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Beau Callahan knew two things before arriving at Cedar Lake Resort.

His sister was getting married.

And spending three days trapped in the same wedding party as Mason Reed was going to test every ounce of self-control he had left.

The resort appeared at the end of a winding road lined with cedar trees and summer-burned grass, all glass windows and stone columns overlooking a lake so blue it looked almost fake. White tents had already been raised near the water. Staff moved between them carrying flowers, folded linens, and trays of champagne flutes. Somewhere beyond the main lodge, music drifted faintly through the afternoon heat.

It was beautiful.

Expensive.

Romantic.

Exactly the kind of place where people made speeches about forever and cried into linen napkins.

Beau parked his truck near the guest cottages and sat there a second longer than necessary, hands resting on the steering wheel.

He could do this.

Three days.

Smile for Olivia. Stand where he was told. Wear the suit. Make small talk. Dance with his mother. Avoid Mason Reed.

Simple.

Then Mason walked across the gravel drive carrying two cases of beer against his chest like they weighed nothing at all.

Of course.

Beau closed his eyes.

“Perfect,” he muttered.

When he opened them again, Mason had already seen him.

The man stopped in the middle of the drive, sunlight catching the shaved sides of his head and the tattoos winding down both strong arms. He wore a black T-shirt stretched tight across his chest, faded jeans, and that same lazy grin that had irritated Beau for years.

Not because it was smug.

Because it worked.

Because Mason Reed could smile at a room and somehow make every person in it feel like he had chosen them.

Beau hated that.

He hated it more because Mason’s grin sharpened the second Beau stepped out of the truck.

“Well, damn,” Mason called. “Look who finally decided to show up.”

Beau shut his door harder than necessary. “Good to see you too.”

“Wasn’t sure you’d make it. Figured there was a youth baseball emergency somewhere.”

“There almost was.”

Mason set the beer down near the lodge steps and wiped one hand across his jaw. “You telling me a bunch of twelve-year-olds couldn’t survive three days without Coach Callahan?”

“They’ll manage.”

“Barely, I bet.”

Beau grabbed his garment bag from the back seat and tried not to look at Mason’s arms.

That was always the first mistake.

Looking.

Mason had the kind of body that made a man notice before he could stop himself. Broad shoulders. Thick forearms. Veins raised slightly from the heat. Ink disappearing beneath his sleeves and reappearing near his wrists. He looked like trouble dressed as manual labor.

And Beau had spent years pretending he didn’t notice.

Mason came closer, still smiling. “You clean up nice for a man who lives in gym shorts.”

“I’m not cleaned up yet.”

“Then I’m looking forward to later.”

Beau gave him a flat look. “You flirt with everybody like this?”

“No.” Mason’s eyes held his a second too long. “Not everybody.”

Something low in Beau’s stomach tightened.

He looked away first.

That was another thing he hated.

Mason always made him look away first.

Before Beau could come up with a response, Olivia appeared on the lodge porch in a white sundress, waving both arms like she’d been waiting all day.

“Beau!”

Relief hit him so hard he almost laughed.

His sister hurried down the steps, curls bouncing, face bright with that particular kind of happiness that made her look younger than twenty-nine. Beau dropped his bag just in time for her to throw herself at him.

“You’re here,” she said into his shoulder.

“I said I would be.”

“I know, but you’re you. You get weird about resorts.”

“I do not get weird about resorts.”

“You packed your own pillow.”

“That’s not weird. That’s smart.”

Behind her, Mason made a quiet sound that was almost a laugh.

Beau ignored him.

Olivia pulled back and looked him over. “You okay?”

“I’m fine.”

“You look tense.”

“Mason was here.”

“That explains it.”

Mason pressed a hand to his chest. “I bring joy everywhere I go.”

“You bring noise,” Olivia said.

“And beer.”

“That too.” She turned back to Beau, smiling softer now. “Thank you for being here.”

That did something to him. Cut through the irritation. The heat. The old, stupid awareness of Mason standing too close.

Beau touched her shoulder. “I wouldn’t miss it.”

