family, Cathy and her husband Stephen were privy to the truth that Colin actually worked for British Intelligence, a profession Colin knew concerned and worried Cathy, even if she did her best not to let it show.

Colin absently brushed his fingers across his cheek, touching the unnaturally smooth skin of his crescent-shaped scar. Liam had been right that he and Cathy were close. Had been since they were little. He often wondered why their parents had bothered having either of them, as they had never seemed to want to have anything to do with them.

So Colin and Cathy pretty much raised themselves in a rundown block of council flats, all their parents could afford since neither of them could hold down a job for very long. They lived in fear of the gangs that had a stranglehold on the residents, surrounded by violence on a daily basis.

Colin had taken a beating more than once for refusing to sell drugs for the gang, and had become proficient with a knife at a young age to protect himself. It was a skill that served him well when, at the age of sixteen, he came across fourteen-year-old Cathy backed into a corner of a stairwell by two gang members who were attempting to assault her.

The resulting melee had been brutal, leaving Colin with injuries serious enough to land him in hospital, including the wound that would leave him with a scarred cheek for the rest of his life. But he’d gotten in more than a few licks of his own, cutting up both gang members while defending his sister. After that, no one ever again messed with him or Cathy.

The sound of the buzzer pulled Colin from his memories, signaling Cathy’s arrival. His stomach somersaulted at the thought of the conversation to come. How would his sister take his confession? He needed to have Liam’s faith that she wouldn’t shun him. Losing his only real family would absolutely gut him.

He buzzed Cathy into the building. A minute later she walked in, a smile on her face. It would be easy for anyone to tell they were siblings. Cathy was shorter than Colin, but had the same slim build, fair completion, blue eyes and blond hair, which she had pulled back into a ponytail today.

They greeted one another with a warm hug before Colin took Cathy’s winter coat from her.

“Where’s Timmy?” Colin asked, referring to his three-year-old nephew, who he adored. 

“Gloria next door is watching after him,” Cathy answered. “Wanted some uninterrupted time with my big brother,” she smiled. “I’m glad you called, Colin.”

Uncharacteristically nervous for a man who routinely worked undercover among the toughest of criminals, Colin led the way into his kitchen and dining area. Cathy took a seat at the table, which he had laid out for their tea.

“‘m sorry it’s been so long,” he apologized, checking on the kettle. Seeing it was close to boiling, he brought over a plate of fresh scones from the bakery down the street.

“You know I know you’re not a 9-5’er,” Cathy replied. “Ooh, these look lovely,” she said, taking a scone and setting it on her plate. She tipped her head. “Work’s okay, though? We do worry a bit, you know.”

“Just a bit?” Colin chuckled, forcing a smile. “Job’s fine. Liam and I are still workin’ on a big assignment. Should all be kicking off soon.”

A flicker of concern crossed Cathy’s face. “You mind yourself. And Liam.”

Colin gave his sister’s hand a quick squeeze. “I will, promise.”

Cathy smiled, reaching for the cream and jam already on the table just as the kettle whistled. Colin went to fetch it, and they made family chit-chat for a few minutes while it steeped. Then he poured them both a cuppa.

“Are you still going out to the cottage for Christmas?” Cathy asked. “With Liam?”

Colin’s pulse skittered. “Umm, yeah. You sure you’re okay with me not spending it with you and Stephen?”

Cathy smiled. “Of course. You’ve asked Liam to our Christmas dinner every year since you’ve been partners. And he’s always turned you down. I’m glad he took you up on the offer.” Her gaze turned kind. “I know he doesn’t have any family. He shouldn’t be alone for the holidays.” She took a bite of her scone. “It was a wonderful idea on your part, actually, since you told me he enjoyed his time out there with you this past summer.”

Colin felt his face heat. He ducked his head, busying himself with his own scone. If Cathy only knew just how much they enjoyed themselves.

Once again uncharacteristically nervous, he decided he needed a minute before revealing the true reason he’d asked Cathy over.

He sipped his tea. “So, how’s Stephen settling in at the new law firm…”

They made small talk for the next quarter hour or so, until their cups were empty, as well as the plate of scones, and Colin felt settled enough to start what might be a difficult conversation.

He cleared his throat. “Cath, there’s something I need to tell you.”

She frowned in concern. “You’re going to be gone again, aren’t you? Undercover?”

Colin shook his head. While he could never tell his sister details of his top-secret work, he did always let her know if he would be out of touch. “No, nothing like that. It’s not about the job. It’s… It’s about me.”

Cathy’s eyes filled with worry. She reached across the table to take Colin’s hand.

“Colin? What’s wrong? My God, are you sick?”

Colin covered his sister’s hand with his own. “No! No, I’m fine,” he quickly reassured her. 

