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The door opened.

I sucked in a breath of surprise.

Looking as hot as the top layer of the sand under the midday sun, Raees Farran stood there, but instead of clothes, he wore a white bathrobe and nothing else.

At least, I guessed there was nothing underneath.

I imagine there’s nothing underneath.

Although, why did I think about what that bathrobe covered? I don’t look at all football players in that way, so it shouldn’t be an issue. 

It isn’t all football players that take my breath away.

I’ve seen all my teammates naked or near naked at some point, and I’m not a perv; I don’t ogle them in the showers or anything like that. 

But in Qatar in 2022, my brain did cartwheels whenever I was near Raees Farran. He was the team captain, which didn’t exactly help matters.

Raees was different. He had something about him that I craved. His presence would send my pulse racing. 

When he took his shirt off, he had a body to die for. All professional footballers are fit, but there’s fit, and then there’s well FIT.

The dude looked sexy in a business suit, a tracksuit, or when he got his kit off, yes, in his birthday suit.

When he stood in the doorway of his hotel room, I couldn’t stop myself from casting a lingering glance down his fine body. 

The dude looked fit in a bathrobe, and the robe was tied in the front with a cloth belt, which looked like an invitation to unwrap him.

Taking a deep breath, I asked, “Did I come at a bad time?”

“No, it’s a perfect time,” Raees said coolly. He stepped back from the doorway. “I’d just assumed you wouldn’t show up. Imagine my surprise.”

“Really?” I scowled and stepped forward. “You didn’t think I’d show up?”

“No, I didn’t.” Raees narrowed a single eye. “You obviously do your best to avoid me most of the time.”

I was shocked that he’d noticed. I’d tried not to be obvious about anything.  

I followed him into the room, and I tried not to be obvious about noticing the bed.

It was a hotel suite; of course it would have a bed. It seemed to dominate the space, but that was just in my mind because there was plenty of recreational space in the palatial hotel suite, including a sofa big enough to lie on, which faced a giant TV. 

On the far side of the room, the curtains were drawn across the windows. To the side of the doorway, the luxury bathroom was in darkness. 

We appeared to be alone, and that was a relief. I didn’t need anyone else to witness how I fell apart in the presence of the team captain.

He sat on the arm of the blue sofa and crossed his arms. “So, this problem you’ve got?”

I swallowed. Did Raees know something?

Something I thought I’d kept hidden.

On the pitch and in training, I stayed laser-focused. But at other times, I’d often catch myself thinking about a certain fellow international teammate in lustful ways that I knew I shouldn’t. 

Yes, it could be a problem, but I thought I kept it in check.

Had Raees noticed?

In his thirties and old enough to consider retiring from top-flight football, everything about Raees drove me crazy.

So, in Qatar, the eyes of the world were on us as a team of sportsmen at work and on LGBT rights as well. 

Fuck it. 

Two parts of my world that I usually kept separate crashed together. My work life is public, and I can’t help that. I’m paid a fuck load of money for the inconvenience. But my private life, my sex life, that’s extremely fucking private and practically non-existent.

In November 2022, it felt like the whole world was focused on me: football players and gay rights, LGBT folk in Qatar. I had it from every angle, and I was only there to do my fucking job.

But right then, Raees stared me down.

I hadn’t responded to his question, so he followed it up. “What’s the deal, man? What’s your problem?”

What Raees knew or thought he knew remained unclear for a little while longer.

I took a huge breath. “Well, what exactly have you asked me here to discuss?”

Raees’s gaze was distant and cold. “You clearly don’t like me, and that’s okay. You don’t have to; not everybody does. But what’s your deal with the rainbow? I didn’t have you down as a homophobe. The rest of the team wants to push back against this FIFA ban; everyone is vocal about it, but you. You don’t have a word to say on it.”

Well, shit.

I hadn’t expected any of that. I’d been better at hiding everything than I thought if Raees thought I was homophobic rather than actually one of them.