Olivia’s eyes went shiny for half a second before she blinked it away. “Okay. Good. Before I cry, go check in. Your room should be ready.”

“Should be?”

Her expression shifted.

Beau noticed immediately.

“What?” he asked.

“Nothing.”

“Olivia.”

“It’s probably nothing.”

Mason’s grin widened behind her.

Beau looked between them. “Why is he smiling?”

“Because I enjoy suspense,” Mason said.

Olivia winced. “There was a small issue with the room block.”

Beau’s stomach sank. “What kind of issue?”

“The resort overbooked one of the villas.”

“One of the villas,” Beau repeated.

“Yes.”

“My villa?”

“Technically, yes.”

Mason bent to pick up the beer again. “Ours, actually.”

Beau turned his head slowly.

Mason looked entirely too pleased.

“No,” Beau said.

Olivia held up both hands. “It’s just for tonight and tomorrow. Maybe Saturday too, but they’re trying to fix it.”

“No.”

“There are two beds.”

“No.”

“And it’s a really nice villa.”

“Olivia.”

Her face softened in that dangerous sister way. The way that reminded him she had known him since he was six years old and crying because he couldn’t tie his shoes.

“Please,” she said quietly. “I need this weekend to go smoothly.”

That was unfair.

She knew it.

He knew it.

Mason definitely knew it.

Beau exhaled through his nose and stared at the lodge behind her.

Three days.

He could survive three days.

Probably.

“Fine,” he said.

Olivia kissed his cheek. “I love you.”

“I’m remembering this forever.”

“I know.”

Mason stepped beside him with the beer, close enough that Beau caught the scent of sun-warmed skin, clean soap, and something faintly smoky.

“Roommates,” Mason said.

Beau picked up his garment bag. “Don’t start.”

“Oh, I’m definitely starting.”

And because the universe apparently had a sense of humor, Mason turned and led the way toward the cottages like this was the best thing that had happened to him all week.

Beau followed because he had no choice.

That was what he told himself, anyway.

The villa sat near the tree line, close enough to see the lake through gaps in the cedars. It had a little stone path, a porch with two wooden chairs, and wide windows that reflected the afternoon sun. It looked peaceful.

Then Mason unlocked the door and ruined the peace by stepping inside first.

“Not bad,” he said.

Beau entered behind him.

The villa was worse than he expected.

Not because it was ugly.

Because it was beautiful.

Too beautiful.

A small living area opened into a bedroom space with two queen beds separated by a single nightstand. A fireplace sat along one wall. The bathroom door stood halfway open, revealing a glass shower big enough to be a problem. Beyond the beds, French doors led to a private balcony overlooking the lake.

Romantic.

Intimate.

A honeymoon suite pretending not to be one.

Beau set his bag on the nearest bed. “Absolutely not.”

Mason walked past him and looked out toward the balcony. “You keep saying that, but here we are.”

“There’s one bathroom.”

“Most places have one bathroom.”

“There’s barely a wall between the beds.”

Mason glanced back at him. “Were you planning to build one?”

Beau ignored that and unzipped his garment bag. “We need rules.”

“Already?”

“Yes.”

Mason leaned one shoulder against the balcony door. “I love rules.”

“No, you don’t.”

“I love watching you make them.”

Beau pulled his suit out carefully and hung it in the small closet. “Rule one, no bringing anyone back here.”

Mason’s eyebrows rose. “Anyone?”

“Anyone.”

“What if I fall in love at the welcome party?”

“Do it somewhere else.”

Mason laughed then, low and warm, and Beau hated the way the sound filled the room.

“Fine,” Mason said. “No guests.”

“Rule two, bathroom schedule.”

“Romantic.”

“Practical.”

“Same thing, apparently.”

Beau turned toward him. “Can you be serious for thirty seconds?”

Mason’s smile softened just enough to make him look different. Less like the man who teased everybody. More like the man who noticed too much.

“I can,” he said.

The shift caught Beau off guard.

For one strange second, the room quieted around them.

Outside, somewhere near the lake, a boat engine hummed. Voices carried faintly from the resort lawn. Inside, Mason looked at him like he was waiting for something Beau hadn’t meant to offer.