Cathy exhaled a relived breath. “Don’t scare me like that. What is it, then?” When Colin hesitated, she squeezed his hand. “You know you can tell me anything,” she said quietly.

The affection in her voice and expression prompted Colin to just rip off the bandage. “Cath… I’m gay.”

A pregnant silence settled between them for several heartbeats as Cathy’s mouth parted…then broke into a wide grin as she let out a laugh.

“Good lord, Colin, is that all? I thought it was going to be something horrible!”

Now it was Colin’s mouth that dropped open, words failing him at his sister’s response. He didn’t think it was possible for anything to surprise him anymore, but she’d done it.

“You expected me to be shocked, didn’t you?” she said gently.

Colin finally found his voice. “Why aren’t you?”

She gave a small shrug of one shoulder. “I had my suspicions when we were teenagers,” she told him. “Your mates were always going on about girls, but you didn’t seem to have any interest. But you got on so well with Duncan…”

Colin’s expression clouded over at the mention of his friend and Cathy paused for a moment. 

“And then Duncan died and you changed,” she said quietly. “You took up with a girl in your class and I thought I’d been wrong.”

Colin shook his head. “You weren’t wrong. But Duncan didn’t just die, Cath. He was killed. For being gay. And it scared me to death,” he admitted. “What if I was found out? I’d already had enough run-ins with the gang that we all knew killed Duncan.” He reached over and squeezed his sister’s hand. “I couldn’t take the chance. I couldn’t leave you alone with Mum and Dad. So I just…switched off that part of me. Refused to acknowledge I was gay.”

Cathy’s expression was stricken. “Because of me? It’s my fault…?”

“No. No, Cath, it’s not,” Colin said firmly. “Yes, at first it was because I needed to make sure I was there for you until we were both old enough to leave home. But I had every opportunity to come out after that. And I didn’t. I was still scared. Hell, it was still illegal to even be gay in this country when I figured it out back in the early 60’s. And then I joined the Met.” His laugh was devoid of humor. “Can you imagine that? A queer copper?” His mouth tightened. “Was never gonna happen. By then…” he gusted out a breath. “I’d been living the lie for so long it just became my truth.”

Cathy’s eyes were filled with compassion. “My God, Colin, I’m so sorry. I had no idea.”

“That’s okay. You weren’t supposed to.”

“And that’s why the women you date, they’re never around for more than a couple weeks.”

“Just me keeping up appearances,” Colin answered. “Trying to fit in.”

Cathy covered Colin’s hand with her own. “I hate that you’ve been hiding who you really are for so long. I’m so glad you’ve finally told me. That you’ve come to terms with who you really are.” 

“And I’m glad you’re not cross, or hurt, that I’ve kept this from you for so long.”

Cathy shook her head. “Never. Especially now that I understand why. Colin, I love you. You’re my brother. Nothing will ever change that.”

Colin felt his throat tighten. “Love you, too, Cath. ‘m sorry I ever doubted that.”

Cathy’s answering smile was soft. “What prompted you to tell me now, though? Has something changed?”

Colin smiled in return. “Actually…”

As if on cue, his buzzer rang. 

“That’ll be Liam,” he told Cathy as he stood. 

Cathy caught his wrist. “Colin, wait. Does Liam know? About you?”

A curl of warmth took hold in Colin’s chest. “He does,” he answered, and exited the kitchen to let his partner in.

A minute later there was a knock at the door and Colin opened it to see Liam standing there, an expectant look on his face. Colin moved aside and Liam walked in, unbuttoning his heavy winter coat. 

“Well, I didn’t hear any shouting as I came down the hallway,” Liam said quietly as he draped his coat on the rack beside the door. “So I take it things went okay?”

Colin gave him a small smile. “More’n okay. You were right,” he admitted grudgingly. 

Liam cocked his head. “Is now the point where I tell you I told you so?” he teased.

Colin rolled his eyes. “Yeah, yeah. When’d you get so smart, eh?”

Liam grinned. “Told you I’m the brains of this outfit, sunshine.” He leaned in and stole a kiss. “No, seriously, Colin, I’m pleased it’s all gone well.” He wrapped Colin up in his arms and Colin returned the embrace.

“Me, too,” Colin sighed against Liam’s shoulder. 

When they eased apart, Liam brushed his hand over Colin’s hair. “C’mon, let’s go drop another bombshell on her, shall we?”

Colin chuckled. “Think I’d better make us another pot of tea,” he said over his shoulder as he led the way back into the kitchen. 

Liam greeted Cathy with a wide smile and a hand on her shoulder. “Good to see you, Cathy.”

“And you, Liam.”

“Hope you don’t mind me joining you,” Liam said as he moved to the other side of the table, standing next to Colin.