“Listen...” I had to tread carefully. What was the best way to handle a situation like this? I had no plan. I opened my mouth and let words flow out. “I want to apologize for not standing up and agreeing with you. But the whole team is behind you on the love is love rainbow armband thing. You didn’t need to hear my voice.”

“That isn’t true. If you don’t speak out, how do we know what you’re thinking? Are you with us or part of the problem?” Raees cocked his head to one side and smirked.

I made a sour face. “I’m trying to apologize here. Suppose you could stop attacking me. I’m on my side. I’m twenty-one, and this is my first world cup. I’m here to play football and win the cup.”

I often didn’t see eye to eye with the number nine player; what to do about the last-minute crackdown against team captains wearing the rainbow one love armband in support of the LGBT community was just one in a long line of petty disputes. 

On this issue, I was happy to go along with the majority decision and whatever the boss said.I didn’t want to rock the boat or poke my head up over the wall where I might get shot down. I’d chosen to hide deep in the back of the closet, so I was hardly gonna stick my neck out and voice what I really thought.

Raees stood, and as he did, his robe yawned open. I got a glimpse of his strong, dark chest. I swallowed hard. 

“I already told you my opinion, and you’ve made it clear you don’t care about the same issues. Now, if you could keep your personal dislike of me out of team matters, that’s all. I just wanted to clear that up.”

Regardless of our differences, I respected Raees. The man was older and more experienced, and this wasn’t his first top tournament. Under normal circumstances, I would’ve called Raees a prick, traded a bit of banter, and moved on with life.

But this was Raees, alone, in his room. And he was also damned hot.

Tall and handsome, he had an attitude. His posture screamed purpose. His manner was singularly goal-focused – literally, the man played to win in every arena, not just in the football stadium. 

“You know what?” My eyes met Raees. “I don’t dislike you at all, far from it.”

“Far from it?” Raees echoed; his bottom lip twitched. “So you did come here to make peace.” He smirked and raised an eyebrow.

“I—” I blushed. 

What were we saying? He hadn’t meant it like that, yet I felt my cheeks flaming and my eyes hitting the floor with embarrassment.

“Well, then,” Raees straightened up and stepped closer. 

All of a sudden, we were practically nose to nose. Oxygen left the room, or I forgot how to breathe. One or the other.

“Let’s see exactly what you mean by far from it. How far exactly?” Raees slowly reached out a hand as if to calm a skittish animal. He placed his palm against my cheek, and his thumb stroked my lips. “Just how much does a good-looking bloke like yourself support gay rights?” 

Unable to move or even respond, I froze statue-still while hot desire flooded me. I wanted to reach for that thumb with my mouth and suck on it. I’d never wanted anyone like I wanted this man. And I never expected anything from him. 

This can’t be happening.
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Chapter Two


[image: ]


Was the captain seriously making a pass? Was he in the closet too? No, he couldn’t be. I’m fairly certain he’s dated women.

I couldn’t move, so Raees did. He leaned forward, closing the gap between us and our lips.

For all that he exuded self-confidence and power, Raees’s kiss felt slow and gentle. The tentative touching of lips. The sliding of one open mouth over another. A tongue bringing moisture and heat but only teasing my lips and not barging in.

Hot desire unfurled within me, and my heart hammered hard. My blood drained south, rendering me incapable of thought. My blank mind forgot what brought me to the hotel room.

I only knew I was ready to consent to absolutely anything.

His kiss grew bolder. He forced my lips apart with his own, and his tongue invaded my mouth and danced with mine. I tasted the flavor of raw sex appeal. I’d sought it since entering adulthood but didn’t know where to find it...at least not until that day. 

So fucking good. 

I couldn’t hold back a moan.

A hand enveloped the back of my head while the other touched my hip, squeezing before slipping around my waist as he drew closer.

In addition to the knot of Raees’s belt, I felt the unmistakable shape of his erection pushing forward, and the urge to rub mine against him became irresistible.

Lost in the kiss and essence of Raees
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