Beau cleared his throat and looked away. “I just don’t want things to be weird.”

Mason was quiet.

Then he said, “Are they weird?”

Beau’s hand tightened around the hanger.

There it was.

The dangerous edge beneath all the jokes.

He could have laughed it off. Should have. That was what they always did. Mason pushed. Beau deflected. Mason grinned. Beau pretended irritation was the only thing between them.

Instead, Beau said nothing for half a beat too long.

Mason noticed.

Of course he noticed.

His gaze dropped briefly to Beau’s mouth.

Briefly enough that Beau could pretend it hadn’t happened.

Long enough that he would remember it later.

Then Mason pushed away from the door and grabbed his own duffel. “Relax, Callahan. I’ll behave.”

Beau gave a dry laugh. “That’ll be new.”

“Careful.” Mason tossed his bag onto the other bed. “Keep talking to me like that and people might think you enjoy my company.”

“I don’t.”

“Sure.”

“I don’t.”

Mason opened his duffel and pulled out a folded white dress shirt. “You’ve been telling yourself that for years.”

Beau went still.

Mason didn’t look up.

He just kept unpacking like he hadn’t thrown a match onto dry grass.

Beau stared at him.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Mason finally lifted his eyes.

The grin was gone now.

Not completely.

But enough.

“It means,” he said, voice quieter, “you pay a lot of attention to someone you claim you can’t stand.”

Heat climbed the back of Beau’s neck.

“That’s not true.”

“No?”

“No.”

Mason’s gaze moved over his face slowly. Not crude. Not obvious. Somehow worse than both.

“Okay,” he said.

That was all.

Okay.

Like he knew Beau was lying and didn’t need to prove it.

Beau turned away first again, furious at himself for it.

“I’m taking the first shower,” he said.

“Go ahead.”

“And don’t come in.”

Mason sat on the edge of his bed, amused again. “Wasn’t planning to.”

Beau grabbed his toiletry bag and went into the bathroom, shutting the door harder than he meant to.

For a second, he just stood there.

The bathroom was all stone tile and soft towels and expensive lighting. His reflection stared back at him from the mirror, jaw tight, eyes too alert.

Ridiculous.

He was ridiculous.

Mason Reed was just a man.

A loud, tattooed, annoyingly attractive man who had been part of his extended social circle for years.

That was all.

Beau turned on the shower.

Steam began to rise.

He stripped quickly, stepped beneath the hot water, and tried to wash the afternoon off his skin. The drive. The resort. Mason’s grin. Mason’s voice saying, you pay a lot of attention.

He did not.

He absolutely did not.

Except he knew the shape of Mason’s hands.

Knew the sound of his laugh in a crowded room.

Knew he favored his left knee when he was tired.

Knew he always acted careless when something mattered too much.

Beau pressed both palms against the tile and lowered his head beneath the spray.

Three days.

That was all.

Three days and then Olivia would be married, everyone would go home, and Mason Reed would go back to being someone Beau saw occasionally at holidays and cookouts.

Manageable.

Safe.

Temporary.

When Beau finished showering, he dressed in clean jeans and a pale blue button-down for the welcome drinks. He towel-dried his hair, took one more steadying breath, and opened the bathroom door.

Mason was standing near the foot of his bed, shirtless.

Of course he was.

Beau stopped.

Mason looked over while buttoning his cuffs, bare chest still visible beneath the open white dress shirt. Tattoos curled over one shoulder and down his ribs, disappearing beneath the waistband of his jeans. His skin was warm from the sun, his jaw shadowed, his expression unreadable for one suspended second.

Beau forgot how to move.

Mason’s mouth tilted.

“Bathroom’s all yours?” he asked.

Beau blinked. “What?”

Mason’s smile deepened. “The bathroom.”

“Right.” Beau stepped aside too fast. “Yeah.”

Mason walked toward him.

The space near the bathroom door was narrow.

Too narrow.

Beau could have moved farther out of the way.

He didn’t.

Mason passed close enough that his shoulder brushed Beau’s.

Bare skin against the back of Beau’s hand.