“Of course not! Be nice to catch up with you as well. Seems like the two of you haven’t had a day off in ages.”

Colin glanced at Liam then back to his sister. “Umm, Cath? You asked why I decided to tell you now. If anything had changed.” He looked back to Liam and their gazes met and held. “Yeah. Yeah, it has,” he said softly, reaching over and slipping his hand against his partner’s, linking their fingers together.

As one, they turned back to Cathy to see her staring at them, eyes wide, her mouth parted. “No!” she exclaimed joyously, quickly standing up. She moved around the table and first pulled Colin into a fierce hug, then Liam.

“Good lord, you two!” Cathy laughed. “You’ve got me head spinning today, you have!”

“Sorry,” Liam apologized with a smile as they all sat down. “Know it’s a lot to take in.”

“I’ll say!” she grinned. “But I couldn’t be happier for you both. When did all this start, then?”

“Last summer,” Colin confessed.

“Last summer!” Cathy shook her head. “All these months and I never suspected a thing. Then again, you are spies. Deceiving people is what you do for a living.”

Colin frowned, suspecting his sister was hurt after all. “Cath, I—”

She held up her hand. “I didn’t mean that unkindly, Colin. You’re just very good at what you do.”

Liam leaned forward. “Speaking of deceiving people… Cathy, I want to apologize for lying to you back then, when I called asking you for directions to the cottage. I didn’t tell you the real reason I was looking for Colin. I’d done something—”

“He kissed me,” Colin interjected, and Cathy’s eyebrows shot upward.

“It was part of our assignment. Sort of,” Liam replied. “Anyway, Colin ran off and I needed to find him. At the time I’d no idea what he’d been hiding. Everything he told you today, he told me at the cottage. And things just—”

“Progressed,” Colin interjected again with a smile. “And here we are.”

There was nothing but happiness in Cathy’s expression. She reached across the table and squeezed Liam’s wrist. “Since this was the end result…” she waggled her finger between the two men. “You’re forgiven.”

She sat back and clapped her hands together. “Right. So, before you two head off on your romantic Christmas at the cottage,” she grinned, and Colin felt his face heat. “I’m having you both over for a holiday dinner next week.”

“Oh, Cathy, no, you don’t have to do that—” Liam started to protest.

“I absolutely do and I won’t hear another word about it.” She took both their hands. “We have a lot to celebrate,” she said softly, and Colin didn’t think it was possible to love his sister more than at that moment.

 

~*~*~*~*~

 

Cathy stayed for another half hour or so before needing to leave to fetch Timmy from her neighbor. Once she’d gone, Colin and Liam retired to the lounge, where they sat side by side on the settee.

“You look like a huge weight’s been lifted off your shoulders,” Liam remarked.

“It has. It really has,” Colin said. “Feel so much better now Cath knows.” Bolstered by his sister’s acceptance, he wanted to ride the wave. “Let’s not wait to tell Lockwood next week. Let’s do it tomorrow. I just…want to start living my true life. With you.”

Liam cupped the side of Colin’s face. “We’re ready, whatever he says,” Liam replied. “No sense in putting it off, is there? Because I want to start sharing that life with you.”

His heart doing a little flip, Colin captured Liam’s mouth for a grateful kiss that quickly turned heated.

“What’ve you got on?” Colin breathed, hoping his partner could stay awhile.

“Nothing,” Liam panted.

Colin played up Liam’s inadvertent double entendre, reaching for the buttons on his partner’s shirt. “Exactly,” he smirked. 

 

~*~*~*~*~

 

After Liam left later that evening, Colin set about putting the finishing touches on one of his partner’s Christmas gifts.

He retrieved his easel and paints, setting them up in the lounge. He then fetched the canvas he had hidden under his bed. He placed it on the easel and flipped back the cloth covering it, revealing his newest, nearly completed painting—a landscape of the cottage, with small figures of himself and Liam sitting on the bench in front of it.

He smiled to himself, pleased with his work, pleased that he’d embraced his art again, thanks to Liam’s encouragement. Colin’s grandmother was a skilled painter and had instilled within him a love of art at a young age. He dabbled in it himself, under his grandmother’s tutelage, finding he had a talent for it. At one point, he thought he might take it up as a profession. That wasn’t to be, however, and the Met became his calling instead. 

For years, his drawing and painting fell by the wayside. Only occasionally did he find himself picking up a charcoal or brush when the fancy tickled him. Then that all changed a few months ago. 

He was still amazed that Liam had allowed him to draw him last summer, not only naked, but outside as well. Liam’s heartfelt reaction to the finished piece had truly touched Colin, even though his partner was embarrassed at seeing himself depicted so exposed, both physically
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