Nothing.

Almost nothing.

It still hit like a spark.

Mason paused beside him, voice low enough that it barely carried.

“Blue’s a good color on you.”

Then he disappeared into the bathroom and shut the door.

Beau stood alone in the villa, staring at nothing.

His pulse was beating in his throat.

Outside, wedding guests laughed somewhere near the lake.

Inside, Beau understood with sudden, sinking clarity that three days was going to be much longer than he thought.

And much more dangerous.
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The welcome party was already in full swing by the time Beau and Mason reached the main lawn overlooking the lake.

String lights hung from poles and tree branches.

Music drifted from hidden speakers.

Guests gathered around high-top tables while servers moved through the crowd carrying trays of drinks.

The entire resort seemed bathed in golden evening light.

Beau immediately spotted his sister.

Olivia stood near the water laughing with her fiancé, Ethan, completely glowing.

For a moment, Beau forgot everything else.

Forgot Mason.

Forgot the villa.

Forgot the stupid comment about paying attention.

His little sister was getting married.

That mattered.

Everything else could wait.

"There's the groom," Mason said beside him.

Ethan spotted them and raised a beer.

"About time."

"We were busy getting settled," Mason replied.

Beau shot him a look.

Mason looked innocent.

Ethan immediately became suspicious.

"What happened?"

"Nothing," Beau said.

"They're roommates."

Olivia nearly dropped her drink.

"Oh no."

Ethan started laughing.

"Are you serious?"

"Apparently."

The grin spreading across Ethan's face was deeply concerning.

"Oh this is going to be fun."

Beau pointed at him.

"Don't."

"I didn't even say anything."

"You were thinking something."

"Probably."

Mason accepted a beer from Ethan.

"See? He gets me."

Beau sighed.

This weekend was already becoming exhausting.

An hour later, things somehow became worse.

Or better.

Depending on how one looked at it.

Beau was standing near the edge of the lawn nursing his second beer when a voice spoke beside him.

"You look bored."

He turned.

The speaker was a man around his age.

Tall.

Dark-haired.

Good-looking.

One of the wedding guests.

Beau vaguely recognized him from the welcome packets everyone had received earlier.

"Not bored," Beau said.

"Just hiding?"

"Maybe."

The man smiled.

"I respect that."

Beau found himself relaxing.

The conversation was easy.

Harmless.

They talked about the resort.

The lake.

The absurd amount of wedding decorations.

Nothing important.

Then the stranger held out his hand.

"Connor."

"Beau."

"Nice to meet you."

"Likewise."

Connor glanced toward the dance floor.

"You here with anyone?"

The question caught Beau off guard.

Not because it was unusual.

Because he knew exactly what it meant.

Before he could answer, another voice appeared.

"Beau."

Mason.

Of course.

Beau turned.

Mason stood beside them holding two beers.

One disappeared into Beau's hand before he could protest.

"Thought yours was empty."

"It wasn't."

"Huh."

Mason looked at Connor.

Connor looked back.

Something invisible passed between them.

Something male.

Competitive.

Primitive.

Ridiculous.

Yet unmistakable.

Connor smiled politely.

"I'm Connor."

"Mason."

The handshake lasted exactly half a second too long.

Beau noticed.

Apparently he wasn't the only one.

Connor's smile sharpened.

"You know Beau from the wedding?"

Mason took a drink.

"Something like that."

The answer made absolutely no sense.

Yet somehow it ended the conversation.

Within two minutes Connor excused himself to find friends.

The moment he disappeared into the crowd, Beau turned.

"What was that?"

"What?"

"That."

Mason looked genuinely confused.

"I brought you a beer."

"You interrupted."

"No."

"You absolutely did."

Mason studied him.

Then smiled slowly.

"Oh."

"Oh?"

"You think I interrupted."

"You did."

A laugh escaped him.

Low.

Dangerous.

Far too pleased.

"You jealous, Callahan?"

Beau nearly choked.

"Excuse me?"

"You sounded jealous."

The audacity.

The complete and utter audacity.

Beau stared at him.

Then laughed once.

"You're insane."

"Probably."

"Definitely."

Mason took another drink.

Still smiling.

Still watching him.

The worst part?

Beau wasn't entirely sure Connor had been the jealous one.

As sunset deepened, guests began drifting toward the lake.

A bonfire had been prepared near the shoreline.

Music softened.

Conversations became quieter.

More intimate.

The kind of atmosphere designed to make people fall in love.

Or make terrible decisions.

Beau found himself sitting on one of the wooden docks watching orange light spread across the water.

For the first time all evening, he was alone.

The quiet felt good.

Necessary.

The dock shifted slightly behind him.

Someone sat down.

Beau already knew who it was.

"You following me now?"

"No."

Mason stretched his legs out beside him.

"I just knew where you'd be."

Beau hated how that answer affected him.

"How?"

Mason shrugged.

"You always disappear when crowds get too loud."

The words landed harder than they should have.

Because they were true.

And because Beau had never told him that.

For several moments neither spoke.

The lake rippled softly below them.

A boat crossed the far shoreline.

The sun sank lower.

Then Mason surprised him.

"You excited?"

"For what?"

"The wedding."

Beau looked toward the resort.

Toward Olivia.

Toward the people gathering near the bonfire.

A smile tugged at his mouth.

"Yeah."

"She's happy."

"She is."

"You worried about her?"

Beau laughed.

"Constantly."

"I figured."

Mason leaned back on his hands.

"She's lucky."

The statement felt simple.

Yet something about it wasn't.

Beau looked over.

Mason was watching the water.

Not him.

The sunset painted gold across the side of his face.

For the first time all day, he looked tired.

Not playful.

Not teasing.

Just real.

"What about you?" Beau asked.

Mason glanced over.

"What about me?"

"You ever think about getting married?"

Something changed in Mason's expression.

Small.

Brief.

But there.

Then he smiled.

The easy smile returned.

"Didn't know we were having that conversation."

"We aren't."

"Good."

Beau rolled his eyes.

Mason laughed.

Yet the answer lingered.

Because it hadn't actually been an answer.

And for some reason, Beau found himself wondering what Mason hadn't said.

The silence returned.

Comfortable this time.

Neither rushing to fill it.

The sun slipped lower.

The lake turned gold.

Then amber.

Then deep orange.

Mason spoke without looking at him.

"You know what your problem is?"

Beau groaned.

"Here we go."

"You think too much."

"And your problem?"

"I don't think enough."

"At least you're self-aware."

Mason laughed again.

The sound drifted across the water.

For a second, Beau found himself smiling too.

Neither noticed how close they had drifted on the dock.

Or maybe they noticed.

Maybe neither wanted to move.

Behind them, someone called for the wedding party.

Reality returned.

The spell broke.

Mason stood first.

"Come on."

Beau looked up.

"What?"

"We've got rehearsal stuff tomorrow."

"So?"

Mason offered him a hand.

"Don't want you staying up all night thinking."

Beau stared at the hand.

Then at him.

Mason's smile softened.

Not teasing.

Not this time.

Something else.

Something unexpectedly warm.

Beau took the hand.

The moment lasted barely a second.

Yet somehow it stayed with him all the way back to the villa.

And later, long after the lights were out.

When the room was dark.

When Mason was only a shape in the bed across from him.

When sleep should have come.

Beau found himself staring at the ceiling.

Listening to the distant sounds of the lake.

Thinking about a dock.

A sunset.

A hand offered without hesitation.

And the growing suspicion that sharing a villa with Mason Reed might not be the worst thing about this weekend.

The worst thing might be wanting it to continue.
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Chapter Three
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Beau slept terribly.

Not because of the bed.

The mattress was probably worth more than his first car.

The problem was Mason.

Not even Mason himself.

Just the awareness of him.

The sound of him turning over once around midnight.

The faint glow of his phone screen before it finally disappeared.

The knowledge that only fifteen feet separated them.

It was ridiculous.

By the time morning arrived, Beau had convinced himself he was being an idiot.

A complete idiot.

The kind of idiot who spent half the night thinking about a conversation on a dock.

So naturally, the first thing he saw when he stepped onto the villa balcony at six-thirty was Mason Reed.

Already awake.

Already drinking coffee.

Already looking annoyingly good.

"Morning."

Beau groaned.

Mason smirked into his coffee.

"That bad?"

"You."

"What about me?"

"You being awake."

Mason laughed.

The lake stretched behind him, smooth as glass in the early morning light. A thin layer of mist hovered above the water. Somewhere farther down the shoreline, birds called from the reeds.

It should have been peaceful.

Instead Beau found himself watching the way sunlight caught in Mason's eyes.

Which was exactly the kind of thing he needed to stop doing.

Immediately.

"Sleep okay?" Mason asked.

"Fine."

"Liar."

Beau frowned.

"What?"

"You always get that crease right here when you're tired."

Mason pointed toward his own forehead.

Beau blinked.

"What?"

"The little line."

"You know what my tired face looks like?"

Mason shrugged.

"Guess so."

The answer came so casually that Beau almost missed it.

Almost.

Instead he stared.

Mason took another drink.

Completely unconcerned.

As if noticing details about Beau was perfectly normal.

As if remembering them wasn't strange at all.

The realization unsettled him.

Because Beau noticed things.

He always had.

The way Mason rolled his sleeves to his elbows when he worked.

The scar near his wrist.

The fact that he preferred dark beer.

The tiny dimple that appeared when he genuinely laughed.

Beau knew those things because he'd spent years trying not to pay attention.

Apparently Mason knew things too.

That felt dangerous.

"You're staring again."

Beau nearly choked on his coffee.

"I was not."

"You were."

"No."

Mason grinned.

The bastard actually grinned.

"Okay."

There was that word again.

Okay.

Like he knew Beau was lying.

Like he enjoyed it.

Before Beau could formulate a response, his phone buzzed.

Olivia.

THANK GOD.

Emergency.

Beau immediately stood.

Mason looked alarmed.

"What happened?"

"It's Olivia."

"Oh God."

They were both moving before they finished the conversation.

The emergency turned out to be flowers.

Of course it was flowers.

Specifically, centerpieces.

And specifically, not enough of them.

Beau spent the next two hours carrying boxes, moving chairs, arranging tables, hanging decorations, and generally doing whatever Olivia pointed at.

Mason somehow ended up helping too.

Unfortunately.

Because it meant they spent the entire morning together.

"More candles."

"Got it."

"Move those chairs."

"Already doing it."

"Beau."

"What?"

"You're hanging those upside down."

He looked up.

He was.

Mason laughed so hard he nearly dropped a box.

Beau contemplated murder.

By noon, most of the wedding party had gathered near the beach area.

Volleyball nets had been set up.

Music played.

Coolers appeared.

The atmosphere shifted from wedding preparation to vacation.

Exactly the kind of event Beau usually avoided.

Olivia wasn't giving him a choice.

"You're playing."

"No."

"Yes."

"No."

She pointed.

"Team assignments are already made."

Beau looked.

Immediately regretted it.

Because standing on the opposite side of the net was Mason.

Already grinning.

Already enjoying this.

"Absolutely not."

Olivia smiled sweetly.

"Love you."

Then she walked away.

Traitor.

"Looks like we're rivals," Mason called.

Beau rolled his shoulders.

"Prepare to lose."

Mason's grin widened.

"Oh, there he is."

"What?"

"The competitive side."

"I coach baseball."

"You act like every game is life or death."

"Winning matters."

"Interesting."

Mason bounced the volleyball once.

His eyes never left Beau.

"Guess we'll find out."

Twenty minutes later, they were tied.

Guests lined the sand cheering.

Music blasted.

The sun beat down overhead.

And Beau was having far more fun than he intended.

A mistake.

A serious mistake.

Because every time he looked across the net, Mason was looking back.

Not every time.

Almost every time.

Enough.

Far too much.

The game point arrived.

One final serve.

One final volley.

The ball flew high.

Both men moved.

Neither realized they were chasing the same shot until it was too late.

They collided.

Hard.

The ball landed somewhere behind them.

Nobody
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